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This dissertation describes the development of American PSYOP forces and their 

employment in Vietnam. By looking at the complex interplay of American, North Vietnamese, 

National Liberation Front (NLF) and South Vietnamese propaganda programs, a deeper 

understanding of these activities and the larger war emerges. The time period covered is 

important because it comprises the initial introduction of American PSYOP advisory forces, the 

transition to active participation in the war, and allows enough time to determine the long-term 

effects of both the North Vietnamese/NLF and American/South Vietnamese programs. Ending 

with the 1968 Tet Offensive is fitting because it marks both a major change in the war and the 

establishment of the 4th Psychological Operations Group to manage the American PSYOP 

effort. This dissertation challenges the argument that the Northern/Viet Cong program was 

much more effective that the opposing one. This study also provides support for understanding 

the Tet Offensive as a desperate gamble born out of knowledge the tide of war favored the 

Allies by mid-1967. Additionally, campaigns such as Chieu Hoi in connection with intensified 

combat operations sapped Viet Cong morale. The trend was solidly towards the government 

and the NLF increasingly depended on violence to maintain control. Although facing an 

experienced enemy in the psychological war, advising, innovating techniques, and developing 

equipment all made great strides. As this dissertation demonstrates, despite challenges, they 

had considerable success in the period covered. I rely extensively on untapped sources such as 

Foreign Broadcast Information Service transcripts, Captured Document Exploitation Center files, 

and access to the rarely used U.S. Army Special Operations Command Archives. Additionally, I 

have digitized databases such as the Hamlet Evaluation System and Terrorist Incident 

Reporting System for Geographic Information System software analysis. The maps provide 

examples of the possibilities available to the historian using these datasets. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

It is early morning on 8 December 1966, the bright dawn of a relatively cool, dry 

day in South Vietnam. A battalion from the United States 1st Infantry Division surrounds 

the village of Chanh Luu, thirty kilometers north of Saigon. The troops are part of 

Operation Fairfax, General William Westmoreland‘s push to clear communist guerrillas of 

the National Liberation Front from the area surrounding the capital. Soldiers painstakingly 

comb the red sand road in search of mines as they approach the village. At 0800 hours, 

mobile field teams of the 246th PSYOP Company, armed with loudspeakers, food, 

PSYOP posters and leaflets, enter the village, which until recently had been controlled by 

the Viet Cong. The children of the village eagerly swarm around as the Americans 

distribute candy. 

Meanwhile, work begins to remove all traces of enemy propaganda images from 

the village. In their place are fresh, colorful posters. Troops paint a pro-government 

slogan on the wall of the only stone building in Chanh Luu. A wizened grandmother 

crowds the PSYOP team to get a specially designed calendar as soldiers make the 

rounds of the village shops. Related to the PSYOP mission, the fighting age men of the 

village are assembled for intelligence interviews. There are many suspected Viet Cong in 

this village. 

Suddenly... crack. A few men open fire when a combined team of South 

Vietnamese and American soldiers attempt to round them up. The situation is quickly 
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brought under control, leaving nine enemy dead and several wounded. American 

casualties are light.1  

This small firefight--lasting all of five minutes--was a minor action in a very long 

war.  Yet it was the opening phase of what was to become the most sustained, intensive 

use of psychological operations (PSYOP) in American history.  The U.S. Army would 

launch numerous PSYOP programs and distribute as many as 50 billion leaflets in an 

area the size of California over the course of the war. 

What brought these men to the remote village of Chanh Luu on that bright 

Tuesday morning?  This study seeks to answer this by analyzing psychological 

operations in Vietnam during the period 1960-1968. It focuses on the development of 

capabilities, introduction of forces, and the decisions that created the Joint U.S. Public 

Affairs Office (JUSPAO) to manage all PSYOP policy in the war. Rather than an isolated 

examination, this study seeks to set these operations within the wider context of Vietnam 

and the Cold War propaganda battle that the United States simultaneously fought.  This 

study looks at PSYOP use across the entire theater, by all U.S. agencies involved with 

PSYOP.  It will address the complex interplay of these activities, as well as the 

development of PSYOP doctrine and training in the period prior to the introduction of 

ground combat forces in 1965. Finally, it will show how the course of the war itself forced 

changes to this doctrine. 

Although this is primarily a look at the American effort, PSYOP never occurs in a 

vacuum. The enemy and friendly forces, as well as civilians, all impact the information 

environment, forcing a constant reevaluation of programs and shift in focus. Without 

1
 Staff Film Report 67-2: Chanh Luu Vietnam, 27 min., (New York: Army Pictorial Center, 1967). This 

film provides combat camera footage and narration of the operation. 



3 

setting these operations within the context of the wider war, the American PSYOP effort 

makes little sense. As such, this study also discusses the development of these 

alternative sources of information, especially those of the governments of North and 

South Vietnam, and to a lesser extent the Australian, Korean and Philippine efforts. 

Due to the ebb and flow of a long war like Vietnam, many historians have made 

the mistake of concentrating on this or that short period, often centered on 1968. Or they 

err like Jeffrey Race, declaring the war lost in 1965, when clearly it was not. In the end, 

war unfolds in the realm of chance. Understanding a long war like Vietnam requires the 

historian to take a long view. Perseverance on both sides is vital in a desperate struggle 

such as the Vietnam War. The last side standing, no matter how blooded and battered, no 

matter how many mistakes previously made, is the winner. This truism is particularly true 

of the psychological war, which unfolded over many years with numerous twists and 

turns.2 

The debate rages to this day over what to even call the various combatants in this 

war, such was the degree to which propaganda infused all aspects of the conflict. 

Participants assumed names for themselves with an eye toward influencing audiences. 

Similarly, they applied pejorative labels to the enemy, such as “puppet” or “bandit,” in 

order to drive supporters away. While the Southern government styled itself a 

“democracy,” it was no such thing during the period in question. Perhaps it might have 

evolved into one, along the lines of South Korea. However, events halted its evolution. As 

such, this study will avoid using the terms “Free” or “Democratic government” to describe 

the Republic of South Vietnam. 

2
 See Jeffrey Race, War Comes to Long An: Revolutionary Conflict in a Vietnamese Province (1972. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010) and Frank Scotton, Uphill Battle: Reflections on Viet Nam 
Counterinsurgency (Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 2014). 
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A similar debate rages over the anti-government insurgency.  The National 

Liberation Front (NLF), or National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam, was a 

creation of the Communist government in North Vietnam. They used the front tactic, 

developed by Lenin and refined by Ho Chi Minh, as a method of creating mass 

organizations that could magnify the power of small, dedicated Marxist groups in order to 

seize power. The NLF was simply a propaganda weapon for the North in this war. 

Inherent in this tactic was keeping the Communist core hidden behind a shroud of 

seemingly legitimate mass organizations.  

In recent years it has become common in western academic circles to shun the 

term more common to Americans, Viet Cong, as a presumed pejorative term. The naming 

debate, like much in the study of the Vietnam War, arose out of the propaganda efforts by 

both sides. The term Viet Minh, the original resistance movement, is a contraction of Viet 

Nam Doc lap Dong Minh, the Vietnam Independence League. This was the front created 

by Ho Chi Minh in 1941 to resist the Japanese occupation of Indochina. This term 

remained in fashion after the 1954 Geneva Accords. The Vietnamese Communist Party, 

Viet Nam Cong-san Dang, was formed in October 1930. The term Viet Cong appeared in 

Saigon newspapers beginning in 1956 as a contraction of Viet Nam Cong-san 

(Vietnamese Communist). By using this, South Vietnamese and American officials 

attempted to delegitimize the original movement by identifying it clearly as a communist 

front. The Cong in Viet Cong is the same as in Vietnam Cong Hoa, or the Republic of 

Vietnam and holds no inherent negative undertone.3 The negative aspect arises when it 

is used to describe Communists, and those Communists are trying to hide their 

                                                 
3
 David W. P. Elliott, The Vietnamese War: Revolution and Social Change in the Mekong Delta, 1930-

1975 (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 2003), 182. 



5 

connection to the Front. Thus, the negative perception is associated with an attempt to 

keep the truth hidden. To be precise, the term has no negative connotation, unless one 

has a negative view of Communists.  

In contrast to the phrase National Liberation Front, Viet Cong is more descriptive of 

the organization. In 1975, the correctness of the term became manifest when the North 

Vietnamese won the war and immediately changed the country’s name to the Socialist 

Republic of Vietnam. Without delay they disbanded the National Liberation Front, 

arresting some of the members who had been duped into joining.  Members of the Front 

sacrificed their lives, liberty and honor for an organization that acted simply as 

camouflage. As Truong Nhu Tang, a founding member of the Front and Minister of Justice 

for the Provisional Revolutionary Government, later wrote, his betrayed comrades 

“believed they were sacrificing themselves for the humane liberation of their people.”4 

Troung himself fled Vietnam when the truth became clear. Hence, despite its propaganda 

origins, the term Viet Cong was more descriptive of what the force actually was. Viet 

Cong is also the term for the enemy more commonly understood by Americans. As such, 

this study primarily uses Viet Cong to describe the organization, although it does use 

Northern appellations as well. 

This is a study for English speakers. For ease of reading Vietnamese words, no 

diacritics or special characters are used. Most place names are written as known to 

Americans. For instance, this study uses “Vietnam,” rather than the more correct “Viet 

Nam.” Some quoted material does not follow this rule. When in quotes, all terms are as 

originally written, so both styles of Anglicization will appear in this study.  

                                                 
4
 Nhu Tang Troung,  A Vietcong Memoir: An Inside Account of the Vietnam War and Its Aftermath (New 

York: Random House, 1986), v. 
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As indicated below, the North and South Vietnamese each simultaneously 

developed their own propaganda programs, the latter heavily influenced by the United 

States, the former by Ho Chi Minh‘s experience. Between 1960 and 1965, the United 

States had to improvise and adapt current PSYOP structures and doctrine to meet the 

Vietnamese insurgency challenge. The process was influenced greatly by Edward G. 

Lansdale, a proponent of psychological operations and long-time advisor on operations in 

Vietnam. In this opening phase, the United States acted primarily as an advisor to the 

South Vietnamese programs. In this advisory role, the Americans largely succeeded. 

During the rapid buildup of forces between 1965 and 1968, units struggled to meet the 

surge in demand. American psychological operations structures were tested constantly. 

Individuals often had to learn on the job while adapting operations to a wide spectrum of 

missions and cultures. As will be seen below, while imperfect, they succeeded in many of 

their campaigns. 

Throughout the years, terminology related to psychological operations has shifted 

meaning and connotations. Buzzwords for each generation further confuse the issue. 

Thus, prior to an investigation into the historical use of PSYOP by the United States, we 

need a statement of definitions and an introduction to the arcane terminology of 

psychological operations. 

The term propaganda is derived from the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide 

(Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith) founded by Pope Gregory XV in 1622. He 

formed this group to spread Christianity to other nations. Until World War One, the term 

maintained a benign connotation of spreading information. This began to modify due to 

the use of discredited atrocity propaganda during that war. By the end of World War Two, 
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the term propaganda had fallen into general disrepute in America, but still retained its 

benign meaning in military doctrine.5  

The term psychological warfare (PSYWAR) came into vogue after 1940 to 

describe wartime propaganda. However, in the Cold War era, the less hostile sounding 

term psychological operations gained popularity in America. As then described in United 

States Army doctrine, PSYOP encompassed “those political, military, economic, and 

ideological actions planned and conducted” to influence foreign citizens. This included 

PSYWAR, propaganda, and psychological actions (PSYACTS). By 1962, PSYWAR was 

narrowly defined as PSYOP directed against hostile nations or armies. The term 

PSYACTS referred to military activities performed for their planned psychological 

value.6 

Beginning in the administration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower and continuing 

into that of Presidents John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson and Richard M. Nixon, many 

in key leadership positions saw PSYOP as an essential element in maintaining influence 

during the Cold War. As a consequence, the United States developed civilian and military 

elements to implement this. However, PSYOP doctrine was formulated without 

understanding the prerequisites for conducting psychological operations in a 

counterinsurgency environment such as Vietnam. Additionally, PSYOP alone cannot 

achieve strategic objectives. At best, it can assist with tactical changes in behavior and 

support long-term shifts in outlook by the targeted population. Policymakers occasionally 

failed to understand this. 

                                                 
5
 Department of the Army, Field Manual 33-5, Psychological Operations (Washington, DC: Department 

of the Army, 16 January 1962), 9.   
6
 Department of the Army, Field Manual 33-5, Psychological Operations, 5.   
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During the Vietnam War, the United States conducted PSYOP using a doctrine 

that included strategic, tactical and consolidation PSYOP. Strategic PSYOP aims to 

influence large segments of the target nation’s population, using “themes which exploit 

economic, military psychological and political vulnerabilities” and that are “usually 

designed to reduce the effectiveness and internal control apparatus of the target 

government.”7 Taking place at the strategic level, the concern may focus more on broad 

themes and global target audiences. Often, the goal is to influence a relatively small 

number of actors, such as leaders, to behave in a way consistent with military goals. On 

the operational level, are such activities as assisting deception operations, and during 

the Vietnam War, what was then called consolidation PSYOP. The latter focused on the 

civilian population, “with the objective of facilitating operations and promoting maximum 

cooperation among the civilian population.”8 Tactical PSYOP is focused on the 

immediate tactical situation. Moving civilians off the battlefield and encouraging enemy 

surrender are key tasks of tactical PSYOP. At the strategic and operational level, radio 

broadcasts and targeting of international press became principal methods of 

dissemination during the Vietnam War.  

Contrary to popular myth, the psychological war was not simply about winning 

‘hearts and minds.’ What matters is behavior, not whether a particular audience likes 

you. Behavior that supports your military and political objectives is the goal. Attitudinal 

change may be nice, and over a multi-year period, may enhance cognitive dissonance 

that supports behavioral change, but in wartime, the priority is changing behaviors. As 

was found more recently in Afghanistan, focus on marketing models for propaganda 

                                                 
7
 Department of the Army, Field Manual 33-1, Psychological Operations (Washington, DC: Department 

of the Army, 21 June 1968), 1-3. 
8
 Department of the Army, Field Manual 33-1, Psychological Operations, 1-3. 
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may lead to situations in which the target audience agrees with your message, but acts 

in contrast to it, due to other influences taking precedence.9 Market share increase or 

positive branding may work in a peaceful setting. However, there is not a precise 

analogy between choosing a cola and choosing to risk one’s life to call a tip line. It 

shares more in common with the rough and tumble of an election campaign. Clouded 

understanding of PSYOP often leads to operators focusing on the wrong messages.  

Another myth about propaganda is that it primarily uses lies. Certainly, it is about 

subjective rather than objective truth, and lies may be as effective as the truth in the 

short run. However, in the long run, the truth will out. The corrosive effect of lies on 

credibility must always remain in the forefront of the operator’s mind. As will be shown 

below, the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese often had nimble propaganda programs, 

largely based on subjective truth. But the lies and inability of words to match deeds 

diminished that program over the years. The same can be said of the American public 

relations operation under President Lyndon B. Johnson. Credibility, once lost in 

wartime, is nearly impossible to regain.  

The mutual goal of tactical, operational and strategic level PSYOP is to find 

weaknesses or vulnerabilities in the target audiences that make them susceptible to 

messages, and thereby influence their behaviors. For instance, a group of soldiers cut 

off and low on food might be highly susceptible to a theme that offers lenient treatment 

and food for surrendering. The key task for PSYOP intelligence analysts is to identify a 

                                                 
9
 Andrew MacKay, Steve Tatham and Lee Rowland, “The Effectiveness of U.S. Military Information 

Operations in Afghanistan 2001-2010: Why RAND Missed the Point,” Central Asia Series (Shrivenham, 
England: Defence Academy of the United Kingdom, December 2012), 3-4. 
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target audience that is reachable, that is susceptible to messaging, and that is able to 

make the desired change in behavior.10  

The audience selected must be accessible to your messages, that is to say, it 

must be able to receive the radio, to pick up leaflets or to meet face-to-face. The target 

must be susceptible to your messages. In other words, it must be willing to listen to the 

specific argument, theme or emotional appeal made. Finally, the audience must be able 

to carry out the change in behavior you desire. 

In order to conduct effective psychological operations, it is necessary to 

determine clear psychological objectives. For each supporting objective, a specific 

target audience must be selected so that effective themes can be devised to appeal to 

their specific circumstances. A high level of empathy is necessary to gauge how 

products may be viewed through the eyes of often contradictory target audiences.  

Inherent in such empathy is cultural understanding. This requires detailed intelligence 

and analysis of the “human terrain,” the culture and ethnic factors that affect the 

battlefield in an insurgency. A person from outside a group may have difficulty 

navigating the nuances of a culture.  

Desirable behaviors in the context of the Vietnam War might include increased 

support for the South Vietnamese government, or decreased support for the Viet Cong. 

The objective must be a measurable change in behavior by a given target audience. 

From this basis, the psyoperator can derive supporting psychological objectives that will 

help achieve the given objective. If the objective is to decrease support for the Viet 

Cong, a supporting objective could be that the target audience provides tips on Viet 

                                                 
10

 Most of the information from this section comes from the authors experience conducting 
psychological operations. Additional details can be found in FM 33-1. 
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Cong locations or that Viet Cong personnel rally to the government side. Both of these 

are specific changes in behavior that support the goal of decreasing support for the Viet 

Cong and are measurable. There is no way to measure what is in a person’s heart, but 

you can measure the number of calls they make to a tip line.  

An example is targeting South Vietnamese families with members in the Viet 

Cong, using themes that good treatment awaits those who rally to the Saigon 

government. They are accessible via multiple media, may be susceptible to themes that 

will allow their family member to return, and they are capable of urging their family 

member to rally. For the psyoperator, the effect of PSYOP targeting of this audience 

can be measured by correlating operations along this line in a specific area with rallier 

numbers. This will always be an imperfect correlation, but it is an indicator in the 

analysis of PSYOP effectiveness.  

By contrast, targeting North Vietnamese civilians living in a totalitarian society to 

change government behavior is not a reasonable target. They might be targetable by 

leaflet or radio, or they may be susceptible to a message calling for the end of the war, 

but in a totalitarian nation, they are powerless to effect change. The PSYOP activities 

might make them sad, but would lead to little measurable change in the short term. The 

activities could, however, be part of a longer term campaign to foment discontent 

leading to revolution or internal strife.  

Much of propaganda attempts to create cognitive dissonance in the target 

audience. Deeply held beliefs are difficult to change, especially once emotions become 

involved. The propagandist needs to attack these beliefs indirectly or the target will build 

a defensive wall. PSYOP focuses on changing behaviors in the short term, but some 
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beliefs must change to accomplish long term shifts. By carefully presenting facts that 

force the target to call into question his understanding, the target becomes susceptible 

to an alternative narrative. Along with this message, reinforcement and confirmation 

through multiple media and high status individuals helps drive home the internal 

questioning. One form of this process is laundering information through third parties. 

The North Vietnamese were skilled at this process, making an announcement, having it 

picked up by friendly foreign parties, then replaying that story as fresh news or proof of 

the facts.   

Another propaganda tactic at which the North Vietnamese excelled was 

agitation-propaganda or agit-prop. This system consisted of two mutually reinforcing 

actions. Propaganda in this case refers to detailed explanation of Party views on a given 

topic. These are provided to Party leaders so that they can use this line in agitating the 

population. Agitation typically consists of slogans geared at raising anger among the 

target audience, thereby short-circuiting rational thought. Closely aligned with this is 

‘critical theory,’ a concept developed by German Marxists in the 1920s. Critical theory 

argues that the way to foment successful revolution is to criticize all aspect of the 

society.11 Such agitation will eventually strike at a target’s individual grievance, opening 

avenues for agitation and agit-prop. The goal is to identify a grievance, and follow this 

chain:  

Dissatisfaction  agitation  resentment  slogans  mobilization  creation of    

conflict  rise from ashes with a new society.  
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In the United States military, PSYOP is the only element specifically tasked to 

communicate with and influence foreign populations. While other branches frequently 

come in contact with civilians, their attention is on their specific tactical mission. Infantry 

focus on closing with the enemy. Artillery units focus on indirect fire. Military intelligence is 

typically focused on gathering order of battle information, identifying and locating enemy 

conventional forces. All branches focus on security. In this context, they often see foreign 

civilians as an obstacle whom they must keep at arm’s length. However, the primary 

mission of PSYOP personnel is interacting with these same civilians.   

More so than other branches of the Army, PSYOP can operate at once on all 

levels of war. A tactical PSYOP team with a loudspeaker may be the only method of 

dissemination for a strategic message. On the other hand, strategic PSYOP messages 

aimed at international audiences to build support for an action can quickly spread 

through the international press to affect the operational and tactical levels, as these 

stories are acquired by local press. Thus, effective PSYOP requires coordination of 

messages to prevent information fratricide. 

The weapons of the PSYOP unit include loudspeakers, leaflets and handbills, 

face to face talking points, and gifts. In PSYOP parlance, these are generically referred 

to as product.  By working with key local leaders, developing relationships and utilizing 

product, tactical PSYOP teams hope to influence the target audience. Consistency of 

message, themes, and symbols aimed at informing and influencing behavior are 

required for PSYOP to be effective. 

Within all levels of war, psychological operations can be conducted using white, 

gray or black messages.  White or overt PSYOP refers to messages that are clearly 
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ascribed to the element publishing the message. In other words, the author of the 

message is not hidden, such as Voice of America radio broadcasts. Gray refers to 

product with no clear author. Often these are leaflets or posters on which no identifying 

source is featured. Black or covert PSYOP is ascribed to a party other than the one 

actually producing it. During the Vietnam War, white and gray PSYOP was primarily 

conducted by the U.S. Army and the Joint U. S. Public Affairs Office (JUSPAO), while the 

CIA and later Military Assistance Command Vietnam-Studies and Observation (MACV-

SOG) were principally responsible for black PSYOP. Included in this were deception 

operations aimed at causing the enemy to waste resources or react. As noted below, 

during the Vietnam War, the U.S. Army had primacy for American military propaganda 

and the U.S. Information Agency for the civilian program.12 

Despite the tremendous effort put forth during the war, very little was written about 

it afterwards. Although a wealth of primary source material exists covering PSYOP in the 

Vietnam War, few secondary sources analyze it. Within this small universe, even less 

was written by someone not directly involved in the operations in Vietnam. Thus, little has 

been written by someone who can remain historically dispassionate while still 

understanding the arcane art of tactical PSYOP. This dissertation seeks to fill this gap 

and to argue that American and South Vietnamese PSYOP was poised for success by 

1965 and by 1968 achieved a number of objectives. However, PSYOP alone was not 

sufficient to win the war.  

Because so few studies exist on the psychological war in Vietnam, the reviewer of 

literature must cast a wide net. With few exceptions, psychological operations in Vietnam 
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comprise minor parts of each author’s narrative. Eisenhower’s Secret Propaganda Battle 

at Home and Abroad by Kenneth Osgood provides a detailed look at the development 

and use of propaganda throughout the 1950s. He argues that this program was all 

encompassing and skillfully merged black, gray and white PSYOP at all levels. However, 

there is very little concerning Vietnam directly. In looking at the development of military 

PSYOP in the Cold War, Alfred Paddock’s U.S. Army Special Warfare: Its Origins 

provides the most detailed assessment. This also contains very little information directly 

on the use of PSYOP in Vietnam, but is an excellent guide to the bureaucratic struggles 

to develop an Army Special Warfare PSYOP capability. 

Caroline Page uses extensive resources to investigate the effects of the official 

U.S. information campaign from 1965 to 1973. While her study, U.S. Official Propaganda 

During the Vietnam War-1973: The Limits of Persuasion is focused on the strategic level 

as it pertains to Europe, it is still useful for studying the overall PSYOP program in 

Vietnam. As the title suggests, Page came to the conclusion that Johnson was limited in 

his ability to persuade because of inherent credibility problems. The author asserts that 

good will in the press initially let this pass, but set the stage for credibility gap as the war 

progressed. According to Page, President Johnson boxed himself in with his rhetoric 

regarding negotiations. President Nixon proved unable to undo this and created his own 

credibility issues. However, U.S. Official Propaganda has little to say about the period 

before 1965, or about the operational level and below.  

In Public Affairs: The Military and the Media 1962-1968, William Hammond comes 

to a similar conclusion as Page. The contradictions inherent in President Johnson‘s 

strategy of graduated pressure and his attempt to avoid public criticism by keeping the 
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war out of view laid the groundwork for a collapse in credibility. Hammond claims the 

public affairs program was built upon a foundation of sand due to dishonesty by the 

Johnson administration. However, Hammond’s focus is on the public information system 

rather than the effort to influence the Vietnamese people.13 It is also an important account 

in understanding the North Vietnamese propaganda program, for reasons noted below. 

Psychological Operations: Principals and Case Studies offers essays by various 

authors on all aspects of PSYOP. Several of these address the development of PSYOP 

and its early implementation in Vietnam. One, by series editor Colonel Benjamin Findley, 

argues that “the U.S. PSYOP objectives in the Vietnam War were ill-fated from the 

beginning, primarily because of the ‘foreign invader’ image of the United States.”14 

According to Findley, the lack of coordination among agencies conducting PSYOP was 

compounded by a scarcity of trained PSYOP personnel.15   

This brings to mind the question of measuring propaganda effectiveness. 

Frequently, measures of PSYOP activity substituted for measures of PSYOP 

effectiveness during the war. Gregory Daddis tackled this issue regarding the wider 

pacification program in No Sure Victory. His strong research and analysis provide a 

sobering vision of the difficulties inherent in measuring effectiveness in a 

counterinsurgency and the specific problems the U.S. Army encountered during the 

Vietnam War. According to Daddis, the experience “offers a word of caution to armies 

searching for numerical formulae as a substitute for deeper understanding of their 
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operational and strategic environments.”16 Similar problems existed in the PSYOP field. 

However, Daddis fails to address the fact that the North Vietnamese suffered from a 

parallel, if not worse, inability to measure their effectiveness. 

Ginger Davis wrote “The Visible Persuaders: A Study of America’s Use of 

Psychological Warfare using the Chieu Hoi Program as a Case Study” as her master’s 

thesis at Texas Tech University in 1998. The author sought to fill the lack of information 

on PSYWAR planning in Vietnam by using Chieu Hoi as a case study. Davis focused on 

the goals and methods of evaluation to determine the success of the program. She stated 

that “the PSYWAR planners set broad goals for Chieu Hoi and had few realistic or 

concrete measures of how the program progressed in relation to its goals.”17 Thus, 

methods of assessment were less than satisfactory. 

Among the most recently published history on the topic is Psychological 

Operations American Style: The Joint United States Public Affairs Office, Vietnam and 

Beyond. Its author, Robert Kodosky, only briefly discusses the period prior to the 

foundation of JUSPAO in 1965 and focuses on the period up to 1968. Kodosky argues 

that field commanders regarded PSYOP as a tactical weapon that they could use to instill 

fear or capture prisoners. He finds little evidence that the United States made a concerted 

effort to change hearts and minds. Kodosky argues that the JUSPAO structure undercut 

U.S. credibility by blurring the lines between fact and the lies he claims were used to 

influence the Vietnamese. Throughout the war, the major metric of success, was the 

16
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amount of product delivered rather than effects generated, he argues. Thus PSYOP was 

“reduced to a numbers game.”18  

By far the most comprehensive review of U.S. Army PSYOP activities in the 

Vietnam War is “Psychological Operations Supporting Counterinsurgency: 4th PSYOP 

Group in Vietnam,” a thesis from the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College by 

Michael Barger. Barger provides an overview of PSYOP activities preceding the full 

military commitment in 1965. His focus is on the activities of the 4th PSYOP Group 

through 1971, when the last U.S. Army PSYOP units were removed from Vietnam. 

Contrary to Kodosky, Barger argues that “JUSPAO cannot be faulted for failing to fix all of 

the coordination and control problems it was created to address because JUSPAO did as 

good a job as could be done, given the resources it had to work with.”19 Among these 

were a lack of trained personnel and an inadequate understanding of PSYOP capabilities 

by tactical commanders. He notes these problems often relegated PSYOP to sideshow 

status.20 With these caveats, he argues the program was successful. 

Cease Resistance, It’s Good for You: a History of U.S. Army Combat 

Psychological Operations is the official U.S. Army Special Operations history of PSYOP. 

Author Stanley Sandler covers tactical PSYOP from the American Revolution to the First 

Gulf War, but the majority of his study covers the period after World War One. Like 

Barger, he argues that the major failure of PSYOP in Vietnam was not quantity, but 

quality. A lack of institutional emphasis after the Korean War had left the military with few 

                                                 
18

 Robert J. Kodosky, Psychological Operations American Style: The Joint United States Public Affairs 
Office, Vietnam and Beyond (Plymouth, UK: Lexington Books, 2007), 8. 

19
 Michael G. Barger, “Psychological Operations Supporting Counterinsurgency: 4

th
 PSYOP Group In 

Vietnam” (thesis, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, 2007), 92. 
20

 Ibid., iii. 



19 

PSYOP trained personnel; they lacked experience and did not have sufficient language 

training.21  

An invaluable site for information on psychological operations in the Vietnam War 

is the website psywarrior.com. Hosted by Ed Rouse, a former PSYOP Officer, and Herb 

Friedman, this site contains short essays on a myriad of topics. What it lacks in a singular 

thesis, psywarrior.com makes up for in rare sources, interviews and analysis from people 

acquainted with the arcane world of the psyoperator.  

Three memoirs help flesh out the bones provided by more analytical studies of 

psychological operations conducted by the United States. William Colby’s Lost Victory: A 

Firsthand Account of America’s Sixteen-Year Involvement in Vietnam, discusses the 

author’s involvement in critical aspects of the CIA pacification effort. More recently, Frank 

Scotton, a U.S. Information Agency field operator, wrote Uphill Battle as a memoir of a 

decade involved in those operations. Rufus Phillips, author of Why Vietnam Matters, was 

a CIA officer also engaged in Vietnam pacification for ten years. Each offers anecdotes 

and wisdom gained from experience. However they are memoirs and suffer from the 

problems inherent to that genre, subjectivity and selective memory.  

Richard Hunt of the U.S. Army Center for Military History wrote Pacification: The 

American Struggle for Vietnam’s Hearts and Minds. The focus of his study is the wider 

pacification effort, of which PSYOP played a large part. However, it is not a study of the 

propaganda effort. Hunt does provide useful context to understanding those activities and 

the North Vietnamese/Viet Cong response and counter activities.  
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Several studies done during the Vietnam War, often by people engaged in 

PSYOP, provide useful material. Unlike the memoirs cited above, they have the benefit of 

being written while memories were fresh. Their main drawback is the closeness in time 

and employment to the events described. “Analysis of Official U.S. Military Psychological 

Warfare Efforts in the Vietnam Conflict,” a 1968 Boston University dissertation by Joseph 

J. McDonough, stresses the cultural barriers that limited PSYOP effectiveness in 

Vietnam. He concludes that in general, official military PSYOP efforts were ineffective. 

McDonough also blames the lack of PSYOP training and cultural understanding. He 

further argues the U.S. should not have carried the prime responsibility for PSYOP in the 

war. South Vietnam should have taken the lead, with the U.S. PSYOP personnel acting 

as advisors.  

Robert Chandler, a U.S. Air Force intelligence officer during the Vietnam War, 

published his doctoral dissertation “U.S. Psychological Operation in Vietnam, 1965-72” as 

War of Ideas: the U.S. Propaganda Campaign in Vietnam in 1981. Both are unique and 

useful studies of PSYOP in Vietnam. The author’s thesis is that the U.S. propaganda 

campaign in Vietnam was doomed to failure. Chandler argues that the way America 

fought the war, subjected the U.S. to counter-propaganda themes portraying them as 

aggressors and fed the enemy’s successful propaganda program. He also asserts that 

U.S. forces could not create national unity for the Vietnamese.22 However, both studies 

suffer from the author’s close association with the activities discussed, and much of the 

research was done before declassification of information from the war.  
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The U.S. Army commissioned A Study of Strategic Lessons Learned in Vietnam in 

1980, in the wake of the defeat in Vietnam, in order to “analyze lessons that should be 

learned from three decades of US involvement in Vietnam.”23 This contains the only 

official U.S. Army historical study of PSYOP effectiveness in Vietnam. The authors 

present a harsh analysis of the conduct of PSYOP in Vietnam, stating, “We too often 

reverted to form and attempted to solve the problems through organization, hardware and 

quantifiable data.”24 The military, according to the authors, did not effectively integrate 

PSYOP into operations planning. The authors concur with Kodosky that the mixing of 

civilian and military PSYOP under JUSPAO was never a happy one. The study concludes 

that the U.S. was overly focused on the number of leaflets dropped rather than on “face-

to-face by trained PSYOP personnel.”25  

“Broadcasting in an Insurgency Environment: USIA in Vietnam 1965-1970,” 

William Hoffer’s dissertation, is much wider ranging than the title implies. He also details 

the development of South Vietnam’s broadcasting system in the years preceding 1965, 

and he provides a primer on Vietnamese culture. Hoffer’s thesis is that the lack of local 

content in broadcasting gave a free hand to the National Liberation Front‘s superior face-

to-face propaganda effort outside urban areas. However, he finds that “despite problems, 

the USIA funding and training effort aimed toward full South Vietnamese (SVN) control of 

broadcasting was largely successful.”26 He also found that the system was relatively 

effective in spreading PSYOP themes. Like Chandler, Hoffer argues that the use of USIA 
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to conduct an information campaign on behalf of the Vietnamese government was a 

problem and Hoffer also questions the legality of JUSPAO because it was not authorized 

under the statute forming the USIA.  

The focus of Harry D. Latimer’s 1973 monograph entitled US Psychological 

Operations in Vietnam, like Hoffer’s dissertation, is the non-military PSYOP effort run by 

USIA and its provincial representatives. He notes that due to a lack of military PSYOP 

personnel, USIA was tasked to fill many PSYOP positions in JUSPAO. Latimer argues 

that because no combined US/GVN PSYOP organization was created, the United States 

largely ran its own program, foiling the theme of Vietnamese government legitimacy.27 

Like most studies, Latimer also focuses on the period after 1965 when Americans were in 

the lead.  

Surprisingly, on the subject of black PSYOP, proportionately more has been 

written. In The Secret War Against Hanoi: Kennedy’s and Johnson’s Use of Spies, 

Saboteurs and Covert Warriors in North Vietnam, Richard H. Shultz studies the covert 

side of the Vietnam War. He provides background on the black program and its transfer 

from the CIA to Military Assistance Command, Vietnam-Studies and Observations Group 

(MACV-SOG). Shultz thought the few successes of the program were overshadowed by 

fundamental flaws in the organization and control of these operations. Additionally, 

obstacles at the U.S. national-level further hampered their effectiveness. Eventually, to 

maintain the credibility of the PSYWAR program, pressure on the North had to increase. 

The critical failure was that it did not. Also, the way President Johnson fought the war 

created strategic uncertainty that undercut the program. The administration sought to 
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avoid both Chinese involvement and negative impacts upon President Johnson‘s 

domestic agenda, placing strict limitations on action in the North. Shultz also noted a 

troubling lack of training of PSYOP soldiers and operational experience in conducting 

black operations. PSYOP comprises only a minor part of the book. 

Project CHECO, the “Contemporary Historical Examination of Current Operations,” 

was a U.S. Air Force program that produced monographs during the war. After the war 

ended, the project produced the “Southeast Asia Report: The Role of the USAF in 

Support of Special Activities in SEA.” This document is light on analysis but contains 

useful facts on the U.S. Air Force support to psychological operations, especially to the 

covert programs.  

Thomas Ahern is the author of three declassified CIA official histories pertaining to 

covert PSYOP in Vietnam. CIA and the House of Ngo: Covert Action in South Vietnam 

1954-1963, The Way We Do Things: Black Entry Operations into North Vietnam 1961-

1964, and CIA and Rural Pacification in Vietnam each contain details on the development 

of black operations and the transfer of these operations to MACV-SOG. They also have 

detail on the CIA role in Census-Grievance Teams and People’s Action Teams. Ahern 

took part in many of the types of operations he describes and generally provides harsh 

criticism. Kenneth Conboy and Dale Andrade expand on this in Spies and Commando: 

How America Lost the Secret War in North Vietnam. Each of these books find gems of 

success within a wider covert PSYOP failure. However, the focus in all these books is on 

agent operations and less on the black PSYOP program.  

As for investigations of the North Vietnamese propaganda effort, no specific study 

exists. However, several recent studies do impact directly on the issue of propaganda 
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and the development of the Northern system of agit-prop. Sophie Quinn-Judge, author of 

Ho Chi Minh: The Missing Years, 1919-1941, gives a detailed account of Ho’s activities 

during the Comintern years. Based on Soviet-era archives and French intelligence 

reports, Quinn-Judge discusses a period critical to understanding North Vietnamese 

methods of propaganda during the Vietnam War. William J. Duiker’s Ho Chi Minh: A Life 

supports much of Quinn-Judge’s account and extends the narrative to the 1960s. Dixee 

R. Bartholomew-Feis provides the most in depth study of the Office of Strategic Services 

(OSS) operations in Vietnam in The OSS and Ho Chi Minh: Unexpected Allies in the War 

against Japan. This narrative of OSS operations in French Indochina provides solid 

documentation of Ho’s connections. The book also tackles the OSS Morale Operations 

(MO) Branch operations in the region. Bartholomew-Feis also details the use of the OSS 

by Ho Chi Minh for his own propaganda purposes during his consolidation of power after 

the surrender of the Japanese. 

Bui Tin provides the valuable perspective of a Ho Chi Minh supporter involved in 

propaganda activities. He rose in the Viet Minh to become a high-ranking propaganda 

cadre and accepted the surrender of Saigon in 1975. His memoir, Following Ho Chi Minh: 

The Memoirs of a North Vietnamese Colonel, looks at the manipulation of ideas by the 

North. Nhu Tang Troung provides a similar tale of disillusionment from a leading member 

of the National Liberation Front in A Vietcong Memoir: An Inside Account of the Vietnam 

War and Its Aftermath. Lien-Hang T. Nguyen focuses on the real North Vietnamese 

decision makers in the war, Le Duc Tho and Le Duan, in Hanoi’s War: An International 

History of the War for Peace in Vietnam. This 2012 study describes the isolation of Ho 

Chi Minh and eventual relegation to propaganda tool during the war. Likewise, Pierre 
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Asselin looks at North Vietnamese decision making in Hanoi Road to War. Robert 

Brigham, Guerrilla Diplomacy and Ilya Gaiduk in The Soviet Union and the Vietnam War 

each provide the international context for understanding the North Vietnamese 

propaganda effort. As stated, none of the books in this section specifically analyzes the 

Northern propaganda effort.  

One book that has nothing directly to do with Vietnam must be included. 

Psychological Warfare by Paul M. A. Linebarger was the most often cited manual by 

personnel involved in operations on how to approach PSYOP. A science fiction writer and 

political science professor, Linebarger served in the Office of War Information in China 

during World War Two. He uses those experiences as the basis for this book. 

Psychological Warfare was seen as the “how to” book for a generation of PSYOP officers, 

and so it is important to understanding how Americans’ approached their task. 

Collectively, these books resemble the story of the three blind men trying to 

identify an elephant by touching different parts. No overarching narrative or chronology 

exists of the psychological war and the complex interactions of operations by all parties. 

The studies may be factually correct, but come to the wrong conclusions. Among this 

small body of work, there is no consensus yet on the extent of success, or the cause of 

failure for the psychological operations program in Vietnam. This is unusual because the 

Vietnam War was arguably the most intensive use of psychological warfare in history. 

The common assumption seems to be that because the North won the war, their program 

must have been more successful.  

Due to politicization and positional loyalty among authors and academics 

regarding the Vietnam War, it is nearly impossible to derive a consensus opinion on most 



26 

facets of the conflict. Thus, although this study references many reputable books on the 

war, I believe an accurate historical framework can only be derived by cutting though the 

propaganda strictures binding many of these books. This study focuses on the war 

through the documents, rather than the post-war political filters. This method contains its 

own problems—purposely or inadvertently incorrect documents not least among them. 

However, without cutting out its propaganda roots, historians of Vietnam are doomed to 

feed on fruit of the poisoned tree. Here, post-war studies are used mostly to provide facts, 

but also to double-check the analysis of documents, to ensure it does not stray too far 

afield. However, the analysis is solely this author’s, as are the failures in this area. 

Much of the data used in this study comes from previously unused or underutilized 

sources. The U.S. Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) transcribed radio 

broadcasts world-wide and issued a Daily Report containing full text or gists of these 

open source broadcasts for intelligence personnel and policy makers. Broadcasts 

captured from North Vietnam, the National Liberation Front, South Vietnam and other 

nations contain detail on propaganda campaigns that would have otherwise been lost to 

the ether. It appears occasional covert broadcasts were captured as well. 

The Combined Document Exploitation Center (CDEC) in Vietnam collected and 

translated vast numbers of captured documents during the war. These were microfilmed 

for a computer system that no longer works correctly, making them difficult to access until 

recently. As the Texas Tech Vietnam Archives continues to digitize these documents, our 

understanding of the war will shift. Edwin Moise hosts many of these documents as well. 

The term revisionism often has a negative connotation; however, revising history in the 

face of newly accessed documents is reasonable. Many of these newly accessible 
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documents are used in this study to provide the story of the Northern propaganda 

program and enemy views of the American program. The records for the Committee to 

Aid the NLF (CANLF) are hosted online by the founder of that organization, William D. 

Teague. These documents provide a unique look at the connections between the 

Northern propaganda program and the U.S. antiwar movement.  

Lastly, thanks to Secretary of Defense McNamara’s obsession with data, MACV 

collected information on all aspects of the war. Much of this data is associated to a 

geographical location, which makes the data ideal for use in Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) software. If treated by the historian as any document should, carefully 

weighed and scrutinized, these datasets provide new avenues to analyze and visualize 

this complex war. This study uses the Enemy Base Area File, the Hamlet Evaluation 

System, Viet Cong Initiated Incidents Files, Terrorist Incident Reporting System, and the 

Southeast Asia Friendly Forces File to produce maps that indicate who controlled the 

population. Most of this data was compiled from 1966 onward, so the GIS in this 

dissertation focuses on 1967. Each of these files is discussed in greater detail below and 

in the appendix. Many other data sets await exploitation by historians. 

This is not a history of the war as a whole, and it makes no claims about why the 

North won. It does not assess the rightness of either side to go to war or how that war 

was fought overall. Although related to the pacification effort, this work is not a study of 

pacification, either. It is a history of the psychological war, or as Radio Hanoi alluded to, 

the dogs barking in the night.28 Understanding the organization, objectives, reactions and 

themes is impossible, however, without setting these items within the context of the war, 
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and the Northern counter-program. As this dissertation will show, by 1968, it was the 

Northern propaganda that was increasingly ignored in the south. 

This also is not a history of the antiwar movement in America and makes no claims 

about the effect of that movement on U.S. policy. This study began with no intent of 

discussing the American antiwar movement. However, after analyzing the North 

Vietnamese and Viet Cong propaganda programs, it became clear that this was 

unavoidable. The extent of the targeting of the movement by the North and the level of 

message reinforcement and actual propaganda message and theme development 

provided by members of the antiwar movement to the North made it impossible to ignore. 

This study does not pass judgment on the antiwar movement’s impact on the war effort, 

although there are indications that there was an effect. Rather, this history focuses on the 

targeting of that movement by the North Vietnamese and its surrogates and the support 

provided by specific individuals within the movement. I will leave it to future historians to 

consider the effect on American actions.  

In order to make this narrative coherent, I have chosen to highlight a few 

individuals whose influence on the psychological war covers many years. People such as 

Ho Chi Minh and William Colby are well known. Edward Lansdale is also known, but to a 

lesser extent. Others such as Nguyen Be, influential in the South Vietnamese pacification 

effort, Truong Nhu Tang, Justice Minister for the People’s Revolutionary Government, 

and Frank Scotton, U.S. Information Service field operator in South Vietnam, are virtually 

unknown outside of researchers of the Vietnam War. Their activities help provide a useful 

structure to what might otherwise be an often fractured narrative. 
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The American PSYOP forces went to Vietnam with little knowledge of the history 

and culture of Vietnam or experience in conducting psychological operations in a 

counterinsurgency. As this dissertation will demonstrate, despite these drawbacks, they 

had considerable success in the period 1960-1968. Advising, innovating techniques, and 

developing equipment all made great strides. However, they faced an experienced enemy 

in the psychological war. While the North Vietnamese propaganda increasingly fell on 

deaf ears in the South, they developed mutually supporting linkages with the American 

antiwar movement. This program effectively exploited President Johnson’s lack of candor 

on the war, and the sound of his uncertain trumpet, to rally a broad movement. As such, 

1968 proved to be a year of collapse: collapse of morale among the Viet Cong and the 

disintegration of American political will to continue the war under Johnson’s leadership. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EXCITING A SPIRIT OF DISAFFECTION 

 

The use of psychological operations by Americans predates the existence of the 

nation. Benjamin Franklin, an expert in political propaganda, produced the sliced snake 

image for the “Join, or die” cartoon at the time of the Albany Congress in 1754. In the 

years leading to the American Revolution, colonial governments and newspapers used 

propaganda extensively in an effort to mobilize people for or against continued unity with 

Great Britain. A good example here is Thomas Paine’s “The Crisis.” As expected in any 

war in which popular support was so necessary for success, the propaganda effort 

increased after hostilities began. Among the Revolutionary War psychological operations 

programs were efforts to encourage Canadians to rebel, to urge Indians to maintain their 

neutrality, to influence foreign support, and to encourage British desertions. Most of 

these activities involved ad hoc organizations by interested people rather than formal 

structures. During the war, propaganda consisted largely of printed items like 

pamphlets, broadsides and newspapers.1  

Americans printed their first leaflet of the Revolutionary War in May 1775, shortly 

after the battles at Lexington and Concord. They directed it towards the British forces in 

Boston, calling on them to join the American cause.  The Bunker Hill leaflet followed, 

which sought to induce British desertions by contrasting the atrocious plight of the British 

with the better-fed Rebel soldiers surrounding Boston. It was in this context that the 
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Americans developed a program to induce the German auxiliaries to desert. This was the 

most extensive official PSYOP program by the Americans during the war.2  

Shortly after Britain signed the contracts for German auxiliaries in the winter of 

1776, Franklin conceived a desertion program aimed at the German mercenaries fighting 

for Great Britain, the so-called Hessians. By May 1776, General George Washington 

encouraged Congress to raise some Germans to work among the auxiliaries to excite “a 

spirit of disaffection and desertion.”3 This program eventually offered the Germans “free 

exercise of their respective religions…rights, privileges and immunities of natives,” and, 

perhaps most importantly, fifty acres of land. Posters, handbills, and German-speaking 

Rebels spread news of the program.4  

The results of the program were mixed.  Some Hessian soldiers deserted, but their 

exact numbers and motivations are less clear. Of the 30,000 German auxiliary troops 

sent to America during the course of the war, about 18,000 returned to Germany at its 

conclusion. This left approximately 12,000 who died, deserted or were otherwise 

unreported.5 Several factors may have limited the effectiveness of this American 

propaganda campaign. The soldiers were all foreigners, far from their families, and most 

did not speak English. Many of the Hessians held the people of German ancestry in 

America in contempt, believing them to be vagabonds and criminals who had fled their 
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homeland. Additionally, repeated tales of Hessian plunder and pillage reinforced the initial 

fear with which Americans viewed these soldiers. Neither side understood the other.6  

These factors of cohesion strengthened group identity and restrained desertion 

among German soldiers. The program appeared successful at encouraging landless 

German prisoners of war to decide to stay in America after the war ended, but was less 

successful at encouraging desertion among active soldiers. When the war ended, 

Americans did not attempt to continue the propaganda organization, such that it was. The 

nation had made a choice, with propaganda as well as the army as a whole, to rely on 

militia and individual genius rather than organization and doctrine in developing its 

military.  

Little evidence of the American military use of PSYOP appears in the following 

sixty-years. There may have been some improvised operations during the War of 1812, 

such as General William Hull’s “bombastic proclamation to the people of Canada,” but the 

next major use of propaganda by the U.S. military was during the war with Mexico, 

especially during General Winfield Scott‘s successful pacification campaign.7 

The Seminole and Creek Wars had taught Scott hard lessons on unconventional 

war. He hoped to avoid problems he had encountered in those earlier fights through strict 

discipline, prompt payment of Mexicans for provisions, and protecting their property and 

religious rights.8 Throughout the campaign from Veracruz to Mexico City during the spring 
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and summer of 1847, Scott fully integrated what is now called PSYOP and Civil Affairs 

into his military operations.  

After capturing Veracruz in March 1847, Scott imposed martial law. He paroled 

enemy prisoners, distributed food to hungry citizens, and issued proclamations, plastered 

on walls regarding his program. Scott issued strict orders for his soldiers to respect 

religious property, and he even attended Catholic mass. Scott went so far as to publically 

hang U.S. soldiers for killing Mexicans, to impress upon the people that he could be 

counted on to follow through with his proclamations. These actions helped overcome 

resistance to the American occupation. Scott ordered that the “army would continue to 

advance—presenting at once the olive branch and the sword.” Guaranteeing Mexican 

property enhanced his credibility with the populace. As a result, guerrilla effectiveness 

waned, freeing his lines of communication to the coast as he advanced.9 Scott’s army 

marched into Mexico City, capping a campaign that the Duke of Wellington labeled as 

“unsurpassed in military annals,” referring to Scott as “the greatest living soldier.” 

Outnumbered and operating far from home, Scott had achieved victory by integrating 

psychological operations as an important element in his campaign strategy. Once again, 

America depended on the genius of a lone individual rather than a cohesive organization, 

but the results indicate that he was the right man for the effort.10 

America again went to war in 1861 with no official PSYOP structure. It is not 

surprising that no doctrine or lessons learned emerged from the Mexican War since the 

American PSYOP effort depended on the brilliance of General Scott alone. However, 

many of America’s military leaders in the Civil War had served under him, including 
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Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant, and it may be possible to see traces of Scott’s 

brilliance in their subsequent behavior.  

Possibly the most important Union activity related to PSYOP was the promulgation 

of General Order No. 100 in April 1863 to provide occupying forces with official guidelines 

for dealing with civilians in occupied areas. This order sanctioned escalation of force 

policy to maintain actions as moderate as the situation allowed. Just as in Mexico, the 

military published these requirements via newspapers and broadsides. A second example 

was the Emancipation Proclamation, a type of strategic PSYOP. The target audiences for 

this included the British government, Southern slaves, as well as residents of the various 

states. President Abraham Lincoln crafted and timed the proclamation carefully in hopes 

of having maximum impact on all the intended target groups.11 

Perhaps America’s most effective Civil War propagandist was Henry Hotze. He 

served the Confederacy in what could be the first formal American military propaganda 

organization, funded by the Confederate War Department. Zurich-born Hotze immigrated 

in 1856 to Mobile, Alabama, where he became a journalist and developed solid 

relationships with important people. He worked for the politically connected John Forsyth 

as the associate editor of the Mobile Register. Josiah C. Nott, prominent Mobile doctor 

and supporter of racial inequality theories, hired Hotze to translate Arthur de Gobineau’s 

An Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races from French. The Confederate Secretary 

of War, Leroy Pope Walker, later asked Hotze “to travel to Europe to communicate with 

Confederate agents already on the ground in Britain and France.”12 Walker ordered Hotze 
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to “advise the CSA as to the tone of English press, gauge the current of public journals, 

convince the British public that the South could maintain its independence, and keep the 

‘Tyranny’ of the Lincoln government constantly before the people.”13  He arrived in Britain 

in October 1861 and was “shocked at the unchallenged monopoly the Northern press had 

over public opinion of the British people.” Until this time, the Confederacy based its 

diplomacy and propaganda on the power of “King Cotton” and the hope of forcing Britain 

to recognize the Southern independence by imposing economic hardship on English 

mills. British textile mills depended on ready access to Southern cotton. However, Hotze 

devised an enhanced propaganda plan aimed at a broader defense of the South. This 

necessitated a more active organization in Europe.14 

By April 1862, Hotze made the decision to establish his own newspaper in Britain 

on a shoestring budget. For the next three years, his paper, the Index, spread 

Confederate propaganda themes in England. Hotze was skilled at devising appeals in 

tune with his target audience. Additionally, he printed pamphlets, which he distributed 

through British religious journals, and his Address of the Southern Clergy to Christians 

throughout the World ran 250,000 copies. In the end, the effects of the war outweighed 

his ability to influence it. With the Confederate defeat at Gettysburg, the hope of British 

recognition faded. However, Hotze continued to publish the Index for months after the 

war ended, in hopes of keeping it afloat as a business. As strategic PSYOP, the program 

was well planned and conducted, but only victory on the battlefield could ultimately 

transform opinions and behaviors into actions.15 
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America went to war against Spain in 1898 again without an official PSYOP 

capability, but with a clear need to influence the behaviors and attitudes of foreign 

civilians and enemy troops. In many ways, the counterinsurgency of this war 

foreshadowed the American experience in Vietnam. Additionally, war in the Philippines 

saw the first tentative steps by U.S. Army Military Intelligence into the propaganda field, 

mainly in the area of enemy propaganda analysis.16 

In line with President William McKinley’s desires, commanders issued orders to the 

troops and had proclamations printed for the Filipinos stating that America came “not as 

despoilers and oppressors, but simply as the instruments of a strong, free government 

whose purposes are beneficent.” On 4 January 1899, General Harrison Gray Otis 

published an edited version of McKinley‘s proclamation in the Philippines, which 

downplayed the establishment of a colonial government. However, McKinley’s original 

message leaked, and tensions flared over the question of sovereignty for the Philippines. 

While Otis tried to ignore the issue, the McKinley proclamation directly affirmed United 

States dominion over the islands. The affair illustrated the effect of strategic PSYOP on 

the operational and tactical level of war. In fact, interplay between strategic and tactical 

messaging was to be a hallmark of this war, as the telegraph made rapid worldwide 

communication possible.  Information and propaganda could no longer remain insolated 

and disconnected from the world, and Otis’s attempt to spin the president’s message 

backfired.17 

The Americans organized native police and used Filipinos to propagandize for 

them by urging the rebels to cease fighting.  The manner continued as the U.S. military 
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expanded its control to the outer islands. While the combination of action and explanation 

had initial success, it soon encountered limits. As the rebels increased their violence 

against collaborators, local support for the Americans often waned. The rebels reacted to 

various American proclamations by tearing them down as soon as they were posted and 

tried to prevent the dissemination of information about the proposed liberal framework for 

governance.18 

Nevertheless, the word spread. On 21 June 1900, General Arthur MacArthur, then 

U.S. military governor in the Philippines, issued an amnesty proclamation to encourage 

rebel desertion. Later, in December, he instructed department commanders to apply 

General Order 100 from the Civil War to their operations, in order to isolate the guerrillas 

from the civilian population. MacArthur’s decision allowed for a swift implementation of the 

rule of law and provided a basis for the successful pacification campaign. Additionally, 

most commanders understood the connection between how they treated the Filipinos and 

the goal of pacification. American commanders punished their troops for infractions and at 

least sixty-seven men went before courts-martial in 1899. This was, in part, to ensure that 

no basis existed for enemy propaganda regarding alleged American atrocities. Without a 

doubt, some Americans committed atrocities in the Philippines, but antiwar groups in 

America often overstated accounts of American atrocities in an effort to influence the 

upcoming U.S. presidential elections.19 

In opposition to McKinley’s policy, the American Anti-Imperialist League (AAIL) and 

other groups against the war began a propaganda campaign of their own. With prominent 

members such as Samuel Gompers, Andrew Carnegie, Grover Cleveland and Mark 
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Twain, the League issued letters, petitions, broadsides and pamphlets in an effort to rally 

support for their cause. Often this campaign took the form of spreading unsubstantiated 

claims of American atrocities, occasionally based on reports provided to the AAIL by 

Emilio Aguinaldo’s supporters. Aguinaldo headed the most important Filipino resistance 

group. Active AAIL support encouraged him to continue fighting and reinforced his own 

propaganda themes. Anti-Imperialist League support rallied the waning revolt in the face 

of a successful pacification campaign. Aguinaldo used AAIL support to highlight the 

divisions within the American camp, schisms he hoped would ensure his eventual victory. 

His followers based their hopes on William Jennings Bryan winning the upcoming 

election. With Bryan running on a Democrat Party platform opposed to the war, they 

believed his victory would change American policy. The platform that year called for 

independence for the Philippines and attacked “The war of ‘criminal aggression’ against 

the Filipinos,” fought for commercial gain at the expense of liberty.20  

Coordinated propaganda messages between the rebels and anti-war groups in 

America facilitated the spread of atrocity themes. While some horrible events certainly 

occurred, they were not the norm. However, such tales formed the narrative upon which 

many people understood this war. In fact, much of the later scholarship on the war drew 

on propaganda from the AAIL to paint a picture in the popular imagination of bloodthirsty 

and immoral American soldiers. Only recently has a more balanced scholarly approach 

avoided the insidious influence of this early propaganda.21  
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The tendency of lies to take hold and become firmly entrenched in narratives 

points to the important issue of propaganda blowback. With the advent of the telegraph, 

the quote often misattributed to Mark Twain, “A lie can travel halfway around the world 

while the truth is putting on its shoes,” became truer than ever. This is a problem often 

encountered in psychological operations. Beliefs are less susceptible to change than facts 

because they contain an emotional component. As a result, popular understanding of the 

war remained entrenched, more than 100 years on. Similar propaganda myths from the 

Vietnam War have embedded themselves into American political discourse.22 

Upon the re-election of McKinley in 1900, the resolve of the insurrectionists 

slackened. William Howard Taft, then Governor-General in the Philippines, concurred 

with MacArthur on the need to increase military pressure, but they also agreed to 

continue the propaganda campaign to pacify the countryside. The effects of MacArthur’s 

policy bore fruit. In April 1901, Aguinaldo surrendered and issued a proclamation urging 

those still under arms to surrender. This was a turning point and the major fighting ended 

rapidly thereafter, though combat continued in some remote areas. Propaganda played 

only a minimal part in this victory. Superior American military skills and weapons, along 

with mistakes by Aguinaldo, certainly had much more impact on the outcome. However, 

the pacification program, publicized with printed proclamations, “brought to many a village 

the first law and the first peace it had known in years.”23  

In 1917, the United States was unprepared for war, let alone psychological 

warfare. Although the United States had practiced psychological operations informally 

throughout its history, it was not until the First World War that the nation created a formal 
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information organization. Unlike previous wars, the United States now had a well-

developed advertising and marketing industry that took full advantage of advances in 

printing, the advent of film and advanced national marketing campaigns. These mass-

marketing techniques led to a very effective propaganda effort and characterized 

American PSYOP in the years to come.24  

The belligerent nation’s often used atrocity propaganda in the First World War to 

elicit anger at the enemy. They also relied on nationalist themes to support their cause. 

Messages such as one portraying in poster form the German execution of a British nurse 

in Belgium and saying “Miss Edith Cavell murdered October 15, 1915. Remember,” 

played on both. The sensationalism and hyperbole of these themes worked to a degree, 

but later had negative consequences. The post-war disillusionment with the war and a 

new cynicism over the contrast between war aims and effects grew in part as a reaction 

to the messages used to rouse the populace during the war.25 

The Committee for Public Information (CPI) became the United States’ first formal 

PSYOP agency of the war. It focused on both domestic and international strategic 

PSYOP. Former journalist George Creel ran the CPI chaotically, however, and “agencies 

proliferated whenever a new idea turned up.”26 Creel worked directly with President 

Woodrow Wilson to draft propaganda appeals, often using Wilson’s war aims to create 

themes.27 One of his programs deployed “four-minute men” throughout the nation to 

spread propaganda themes. By November 1917, the Committee claimed that nearly 
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15,000 spokesmen, using talking points and themes produced by the Committee, had 

given talks at theaters, in elevators, and on street corners across the country.28 

The CPIs international effort included influencing American film distributors to 

compel Swiss theaters to agree to play American propaganda or lose access to more 

valuable Hollywood products.29 Other neighboring countries were targeted as well. This 

was strategic level PSYOP, attempting to undercut German morale as messages crossed 

the border. The films contained divisive themes, such as the claim that America was 

fighting the German government rather than its people. The CPI also published printed 

appeals from groups such as the Union of Friends of German Democracy and signed “In 

the name of Americans of German Descent,” in European newspapers as well.30  

Simultaneously, work began in the U.S. War Department General Staff Military 

Intelligence section to develop a military tactical propaganda capability. By December 

1917 an organization existed, part of the Military Intelligence’s 2 Section (MI2), 

Psychologic Subsection.31 Unfortunately, lack of integration between CPI and the MI2 

programs hurt the overall effort. Heber Blankenhorn, a journalist son of German 

immigrants, played a key role in the MI2 program. He first joined CPI and advanced the 

idea of targeting enemy troops with propaganda, as opposed to the strategic focus of the 

CPI. He hit a brick wall and sought help from Major Charles H. Mason, Chief of MI2. As a 

result, Blankenhorn transferred to MI2 in February 1918 to work in the Psychologic 

Subsection.32  
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Blankenhorn immediately began recruiting “men for General Staff service who had 

knowledge of European history, languages, and cultures.” By July this section consisted 

of twenty-eight persons, including journalist Walter Lippmann. They began producing 

surrender leaflets within hours of arriving at their French base in August 1918. The first 

American combat propaganda of the war consisted of 2,000 leaflets disseminated on 29 

August 1918 near St. Mihiel. Their purpose was to undercut German claims that the 

Americans had a “no surrender” policy. The leaflet simply quoted the American General 

Order on the treatment of prisoners and listed the daily ration due to prisoners.33 

The response reportedly exceeded expectations. “Within days reports were 

received that enemy troops were reading and discussing the leaflets.”34 Among the most 

effective American themes concerned the steady growth of United States military forces 

in Europe, which were inexorably tipping the balance against Germany. One leaflet paired 

the statement: “Will you ever be as strong again as you were in July 1918?” with a 

drawing of an endless stream of fresh American troops coming over the sea. The answer, 

clear to all by this point in the war, was that Germany never would.35  

World War One boosted the employment of mass communication, printing and 

dissemination in war to a scale heretofore unequaled. As the war drew to a close, 

between August and November 1918, the Psychologic Subsection produced twenty-one 

separate leaflets. By war’s end, the Americans had distributed more than five million 

leaflets. One report claimed that a third of German prisoners captured in the American 

sector had American propaganda on them when they were caught.  
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On the measurement side, the Psychologic Subsection introduced some novel 

methods and gave birth to study of public opinion in PSYOP. They distributed leaflets to 

supported tactical units, along with English translations and questionnaires in order to 

facilitate evaluation of effectiveness by intelligence officers.  After distribution of the 

products by patrol, aircraft, artillery or balloon, officers used the forms to question 

prisoners arriving with the leaflets.36 The Subsection also used prisoner interviews to 

assess the effectiveness of future products. Before the advent of scientific public opinion 

surveys, the subsection devised a morale analysis chart. Hampered by subjective factors 

and limited data, it nonetheless attempted to track the effectiveness of the propaganda 

effort and track changes in German morale.37  

The American Expeditionary Force PSYOP effort existed for less than ten months 

and was only in action for about ten weeks. Within six months of the armistice, the Army 

had either demobilized or reassigned most of the personnel of the Subsection. Although it 

lingered on as a skeleton unit, the Army disbanded the Psychologic Subsection by 1925, 

leaving no doctrine and few people aware of its wartime activities. Perhaps the most 

lasting effect of this effort was the most pernicious. Atrocity propaganda, as well as 

themes stressing that America was ‘making the world safe for democracy,’ fed post-war 

disappointment and skepticism of propaganda in general. In America, the endeavor to 

influence behaviors of foreign targets came into popular disrepute.38 

Even as the First World War was ending and U.S. propaganda efforts were 

winding down, one of the twentieth century’s great propagandists was beginning his own 

rise to prominence. Born Nguyen Sinh Con in French Indochina (Vietnam), and later 
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going by Nguyen Tat Thanh, he spent decades learning the skills of the propagandist 

under yet another alias, Nguyen Ai Quoc. In the course of his life, he often changed his 

name several times a year and traveled under too many passports to recount here. By 

the time of the wars for Vietnamese independence, he had adopted his most famous 

name of all: Ho Chi Minh.  

Ho was an extremely dedicated and intelligent man. He eventually became fluent 

in Chinese, French, English and Russian, and even acted as a translator and 

propagandist for the Soviet Krestintern and Comintern, the Chinese Kuomintang (KMT), 

the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), and later, the American Office of War Information 

during the World War Two. Although by the 1960s other leaders had eclipsed his power, 

Ho had such a profound imprint on the conduct of North Vietnamese propaganda that 

details of his life are critical to understanding its development and relationship to 

American military operations.39  

Ho Chi Minh‘s father became a District Chief in Binh Dinh province, later part of 

South Vietnam, in 1909. This area remained troublesome to the South Vietnamese 

government throughout the Vietnam War. Ho became a teacher at a reformist school in 

1911 and later moved to Saigon after his father lost his position for advocating anti-

French reform. This disgrace eventually led Ho to travel abroad to further his education. 

Ho worked as kitchen help on a ship, visiting Thailand, the United States, France and 

England. Dates for this period of his life are imprecise, but he eventually settled in France 
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and began a career writing propaganda for French and Vietnamese journals. He also 

lived for a period in Great Britain, teaching himself English.40 

After a stint at the Paris Peace Talks, arguing unsuccessfully on behalf of 

Vietnamese independence, Ho helped establish the French Communist Party in 1920. He 

published articles in French Communist papers and also wrote for Vietnamese 

propaganda organs. Around 1923, Ho traveled to the Soviet Union and joined the 

Communist International (Comintern). Comintern referred to the organization Vladimir 

Lenin created in 1919 to ensure communist control of the worldwide socialist movement 

and to foment revolutions abroad.  Some historians credit Ho’s shift to Russia to the 

failure at the Paris Peace Conference to secure Vietnamese rights. Ho worked in Soviet 

Russia “as a translator, propagandist and specialist in political mobilization.”41  

In the 1920s, Joseph Stalin seized power after Lenin’s death and shifted back and 

forth on the role of nationalism and united front tactics in the spread of communism. For a 

time, he favored the international communist movement over national communist 

movements.  Despite the internationalist nature of the Comintern, Ho “remained rooted in 

the traditions of Vietnamese patriotism, the family and regional ties,” and the argument 

over whether he was a Communist or a Nationalist first has continued to vex historians 

(as it vexed analysts during the Vietnam War). The seeming contradiction between the 

two positions only arose due to the outcome of the Soviet revolution. As the son of an 

oppressed colonial people, Ho remained both strongly communist and nationalist 

throughout his life. However, at times this placed him in opposition to Stalin’s preferred 
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method. Eventually the Comintern fell out of favor and Stalin ordered the arrest and 

execution of many of its members.42 

By September 1924, the Comintern assigned Ho to Canton, China on a “loosely 

defined” mission. While there, he worked and taught at the Peasant Movement Training 

Institute in Canton, which included Vietnamese students who arrived in 1925. The training 

simulated “the organization of an army company and [students] received training in 

survey and propaganda work.” Coincidently, Mao Tse Tung instructed the fifth course in 

1926.43 The Fifth Comintern Congress in 1925 sought to “increase propaganda and 

recruitment in colonial areas and set up a Commission on international propaganda.” At 

the session, Ho urged “a broad appeal to ‘the slaves of the Colonies.’”44 During this 

period, Ho also worked for Krestintern as “a translator of French and English language 

materials.” Krestintern was the peasant international, aimed at fomenting communist 

revolutions in agrarian societies. Ho understood early the central role propaganda would 

play in supporting revolution in Vietnam. For example, he printed the journal Thanh Nien 

(Youth) in Canton and between 1925 and 1930 shipped 208 issues to Vietnam. Beyond 

that, the Comintern archives have little to say on Ho’s activities at this time.45 

Although his precise locations and names are difficult to track, Comintern archives 

and French intelligence reports offer hints at his activities. In a 1926 report to Moscow, Ho 

claimed to have “organized a peasant Union among Vietnamese residing in Siam” and 

“organized a propaganda school, for students brought clandestinely to Canton from 

Vietnam” and Thailand. This effort gained momentum by February 1927. He also 
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accompanied British, American and French communists around Canton and solicited 

support from the French Communist Party Colonial Section.46 To support his wide-

ranging activities, Ho submitted a budget to Comintern Headquarters to cover training for 

100 propagandists and a support staff of “ten full-time propagandists for one year.” He 

requested addition money to cover “publications, communications, setting up small shops 

as fronts for liaison posts and other organizational tasks” to support his activities.47  

During this period, the Comintern focused on united front tactics. Ho learned early 

the value of using united front organizations in order to enhance the power of his small 

cadre force. Concealing the ultimate purposes of his movements, Ho was adept at 

tapping into unmet needs and latent anger to build organizations that seemed broad in 

scope, while retaining all power at the core. Ho’s instructions were to “fuse the national-

revolutionaries among the Indochinese émigrés . . . by creating a solid Communist core” 

among them. However, much as many members of the National Liberation Front found in 

1975, this façade ended when the core no longer needed the misinformed.48   

While the Comintern vacillated on whether class inequality and the need for 

international revolution would trump nationalist goals and united front efforts to foment 

revolution, Ho never wavered. Much of his propaganda focused on national 

independence, to attract and motivate “converts from other nationalist parties.”49 

Nevertheless, Moscow insisted that the Vietnamese Communist Party change its name to 

the Indo-Chinese Communist Party (ICP), or Dong Cong San Dong Duong, in October 

1927. This move deemphasized Vietnamese nationalism in favor of the class struggle 
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and reflected arguments in the Soviet Union over the level of nationalism to be allowed to 

international communism.50  

By 1930, Ho Chi Minh‘s influence in the Comintern peaked and he returned to 

Hong Kong. British police arrested him in July 1931 (under the name Sung Man Cho) at 

the behest of French authorities, but then refused to extradite him. Skillful legal counsel 

provided by the International Red Aid organization helped lead to his release. He 

subsequently led a move to reassert the united front program in 1932 and pushed a 

resolution that “called on party comrades to infiltrate national reformist parties in order to 

undermine their leadership and lure their followers” to the Indo-China Communist Party.51 

During this period, Ho refined his ideas on agit-prop and the organization of armed 

propaganda teams to motivate the masses. Agit-prop consisted of two distinct information 

chains. Agitation contained easily spread slogans and themes designed to stir anger 

among the masses, making them amenable to carrying out actions the party desired. The 

agitator actively sought out grievances, and like people do to a scab, kept scratching. 

Propaganda included detailed analysis and explanation of party decisions to enable cadre 

to execute the agitation program.  According to Ho, the Party missions included “military 

training of the party members; agit-prop among the army; organization of workers’ and 

peasants’ guards.” The goal was to make all accept “the revolutionary movement of the 

workers and peasants and accept the leadership of the Party.” Ho studied history and 

Russian language at the Institute for the Study of the National and Colonial Questions 

during the mid-1930s. While there, he translated the Communist Manifesto and Lenin’s 
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Left-Wing Communism: An Infantile Disorder into Vietnamese and authored The Land 

Revolution in Southeast Asia.52  

From this point, Ho began to fall afoul of internal Soviet politics as the Communist 

Party shifted back and forth over the issue of the united front. Ho remained firmly 

associated with the united front, as he would for the remainder of his life. However, he 

skillfully navigated the treacherous waters of Soviet politics that consumed the lives of so 

many others. As a result of Japanese aggression in East Asia, Moscow returned to the 

united front line in 1935 in an effort to “mobilize a broad alliance of progressive and 

democratic forces around the world to oppose the growing danger of malignant fascism.” 

Stalin’s purges of 1937-1938 led to the deaths of many Comintern activists, including 

many involved in the squabbles over the united front strategy. Ho survived, possibly due 

to protection from above, but he continued to favor the united front as the best way to 

advance the international communist revolution by harnessing nationalist movements.53  

Ho later claimed that he returned to China towards the end of the purges and 

worked with the Chinese Communist Eighth Route Army as a “translator (listening to 

radio broadcasts), as secretary of the cell,” and that he had “written a brochure on 

Japanese atrocities, on the heroism of the Chinese combatants, [and] on the anti-

Trotskyite struggle.”54 At this time, Ho was more engaged in the Sino-Japanese War than 

the struggle within Vietnam, “producing wartime propaganda to build support for China 

and faith in its ability to resist the Japanese,” during the united front between the 

Communists and the Kuomintang.55 Likely owing to interaction in Canton in the 1920s 
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and to his later work with the Eight Route Army, Ho gained awareness of some of Mao’s 

ideas on revolutionary warfare and the concept of a “people’s war” as a method of 

building a “liberated base area in his own country.” Indo-China Communist Party leaders 

differed over strategy. Some, like future general Vo Nguyen Giap, looked to China for 

inspiration on military matters at this point. Others favored the Soviet model for spreading 

revolution. However, Ho carefully struck a balance between Soviet and Chinese support. 

In part, he was attempting to avoid domination by the giant on the northern border, while 

acknowledging the success of the Chinese Communists.56 

Ho later began recruiting among Vietnamese refugee groups in China. In Jiangxi, 

a onetime Communist stronghold, Ho began to train villagers from among Giap’s “border 

work team.” As with his previous experience, Ho “became a teacher and the father of his 

flock,” organizing a course, “to indoctrinate local cadres in Marxism-Leninism and provide 

them the military training to become both fighters and apostles of revolution.” Ho taught 

four days of lectures, followed by a practical exercise in propaganda during which he 

observed and critiqued the students.57  

The French destroyed the ICP infrastructure in Vietnam by 1941 and executed 

many of its leaders. As a result, a host of nationalist groups vied for leadership of the anti 

colonial movement. In May 1941, Ho formed the League for the Independence of 

Vietnam, Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi, normally abbreviated as Viet Minh. This 

united front group enabled the remaining ICP to mobilize opposition to Vichy French rule. 

In the south especially, the Viet Minh encountered active opposition from other nationalist 

groups that formed a “third force” between the Viet Minh and the French. This multi-
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dimensional struggle represented the beginnings of the First Indochina War that flared 

after the end of World War Two. Ho and the Communist core functioned successfully, 

using the united front structure while rebuilding the ICP. However, the front’s only 

purpose, as far as Ho was concerned, was to gain power for the Communist Party.58  

A new ICP Central Committee in Tonkin shifted the Party’s center of gravity north 

to China as a result of French activities. From there Ho Chi Minh and other party 

members connected with the KMT-sponsored Vietnamese liberation movement. The ties 

with China brought Ho and his Canton training cadre the legitimacy to lead the 

movement.  On 6 June 1941, Ho issued an appeal explicitly calling for “Vietnamese 

patriotism,” and exhorted “people to follow the examples of their anti-French heroes: Phan 

Dinh Phung, Hoang Hoa Tham and Luong Ngoc Quyen.”59 

As Ho was solidifying his hold over the Vietnamese liberation struggle, the United 

States entered World War Two with no psychological operations unit, no doctrine, and 

indeed, only one active duty officer with had any experience from the First World War 

PSYOP program. About this time, the Military Intelligence Division created a military 

psychological warfare office called the Special Studies Office. This later became the 

Psychological Warfare Branch (PWB). In May 1941, Heber Blankenhorn emerged from 

retirement to help the PWB, using his experience in World War One. Much to his chagrin, 

he found “that the Army was reinventing the wheel.” Apparently, the lessons learned in 

the previous war had been forgotten.60  
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Thus began the proliferation of often-unconnected PSYOP agencies, which 

performed well enough but had little overall coordination. On 11 July 1941, President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed Colonel William Donovan to be Coordinator of 

Information (COI). In June of 1942, COI split into the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), 

responsible for covert PSYOP, and the Office of War Information (OWI) to conduct overt 

and gray PSYOP. The Office of War Information had control over “all domestic 

propaganda, and over white propaganda abroad except for the Western Hemisphere,” 

which remained under the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs (CIAA) run by Nelson 

Rockefeller.61   

Colonel Robert McClure received orders in December 1942 to organize the 

Information and Censorship Section (ICS) of the Allied Force Headquarters in Europe. He 

was to have a long career in the PSYOP field, eventually being tasked to form the post-

war U.S. Army unconventional force.  The ICS coordinated propaganda activities 

between OWI, OSS, British Political Warfare Executive and U.S. Army Combat 

Propaganda Companies. Later, the ICS became the Psychological Warfare 

Branch/Supreme Headquarters Allied Forces Europe (PWB/SHAFE). This organization 

conducted wide-ranging tactical and strategic psychological operations in Europe, 

especially in support of the Normandy invasion.62  

Thus, by 1944, the United States had created a series of improvised units and 

arrangements. No specific element was in charge of all information operations. The OSS 
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Morale Branch (MO) had responsibility for covert propaganda. The Army theater level 

PWB elements in Europe and the South Pacific conducted tactical and consolidation 

propaganda. The OWI did domestic propaganda and white/gray strategic propaganda 

everywhere excluding South America, the CIAA’s area of responsibility. This profusion of 

agencies continued throughout the war with frequent changes in organizational names, 

responsibilities, and leaders.  

Each theater commander defined the exact scope of responsibilities for his 

assigned propaganda units. At the theater level, especially after the invasion of 

Normandy, PSYOP staff ran AM radio stations, conducted leaflet drops and loudspeaker 

broadcasts and also had responsibility for consolidation PSYOP in liberated areas as well 

as for command information programs. A major lesson drawn from after action reports 

and PWB histories make it clear that effective PSYOP was a function of command 

influence. Initially, commanders around the world were skeptical of the usefulness of 

psychological operations, but as PSYOP units became more effective, they gained 

respect from tactical commanders. By the war’s end, “even Generals like George Patton 

were asking for front line support because ‘it was definitely recognized that the 

loudspeakers helped to persuade the enemy to come over with arms in the air.’”63  

While the U.S. was beginning to embrace PSYOP in 1942, the KMT had arrested 

Ho as a French spy. Ho had been caught up in the shifting politics between the 

Communists and KMT, and their united front against Japan. This incident eventually led 

to a brief coordination between the American and Vietnamese propaganda systems. After 

the KMT released him in September 1943, Ho operated in southern China and northern 
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Vietnam. On one of his trips into northern Vietnam, Ho met an American pilot, Randolph 

Shaw, downed over the region in late 1944. He greeted Shaw “effusively in colloquial 

English, ‘How do you do, pilot! Where are you from?’” He personally escorted Shaw to 

China, using his newfound friend as a tool to gain the confidence of U.S. officers at the 

OWI branch in Liuzhou.64 He often went to the Office of War Information building in 

Kunming to “read Time magazine and any other new literature they happened to have” 

and to chat with Americans. The OWI personnel, impressed by his English and interest in 

the Allied war effort, “tried to acquire a visa for him to travel to San Francisco.” They saw 

Ho as a potentially influential regional leader and they planned to use him to broadcast 

news to Vietnam. They dropped the plan due to French objections.65 

In the final months of World War Two, the Office of War Information produced a 

monthly review of psychological operations in Asia called the Leaflet Newsletter, a useful 

source for tracking PSYOP activities in the Pacific theater. According to the Newsletter, 

the Americans began dropping leaflets over Hanoi in summer 1944. These materials 

used a ‘carrot and stick’ theme to encourage humane treatment for downed Allied airmen, 

which apparently resulted in “the good reception of the crew of a Liberator which came 

down north of Hanoi, on January 1, 1945.” Leaflets were printed in Vietnamese on one 

side and French on the other and were reported to be very popular. Despite low literacy, 

the report stated, “those who are unable to read take [the leaflets] to someone who can. 
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In fact, leaflets were bought and sold in the bazaar, the common price being one 

piaster.”66  

The OWI staff in Kunming, China produced most of these leaflets. By that winter, 

OWI was producing 29,000 leaflets and leaflet newspapers per week. Overall, the 

Kunming station printed close to one million leaflets by the end of the war.67 In response 

to leaflets warning of upcoming bombing of the Gia Lam railway workshops north of 

Hanoi in December 1944, the Japanese closed the facility and transferred the workers to 

other centers. One source noted, however, that “the bombs reached the earth first” and 

eighty civilians were killed. Timing problems occurred frequently. Failure to follow leaflet 

drops with bombing also hurt the program’s credibility.68 

The Viet Minh issued their own leaflets encouraging aid to American pilots downed 

over Vietnam and conducted a propaganda campaign to serve their own agenda. Shortly 

before leaving Kunming to return to Vietnam, Ho asked for and was given an 

autographed photograph of General Clair Chennault, commander of the Flying Tigers. Ho 

also made a seemingly insignificant request for several Colt .45 cal. pistols. The staff 

promptly provided several freshly unpacked ones to Ho. According to one OSS agent, 

once back in Vietnam, Ho made use of these props at a meeting of leaders from the 

various resistance groups.  Ho “sent for the automatic pistols and gave one the each of 

the leaders as a present. The leaders assumed that Chennault had sent these presents 

personally. After this conference there was never any more talk about who was the top 
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leader.” Ho used these props, particularly the photo of Chennault signed “Yours 

Sincerely,” to help consolidate his authority. His reappearance in Vietnam with obvious 

access to American agents and equipment helped increase his standing among 

resistance leaders.69 

The OWI drastically intensified leaflet drops in South East Asia during the last 

months of the war. From the start of the war until May 1945, it dropped only four million 

leaflets into Indo-China. In the last three months of the war, the Allies dropped nearly 

three times that number. The dominant theme urged non-cooperation with the Japanese.  

Meanwhile, the Kunming staff prepared leaflets supporting a notional American landing 

on the South China coast under the Pastel deception plan. This simulated invasion 

planning was a ruse to draw Japanese troops away from actually planned invasion sites. 

However, it is unclear if anyone used the leaflets in light of the Japanese surrender, which 

obviated the need for the deception operation.70 

Meanwhile, OSS agents sought to expand their role in propaganda aimed at 

Vietnam. Eventually, OSS headquarters in Kunming encouraged installing a covert radio 

station aimed at the region. Interest continued to focus on the need to protect downed 

airmen and the safety of allied prisoners held in the region. However, rivalries among the 

French, Chinese, Vietnamese and conventional U.S. military forces hampered OSS ability 

to implement operations in Vietnam.71 

The Vichy French retained control over Vietnam until Japan created the puppet 

Imperial State of Vietnam in 1945. Throughout the war, the Viet Minh continued its 
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resistance and propaganda. Ho and Giap formed the first armed propaganda brigades on 

22 December 1944, eventually growing into the Vietnamese Liberation Army. They 

conducted “terrorist operations against government officials and other local residents 

sympathetic to the regime.” These armed propaganda units laid the groundwork to 

mobilize villagers and the urban population to help seize power when the moment 

seemed right.72  

OSS officer Major Archimedes Patti arrived in Kunming in the spring of 1945 to set 

up an intelligence network in Vietnam. At a conference held in April 1945, shortly after his 

arrival, a representative from the “Air Ground Aid Service told him that an ‘old man’ known 

as Ho Chi Minh” had agreed to help establish the network. They recognized that Ho had 

done “psychological warfare work with the Chinese Propaganda office in cooperation with 

OWI.” Due to the pressing needs of the war, most OSS agents overlooked Ho’s Marxist 

background. Patti was interested in using Ho, but the Japanese surrender in August 1945 

altered his plans. The OSS immediately implemented its Mercy Team plan to send teams 

to secure allied POWs held by the Japanese in Indochina. The OSS tasked French-

speaking Major Patti with overseeing POW repatriations from Vietnam.73 

At the same time, villagers from around Hanoi mobilized by Viet Minh armed 

propaganda teams began streaming into the city, seizing it from the Japanese. 

Immediately upon his landing in Vietnam, the Viet Minh sought to meet Patti’s team to 

add legitimacy to the Viet Minh seizure of power in Hanoi. Patti noted, “The Vietnamese 

came to be seen with the Allies and acquire status in the eyes of their adversaries.” At a 

military parade on 26 August, the crowd waved American flags while Patti and his team 
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saluted the U.S., Soviet, British, and Chinese flags, but more important symbolically, the 

Vietnamese flag. On 2 September, during the proclamation of a Provisional Government, 

now Chairman Ho Chi Minh read a declaration quoting from the opening lines of the 

American Declaration of Independence and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man 

and Citizen, delineating the abuses of power by the French. By happenstance, two 

American P-38 Lightnings “swooped down low over the crowd” further cementing the idea 

that Ho had America’s backing. All this is not to say America put Ho in power, but rather 

that Ho, a trained agit-prop operator, skillfully used his access to the Americans to 

consolidate his power at the expense of other nationalist leaders.74 

Divergent views in America over the shape of the post-war world hampered the 

issuance of formal American recognition of his Viet Minh Front as the legitimate 

representative of the Vietnamese people or the provision of assistance. The death of 

President Roosevelt changed U.S. policy regarding colonial areas, particularly Vietnam. 

At a 25 April 1945 meeting, the Deputy OSS Chief in China, Colonel Willis Bird, noted 

clear directives prohibiting “equipment or arms …given FIC [French Indochina] under any 

circumstances…OSS may do as much as they can in FIC for intelligence purposes only.” 

Under President Harry Truman, American policy shifted away from decolonization and 

towards anti-communism.75 

Ho last used the name Nguyen Ai Quoc in August 1945 because his Comintern 

name had become a liability. The world now knew him as Ho Chi Minh, the president of 

the newly independent State of Vietnam. After declaring the provisional government, Ho 
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and other leaders affected a restrained political face in a calculated move “to win the 

support of a broad cross-section of the people in order to focus on the key problem of 

containing the threat of foreign imperialism.” To support this subterfuge, the Vietnamese 

Communist Party formally dissolved itself, becoming the Marxist Study Association. The 

strategy did not always work and some Viet Minh continued to engage in class warfare 

and assassinations. Despite rumors that Ho was the moderate face of the Party, it is more 

accurate to say that he adroitly used his adversaries’ fear of communism to pose as the 

moderate to gain concessions.76  

Ho styled himself as the kindly khaki-clad Uncle Ho, winning admiration among the 

Vietnamese people as well as OSS officers like Patti. According to historian William 

Duiker, “There was, of course, an element of calculation in Ho Chi Minh’s pose, and to 

some intimates he occasionally let slip that he was well aware of the artifice.” This 

successful tactic supported domestic and international propaganda themes throughout 

the Vietnam War.77 In the wake of this victory, the Vietnamese Communists began to use 

Ho himself as a propaganda prop to “create a party history of unity and impeccable 

decision-making.” Ironically, as Ho Chi Minh’s real power waned, his image in the world 

waxed.78 

 Ho Chi Minh‘s “ascendancy in 1945 as the symbol of the Vietnamese 

independence movement” was not inevitable. Although he deserves much of the 

responsibility for bringing Marxism-Leninism to Indochina, he was not the only source. 

Additionally, despite his skillful navigation through the shoals of Soviet politics, he lost 
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influence in this relationship. As a result, while he remained a dedicated believer in 

Marxism, he allowed the Soviets little authority in Vietnam.  In 1947, Stalin treated Ho with 

open contempt during a visit to Moscow. Using the same ruse he had performed on the 

Chennault, Ho Chi Minh sought Stalin’s support, or at least the implication of support, by 

asking him “to autograph a copy of the magazine ‘The USSR Under Construction’.” Unlike 

Chennault, however, Stalin had his guards secretly retrieve the prop. After the communist 

victory in China in 1949, the Viet Minh and Ho consistently sought to leverage support 

from the USSR or China into aid from these competing powers.79   

Ho’s rise paralleled that of another key figure in Vietnam War propaganda who 

surfaced at this time. Far from the image that North Vietnamese propaganda later 

created, Ngo Dinh Diem was an intelligent, active, and independent nationalist leader, as 

well as a fierce anti-communist. Diem, the son of a Royal Court official in Hue, graduated 

first in his class in 1921 from the prestigious School of Administration, and became a 

junior official in Thua Thien province near Hue. He quickly rose through the ranks of the 

colonial bureaucracy, becoming Province Chief of Ninh Thuan by age thirty. Diem was 

Minister of the Interior in Emperor Bao Dai’s cabinet before World War II, but resigned in 

protest over French failure to grant the Emperor sufficient authority. Bao Dai selected 

Diem, in part, “because of his intransigence and his fanaticism” that “could be counted on 

to resist Communism.”80 Diem detested the Communists. He led counterinsurgency 

sweeps against them as province chief. His attitude likely intensified when the Viet Minh 

executed one of his brothers during the 1945 Revolution. The Viet Minh also imprisoned 

Diem during the chaos of 1945, until Ho ordered his release in an attempt to rally 
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nationalists to the cause. During this chaotic period, Diem charted a neutral path between 

French and Viet Minh, all the while awaiting a suitable time to seek power as an 

alternative force. Eventually, he left the country.81 

The United States employed perhaps 2,000 personnel in PSYOP at any given time 

during World War II. It developed a formal bureaucracy and published field manuals. 

According to Eisenhower, “the expenditure of men and money in wielding the spoken and 

written word was an important contributing factor” in the allied victory. The Allies dropped 

an estimated 8-billion leaflets in the European theater alone. However, in the rush to 

demobilize, the Americans dissolved their military PSYOP capability as well. Despite 

urging from several quarters, the Army conducted no official postwar historical analysis of 

PSYOP effectiveness and operations. However, Paul Linebarger’s history of the wartime 

operations, Psychological Warfare, became the bible for a new generation of 

psychological operators. As the next chapters will show, the United States created a 

multi-layer bureaucracy to conduct psychological operations during the Cold War. This 

structure played to American strengths in mass marketing and followed up on successes 

from World War Two.82 

As post-1945 Indochina lurched into its own civil war, both sides developed 

psychological operations techniques uniquely adapted to the Vietnamese context.  

Three distinct approaches to psychological operations developed in World War II that 

affected operations in the later Vietnam War can be identified. The first was the American 
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approach described above, which remained the lens though which the U.S. military 

tended to view PSYOP. In part, this was due to the influence of Linebarger’s book.  

The second approach, developed by Ho, was a fully integrated PSYOP, using agit-

prop techniques, armed propaganda teams (APT), ruthless, if selective use of violence, 

and a united front strategy. Although he was later eclipsed in the leadership role, by 

training the cadres and creating the structures, Ho’s imprint is indelible. Ho developed this 

structure during his time in the Comintern and fine-tuned it though his experience with the 

Chinese. Agit-prop was good at mobilizing information resources and exploiting 

opportunities as perceived by the Communist leadership. However, tactical success did 

not necessarily lead to strategic success. 

Finally, the Vietnamese nationalists represented by Ngo Dinh Diem, constructed 

their own system, one based on APTs and agit-prop focusing on nationalist themes. 

However, they had difficulty creating a coherent, simply understood ideology around 

which to rally the people. In contrast to the united front strategy that could mislead people 

into joining a group whose leadership they might not agree with, the Diem forces had to 

create a national identity. This task was more difficult due to his connection with the 

French colonial power prior to 1954.  
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CHAPTER 3 

COLD WAR PSYOP DEVELOPMENTS 

 

Because of the tremendous devastation and loss of life caused by World War Two 

and the fear engendered by the advent of nuclear weapons, the U.S. placed a greater 

emphasis on alternatives to direct military confrontation in the post-1945 era. The Truman 

Doctrine stressed containment of Communist expansion, a policy to which PSYOP was 

critical. His decision eventually evolved into a reliance on the doctrine of massive 

retaliation and a willingness to maintain at least a minimal psychological operations 

capability. President Dwight D. Eisenhower stressed the importance of covert action. 

President John F. Kennedy continued Eisenhower’s emphasis, but added an expanded 

Special Forces capability and a focus on counterinsurgency. Meanwhile, in Vietnam, both 

the Viet Minh and the French-controlled State of Vietnam refined their own propaganda 

capabilities. After the 1954 Geneva Accords, President Ngo Dinh Diem continued this 

trend in the south, with the added burden of creating a national identity while separating 

himself and his nation from France. It was in this context that the U.S. Cold War 

psychological operations capability developed.  

In the immediate postwar era, the American psychological operations force 

demobilized rapidly, along with the rest of the military. Likewise, the nation deactivated 

the OSS and its Morale Operations (MO) propaganda branch in September 1945. The 

newly formed Central Intelligence Group (CIG) and the U.S. Army maintained elements of 

these forces, but for all practical purposes, it was a period of “virtual psychological 

disarmament” for the nation. Although military leaders acknowledged the wartime value of 
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psychological operations, the rush to disarm left few elements of the military unscathed. 

As a consequence, many operators returned to civilian pursuits, and the Army undertook 

no comprehensive historical study of wartime psychological operations.1  

In 1947, General Eisenhower, then U.S. Army Chief of Staff, testified on behalf of 

the Smith-Mundt Act, also known as the U.S. Information and Educational Exchange Act. 

The act became a law in 1948 and provided authorization for U.S. international and 

cultural programs. Eisenhower also used his influence on the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) 

to advocate careful study of the World War Two experience in psychological warfare to, 

as he put it, “keep alive the arts of psychological warfare.”2 Eisenhower had developed a 

keen appreciation of the possibilities of psychological operations during the war. He had, 

in fact, become an enthusiast of PSYOP much earlier, while serving under General 

Douglas MacArthur in the Philippines in the 1930s.  There he engaged in nation building 

and developed an understanding of the importance of psychological operations. It was no 

surprise, then, that Eisenhower became a chief supporter of a robust psychological 

operations capability expansion during the Cold War.3 

The PSYOP structure that matured during the early Cold War consisted of three 

components. First, the U.S. military, primarily the Army, but also the newly established Air 

Force, focused on combat propaganda. Second, overt, strategic PSYOP came under the 

control of the new U.S. Information Agency (USIA), working in conjunction with its 

overseas division, the U.S. Information Service (USIS). The U.S. Agency for International 
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Development (USAID) provided additional technical aid to build communications systems 

in friendly nations. Third, the CIA conducted covert PSYOP. All three elements 

occasionally practiced gray PSYOP. 

After initially gutting the PSYOP force, President Harry Truman rethought his 

position as the Cold War rivalry deepened. National Security Council directive 10/2 

expanded the charter of the nascent Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in June 1948 to 

include covert PSYOP under the Office of Policy Coordination (OPC). This office 

developed and supervised covert activities, including covert propaganda, as well as direct 

action, unconventional warfare, “and support of indigenous anti-Communist elements in 

threatened countries of the Free World.”4  

In 1949, General MacArthur, commander of the Eighth Army in Japan, formed a 

special staff section under his intelligence staff, “to plan Psywar measures to counter 

aggression in Asia.” This section consisted of five men by the time the Korean War broke 

out in 1950. Although not sufficient for the situation, MacArthur’s foresight at least 

provided some capability for an immediate psychological operations response to the 

invasion. Thus, at the start of the Korean War, unlike past conflicts, the U.S. had a 

functional, albeit tiny, PSYOP structure in place.5 

A woeful shortage of psychological operations capacity plagued the entire military, 

however. The U.S. Army had one PSYOP unit, the Tactical Information Detachment at 

Fort Riley, Kansas, when the North Koreans invaded South Korea in June 1950. This 24-

man detachment, part of the U. S. Army Aggressor Center, immediately reorganized as a 
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Loudspeaker and Leaflet (L&L) Company and deployed to Korea in September. The 

company consisted of a headquarters and publication, operations, and loudspeaker 

platoons. Authorized at 107 men, the unit never attained full strength due to personnel 

turnovers.6  

With the departure of the 1st L&L Company from Fort Riley, the Army organized 

the provisional 5021st Psychological Warfare Detachment (PWD), to act as a holding unit 

while the Psychological Warfare Board developed future PSYOP unit organizations and 

screened military records for personnel with the esoteric skills required for such units. The 

5021st PWDs responsibilities also included running the PSYWAR staff officers course, as 

well PSYWAR classes at Fort Riley for officers and non-commissioned officers.7   

Due to problems in acquiring personnel and equipment, the 1st L & L Company did 

not become operational in Korea until January 1951. By this time, United Nations forces 

were under heavy Chinese attack and were struggling to form a cohesive defensive line 

south of Seoul. Loudspeakers mounted on vehicles and aircraft became a primary means 

of conducting tactical PSYOP during this phase of the Korean War. Additionally, PSYOP 

units operated against communist partisans in the South and had responsibility for 

consolidation PSYOP in rear areas. This last duty meant dealing with the flood of 

refugees fleeing the Communist advance.8 

It was not until later in 1951 that the U.S. Army formed the 1st Radio Broadcasting 

and Leaflet (RB&L) Group and deployed it to conduct strategic level PSYOP. The 1st 

                                                 
6
 Department of the Army, FM 33-5, Psychological Warfare Operations (Washington, DC: Department 

of the Army, March 1955), 59. 
7
 Charles H. Briscoe, “A Clearer View of Psywar at Fort Riley & Fort Bragg, 1951-1952,”Veritas, Journal 

of Army Special Operations History 5, no. 4 (2009): 61-65. 
8
 George S. Pettee, U.S. PSYWAR Operations in the Korean War (Washington, DC: Operations 

Research Office, 1951), 29. 



67 

RB&L Group operated the Voice of the United Nations Command radio station and 

provided PSYOP programming to broadcasters in Japan and Korea. Together, the 1st 

RB&L Group and 1st L&L Company often produced more than twenty-three million leaflets 

per week, most of them disseminated by aircraft and howitzers.9  

That same year, General Robert A. McClure organized the Office of the Chief of 

Psychological Warfare to further develop psychological warfare units and training 

standards. He was instrumental in developing both the PSYWAR and unconventional 

warfare capabilities of the Army and restoring neglected skills training. The establishment 

of a psychological warfare department at the Army General School in Fort Riley, Kansas 

helped standardize psychological operations doctrine, which ultimately developed the 

military PSYOP organization sent to Vietnam. Meanwhile, the Operations Research 

Office, operated by Johns Hopkins University, wrote PSYOP manuals, performed 

analysis of World War Two and Korean War PSYOP activities, and conducted basic 

PSYOP regional research. These activities were among the first analysis of U.S. military 

PSYOP experience and helped disseminate lessons learned and ideas for future 

operations. However, due to their brevity and topical specialization, these studies could 

not formulate a comprehensive doctrine.10   

While the war dragged on in Korea, the 6th RB&L Battalion formed in April 1952 

from elements of the 5021st PWD at Fort Riley and moved to Fort Bragg the following 

month. The battalion’s mission was to provide psychological warfare support at the 

theater of operations, between the RB&L Group and L&L Company level. According to 

then-current doctrine, the battalion was the basic unit for the conduct of wartime PSYOP. 
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Unlike a standard U.S. Army unit in which the Table of Organization and Equipment 

(TO&E) prescribed a specific number of platoons or teams, PSYOP units were designed 

to be flexible enough to manage an assortment of teams and specialties. Rather than an 

integrated company structure, each team was self-sufficient and detachable to combat 

units for direct support. It was a semi-cellular unit, with each cell being flexible enough to 

form task organizations to fit any eventuality. However, the doctrine placed these cells 

under the standard command group staff sections, hence its semi-cellular structure.11 

Studies conducted to assess Korean War PSYOP found a number of problems 

with operations. An Operations Research Office study in January 1951 claimed that a 

lack of trained PSYOP personnel plagued operations. At this time, the primary Army 

training consisted of PSYWAR extension courses and reading field manuals. According to 

the report, such minimal training hindered operation quality at all levels. The Eighth U.S. 

Army in Asia had few PSYWAR personnel with training or experience. At division level 

and below, virtually all PSYWAR officers were untrained. The study also found a lack of 

command emphasis, so critical to effective PSYOP. Units below division relied on dual-

slotted personnel to run the PSYOP effort in Korea, meaning that they had two jobs. This 

left little time to focus on PSYOP in the heat of battle.12 In an effort to overcome these 

shortcomings, a pamphlet explaining PSYOP capabilities and how to request support was 

disseminated among forward units. However, without personal contact between combat 

and PSYWAR units, the effect was limited. “These officers might use leaflets if they know 

what leaflets exist and how readily available they are,” noted the author, but in the midst 
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of combat operations they did not take the initiative to look into a program which might 

monopolize their time and was of dubious effectiveness.13  

On the positive side, a combat report by the 14th Infantry Regiment from March 

1952 stated, “psychological warfare, in our present situation, is worthwhile.”14 Another 

from the 158th Field Artillery in August 1952 noted, “enemy morale does not seem as high 

as in previous periods… [and] the number of deserters surrendering to friendly forces has 

increased during the period,” crediting both these developments to PSYOP.15 

Drawing on experience from World War Two, the evaluation of PSYOP product 

effectiveness in Korea relied largely on anecdotal indicators such as prisoner interviews. 

Unfortunately, interviews were often ineffective due to the haphazard system used to 

conduct them in Korea. The report noted “the tendency of prisoners to try to please the 

captor by giving the desired answers.” The PSYWAR Branch at Eighth U.S. Army was 

also limited by its meager research capabilities. The Branch evaluated the resources the 

enemy assigned to countermeasures such as jamming and punishment for listening to 

the broadcasts as an indirect means to measure PSYOP radio effectiveness. The 

usefulness of such a process was limited by the intelligence gathered.16 

Captain Herbert Avedon, who had served with the OSS and later as commander of 

the 1st L & L Company in Korea, conducted his own evaluation of PSYWAR. He compiled 

a comprehensive after-action review in August 1953 to address problems and, hopefully, 

to lead to changes in training, doctrine and organization of PSYOP forces based on 
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lessons learned. According to the study, United Nations forces dropped 2.5 billion leaflets 

during the war. The total included 1,200 separate leaflet messages. Avedon found 

problems with PSYOP equipment, particularly airplane mounted loudspeakers that could 

not be understood from safe flying altitudes, and extremely heavy and immobile tactical 

loudspeakers. The problem of how to mount loudspeakers effectively on aircraft lasted 

into the Vietnam War. Avedon also reported a lack of coordination among PSYOP 

elements.17  

Access to PSYOP relevant intelligence had proved to be a major difficulty. While 

most military intelligence organizations focus on order of battle data, such as topography 

and enemy force locations, psychological operations require a much more complex set of 

data. Evaluating PSYOP effectiveness was the mission of the military intelligence staff 

(G2), which usually had little interest in performing it. Conventional forces frequently 

overlook such “human terrain” data. For instance, Avedon complained that “no one in 

PSYWAR radio operations seems able to come forth with reliable statements as to the 

size of the potential radio audience.” As a result, it was difficult to gauge the effectiveness 

of the PSYWAR radio effort. Avedon also noted the lack of an overall master plan for the 

conduct of PSYWAR. His report itself was delayed because of renewed attempts to 

disband Army PSYOP when the war ended. By October, the military decided to retain a 

small force, and only then disseminated the report.18  

Upon the formation of the U.S. Air Force in 1947, its leadership immediately 

sought to define the services’ roles and missions. Typically, Air Force leaders demanded 

dominance over other services in psychological operations. In February 1948, the Air 
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Force Staff created a Psychological Warfare (PW) Division. This unit began developing 

plans for creation of an Air Force PSYWAR capability. Initially, it designed a concept for a 

Special Operations Wing (SOW) to support theater PSYWAR staff and operations. Then, 

in January 1951, the Military Air Transport Service received the mission to organize, train 

and equip these SOWs. For security reasons the Air Force designated them as Air 

Resupply and Communications Wings of the Air Resupply and Communications Service 

(ARCS). The 581st Air Resupply and Communications Wing had responsibility for 

conducting leaflet drops as well as supporting unconventional warfare in Korea. The unit’s 

581st Operations Squadron operated a variety of platforms for delivering personnel and 

propaganda, including twelve B-29 bombers, four C-119 Flying Boxcars, four H-19 

helicopters, and four SA-16 Albatross amphibious aircraft. The wing also contained the 

581st Reproduction Squadron that worked along with the 1st L&L Company to print 

PSYOP product. From their base in the Philippines, the 581st ARCW rotated elements to 

Korea to support operations.19  

One unusual ARCS element was the balloon program. Using meteorological 

research as a cover, ARCS conducted testing and evaluation to “clarify the capabilities 

that the proposed balloon flying squadrons needed” to drop leaflets in denied areas. In 

November 1952, the 1300th ARCW became the only active U.S. Air Force PSYOP 

balloon squadron.20  

The Air Force also developed an outstanding PSYWAR training program for its 

ARCS officers. It included an intensive, three-stage curriculum. Training began with a 
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four-month course at Georgetown University’s Institute of Languages and Linguistics, 

focused on PSYOP theory and area studies. The second phase “transitioned the students 

from theory to operations” and lasted as long as three months, depending on the officer’s 

career track.  A third phase included advanced language training, working with other 

agencies, and special operations, Ranger and parachute training. By the time the Air 

Force terminated the program in May 1953, more than 500 officers had completed at 

least the first phase of the training.21  

General Munro MacCloskey assumed command of the ARCS in late 1952 and the 

Air Force seemed poised to become the dominant service for PSYWAR. MacCloskey 

quickly initiated Operation Think, a program that challenged ARCS’s 500-plus PSYWAR 

officers to develop programs and PSYOP campaigns.  This proved to be a last flash of 

brilliance for Air Force psychological operations. By the fall of 1953, the Air Staff ordered 

ARCS to “confine itself to projects requiring implementation only by the Air Force.” The Air 

Force’s brief primacy in the PSYOP field began to wane with the deactivation of the ARC 

Wings, effectively killing the Air Force PSYOP program. By 1954, Air Force Reserve and 

National Guard units acquired most of the remaining capabilities.22 The ARCS had been a 

victim of inter-service rivalry. General McClure had championed the primacy of the Army 

in psychological operations and argued that the Air Force should be “essentially a supply 

agency for unconventional warfare activities.”23 He won that argument. 

With the activation in May 1952 of the Psychological Warfare Center at Fort Bragg, 

McClure received the task of training and developing psychological warfare and Special 
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Forces units and evaluating equipment.24 Under McClure, American PSYOP essentially 

received the organizational structure used for the next three decades. The OSS naming 

system for teams used a digraph designation, in part to conceal their functions. For 

instance, SI was responsible for secret intelligence, the SO branch performed special 

operations, and the MO branch conducted covert PSYOP under the cover of morale 

operations. This naming method carried through to the post war conventions of the 

PSYOP and Special Forces units. It is not surprising that both the PSYOP and Special 

Forces continued this method of designation from the OSS, given that many of the 

organizers had served in the OSS.25  

The contemporary naming rule for a 12-man Special Forces A-team derives from 

the original digraph FA. By 1960, the F was removed.26 However, psychological 

operations units maintained a digraph designation into the 1970s. AA, AB and AC 

designated command and control teams at the company, battalion and group levels, 

respectively. In the 1955 version of U.S. Army PSYOP doctrine, the command and control 

teams retained the staff sections generally found in a military unit, such as the S1 for 

personnel, S2 for intelligence, or S3 for operations. However, all other elements were 

cellular in structure.27 

Regardless of the various version of TO&E for PSYOP, in general the first 

character designated the type of PSYOP mission and the second a subset of that 

mission. F referred to propaganda analysis and design, G to production and printing, H to 
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mobile loudspeaker and propaganda teams, I to radio, J to heavy printing and K to 

consolidation. The HA, HB and HC teams were the primary operational units within a 

PSYOP company, providing mobile command, loudspeaker, and audio/visual teams 

respectively.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 1955 version of the Army PSYOP doctrine assigned the JCS as the approval 

authority for psychological warfare plans, policies, and guidance. Any deviations 

required immediate notification of the JCS with the reasons for the change. Outside of a 

military theater of operations, the National Security Council remained the responsible 

agency.28 At the national level, the Psychological Strategy Board (PSB) was created in 

1951 to coordinate at the National Security Council (NSC) level the activities of the State 

Department, CIA and military service support in countering the Soviet Union in the 

information war. Although it only lasted for two years, the PSB laid a foundation on which 

Eisenhower built his policymaking Operations Coordinating Board. He placed the Board 

under the NSC “to co-ordinate implementation of cold war planning.”29  
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Even before his election, Eisenhower “promised a coherent national security 

strategy that accorded paramount significance to psychological considerations.”30 After he 

won the 1952 election, Eisenhower established a Committee on International Information 

Activities. He also established two key agencies designed to streamline the control of 

psychological operations, “so a symphonic theme can be played which will be heard and 

enjoyed by the people of the world and our people.” Eisenhower’s New Look strategy 

assumed an indefinite Cold War, necessitating a shift to political and psychological means 

to advance U.S. interests during the long struggle.31  

The primary American overt PSYOP agency responsible for fighting the Cold War 

was the U.S. Information Agency (USIA), created on 3 August 1953. According to 

Eisenhower, its purpose was to “submit evidence to people of other nations by means of 

communication techniques that the objectives and policies of the United States are in 

harmony with and will advance the legitimate aspirations for freedom, progress, and 

peace.” The director of the USIA reported to the president through the NSC.32 The USIA 

operated the Voice of America, as well as international cultural and educational 

exchanges. While the focus of USIA was overt, it was a mutually supporting element of 

the entire psychological operations effort. It also coordinated, through the NSC, 

messages and themes used by the military and CIA. The agency’s overseas arm was the 

United States Information Service (USIS), which fell under the direction of the U.S. 

Ambassador in each country. In Vietnam, for example, the USIS “provided advisory and 
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material support to the [Vietnamese government] propaganda effort and coordinated 

military training assistance.”33  

Often working in tandem with USIA, the U.S. Agency for International 

Development (USAID) provided assistance in building modern communication capacity to 

help in the dissemination of American PSYOP themes in countries such as Vietnam. This 

included conducting technical studies to determine optimal broadcast facilities and 

locations as well as aid in constructing stations. USAID also provided assistance to the 

pacification effort in Vietnam. By 1964, the agency had spent nearly $7 million to improve 

broadcast facilities in Vietnam.34  

The third leg of United States psychological operations was the CIA. Propaganda 

consumed 40-50 percent of the CIA budget in the 1950s, mostly in the form of gray 

PSYOP. As an example, the agency supported the publishing of books, such as project 

AEDINOSAUR for Dr. Zhivago. The CIA facilitated typesetting photographs of the original 

Russian manuscript, and then helped to publish and distribute the book, while not 

infringing on publishing rights in other countries. The agency then used various covert 

means to slip copies of the book to Russian tourists in an effort to spread the story of a 

failed revolution to the Eastern Bloc satellites.  For instance, the CIA provided 800 copies 

of the Russian language edition to contacts “for distribution to Soviet personnel and 

tourists in Western Europe and attending the” Brussels World Fair in 1958. Throughout 

the 1950s, the CIA continued to develop its covert PSYOP capabilities. Eisenhower 
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appointed Allen Dulles as Director of the CIA partly because he “shared the president’s 

faith in the efficacy of covert action and psychological warfare.” His administration used 

this capability frequently throughout the decade.35 

Operation PBSUCCESS (1954) was an illustrative example of the mutually 

supporting interactions of covert, gray, and overt PSYOP. President Eisenhower 

authorized PBSUCCESS in August 1953 to overthrow the government of President 

Jacobo Arbenz Guzman. Arbenz became president in 1951 and instituted social changes 

that American policymakers viewed as supporting communists. In an attempt to 

overthrow the government of Guatemala, a CIA covert PSYOP team created news stories 

intended for the USIA overt operation to amplify. The program targeted the leadership of 

Guatemala, while simultaneously reaching out to wider world opinion, in order to justify 

the coup. The CIA targeted news media throughout the region, creating stories that could 

be used to support the overt program. At one point the Chief of Station requested all other 

stations “able to support efforts to discredit the Guatemalan government as communist-

controlled” to report on their action so that it could be “picked up for play in the Western 

Hemisphere.” This Chief suggested themes such as noting the cost of that the Soviet 

arms would be borne by the Guatemalan people and enhance Soviet control over 

Guatemala. He argued that, “the Guatemalan case involves saving democracy from 

totalitarian aggression.”36  
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The CIA also operated a covert radio station in Nicaragua and conducted leaflet 

drops in support of PBSUCCESS.37 A declassified internal history published by the CIA 

stated that part of the plan was to have a submarine land a cache of Soviet weapons, and 

arrange for the hardware to be discovered for propaganda purposes. Before 

implementation, however, “a ship carrying 2,000 tons of Czech weapons and ammunition 

arrived” and the subsequent international furor obviated the need for the CIA ploy.38 

 An after action report of the operation, however, was less than laudatory. The 

initial leaflet drop “caused the opposition to spring into action right at the moment when 

the inner organization was necessarily the most active.” This nearly caused the failure of 

the entire operation. The Chief of Project argued, however, that such criticisms may have 

been Monday morning quarterbacking and that other aspects of the PSYOP program 

were useful.39 In the end, the uproar over the coup brought the United States into 

disrepute. Another memo from the operational headquarters in Florida to the project 

PBSUCCESS headquarters argued for a full overt/covert program to salvage the U.S. 

position in the face of worldwide condemnation for the operation. The author suggests 

that, “in either case, the interrelationship between communist victory in Indochina and 

communist progress in Latin America should be kept well in mind.”40 The coup occurred 

during the concluding days of the Geneva Accord negotiations to end French involvement 

in Vietnam. Viewed through the Cold War lens, all areas of the world were interrelated. 
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Under President Roosevelt, American foreign policy focused on decolonization. He 

did not favor a return to colonial rule in places such as Indochina after the war. However, 

as it became clear to President Truman that the post-war relationship with the Soviet 

Union required a new framework, the anti-colonial policy withered. The Soviet refusal to 

leave northern Iran on schedule initiated this shift. The Allied forces occupied Iran during 

World War Two with the understanding that each would vacate Iran within six months of 

the war’s end. Rather than leave as its allies had, the Soviet Union remained and set up a 

puppet government in northern Iran. Truman became convinced that the U.S. needed 

support around the world in order to contain the Soviets. Regardless of who bears the 

fault for the Cold War, such perceptions drove the change in American policy.41  

The French returned to regain control of Indochina shortly after Ho Chi Minh 

proclaimed the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. This set off the First Indochina War. In 

1949, in an effort to rally popular support against the Viet Minh and enhance the 

pacification struggle, France allowed the creation of the independent State of Vietnam as 

an associated state of the French Union. The French formed the Vietnamese National 

Army to take over combat. By this point, the Viet Minh had been driven out of most cities 

and were conducting a guerrilla war. Initially, America refused to recognize the State of 

Vietnam or to assist the French in their struggle unless “France granted true 

independence to its new client state.” As the war dragged on, the French people became 

weary of war. However, the Chinese Communist victory in October 1949 upped the ante 

by supplying arms, especially artillery, to the Viet Minh in the North. America increased 
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aid to the French, and eventually covered much of the expense for France’s war in 

Indochina.42   

The French included psychological operations units in their nascent Vietnamese 

army fighting the Viet Minh.  By the end of 1953, the United States support added the 

advice of America’s premier advocate for psychological operations support for 

counterinsurgency war. Edward G. Lansdale, originally a journalist, served in the OSS 

during World War Two conducting Morale Operations. At the end of the war, he joined the 

Office of Policy Coordination, where he first served in the Philippines coordinating 

operations to defeat the Hukbalahap Rebellion in central Luzon. Lansdale helped to mold 

Ramon Magsaysay into a national hero and later president of the Philippines. For this, 

Lansdale became known as a man who could accomplish any mission. Although 

Lansdale was not a CIA employee, Allen Dulles, the Director of Central Intelligence, 

arranged for the Air Force to detach him to support CIA missions in Asia.43  

Lansdale recalled that Dulles tasked him with visiting Vietnam in 1953 to advise 

and assess the French PSYWAR program. This was the beginning of a long and 

influential relationship between Lansdale and PSYOP in Vietnam. “General Cogny 

[Commander of French Forces in Vietnam] was strengthening his psychological warfare 

organization then and invited my comment” on PSYWAR teams, Lansdale later wrote.44 

The French formed the 1st Vietnamese PSYWAR Battalion from the 1st and 2nd Armed 

Propaganda Companies and authorized it to conduct mobile propaganda in the First and 
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Second Corps Tactical Zones.45 These companies functioned much as the Viet Minh 

Armed Propaganda Teams (APT), operating in disputed areas to mobilize the populace to 

support, or to at least comply with, the government. The Americans and French, however, 

were not the sole source of training. Saigon Radio English Service reported that Le Van 

Hoach, Vietnamese vice-premier, accompanied a July 1953 group “to study psychological 

warfare used by the British forces in Malaya.”46 

In order to maintain control of its territory, the Viet Minh and the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam (DRV) instituted an all-encompassing propaganda program. In 

addition to selective assassinations, they used more familiar methods to influence 

behaviors. The Party urged writers to produce propaganda literature aimed at mobilizing 

the masses. The People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) established the Army Office of Art 

and Literature in 1949, and created the journal Van Nghe Quan Doi (Army Art and 

Literature) for this purpose.47 Military units used three-man cells to control the behavior 

their soldiers. As one participant later described the process:  

Each evening after they had eaten, these cells had to examine together their 
actions and thoughts during the day. Every member of the cell had to reveal his 
fears of hunger, hardship and death as well as his thoughts of envy, lust or 
enjoyment. This system was said to be necessary to maintain discipline, but it 
weighed heavily on human dignity and the personality of the individual who was 
always forced into repentance.48  

 
Viet Minh rounded up landlords and initially redistributed the land. “Party leaders 

hoped that such measures would raise the enthusiasm of poor peasants and encourage 

their participation in the war effort.” As historian William Duiker notes, however, 
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collectivization soon followed redistribution. During this period, the Viet Minh killed as 

many as 100,000 people in the North, and imprisoned at least that many.49  

For the Viet Minh, the addition of Chinese aid was a double-edged sword.  Based 

on captured documents, French intelligence “reported friction between Vietnamese 

Cadres and Chinese advisers.” Additionally, Viet Minh deserters often stated their 

motivation to desert was “excessive Maoist influence.” Still others reacted to Chinese 

control of army units and the implementation of “more stringent land reform regulations 

that focused on eliminating the economic and political influence of the landlord class at 

the village level.” Ho attempted to use the growing Sino-Soviet split to Viet Minh 

advantage. Chinese diplomatic recognition of the DRV was followed two weeks later by 

the Soviet Union. The quest for influence over the DRV, and more broadly the world 

communist movement, characterized the relations of the two communist giants 

throughout the war. However, the seeming cozy overt relationship between Moscow and 

Peking only reinforced Washington’s fears.50  

By 1952, French operations began to weaken the Viet Minh hold in the South, 

especially when the latter tried to stand in open battle. At one point, Le Duc Tho, a 

founder of the ICP and the senior Viet Minh official in the South, argued for a shift away 

from emphasizing main force units towards guerrilla operations. He warned “the ideology 

of pure militarism and looking down on the guerrillas while divorcing the mission of the 

main force from the local area must be smashed.” Armed propaganda teams operated in 

French controlled villages, to rebuild the political infrastructure. The Viet Minh conducted 
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proselytizing among the French, as well as among the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects. 

These last were religious groups with their own armies, which at times operated alongside 

the Viet Minh against the French. After falling out with the Viet Minh, these sects became 

an alternate nationalist movement, hostile to both the French and the Viet Minh.51 

After their defeat at Dien Bien Phu, the French rapidly sought to disengage from 

Vietnam. By that time, the Viet Minh controlled over half the country. In part due to 

pressure from both China and Soviet Union, but also due to Ho’s belief that final victory 

would come via referendum, the DRV also agreed to end the war. Signed just two weeks 

after Diem became Prime Minister of the State of Vietnam, the Geneva Accords 

temporarily divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel and ordered a regroupment of Viet Minh 

forces to the north and French forces to the south. The accords also provided for a period 

in which civilians could choose to move north or south of the line. The State of Vietnam 

did not sign the accords and thus did not consider itself bound by them. Contrary to 

subsequent North Vietnamese propaganda and popular understanding, the State of 

Vietnam had the right to refuse to adhere to a contract it did not sign, including the 

required referendum. The United States also refused to sign what was in reality a 

document to disengage France from an ongoing war. When it came time for nationwide 

elections, Diem refused to cooperate, saying, “We did not sign the Geneva accords; we 

are not bound in any way by these agreements, signed against the will of the Vietnamese 

people.”52 
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Diem had stepped into a maelstrom when he became president. Diem’s residence 

at Catholic institutions in the U.S. and Belgium connected him “to international networks 

of priests and lay Catholics who could safely carry messages without fear of interception 

by the French police,” and this helped him keep in touch with supporters in Vietnam.53 

However, he had been out of the public eye during a critical period. He had to assert his 

right to rule, having just returned from years living abroad. One of his first challenges was 

the Binh Xuyen, a criminal gang army that controlled parts of Saigon. His first task was to 

defeat this group in order to gain legitimacy as a leader. Meanwhile, the regrouped 

French army remained in the south and worked against him. Diem subsequently defeated 

the private armies of the Hao Hoa and Cao Dai religious sects.54  

After a brief return to the Philippines, Lansdale received orders to return to 

Vietnam as the CIA’s Saigon Military Mission (SMM) chief following the signing of the 

Geneva Accords. He reported directly to Allen Dulles, bypassing Emmitt McCarthy, Chief 

of Station in Saigon. Lansdale met Diem, secretly furnished him with funds and assisted 

him in PSYWAR training for South Vietnamese units. The United States had to move 

quickly to put people in place before restrictions on manpower under the accords came 

into effect. Lansdale rapidly built a team and conducted psychological warfare for more 

than a year. Additionally, many credit Lansdale with encouraging as many as one million 

people to move south, a sign to the international community of Ho’s repression.55 

Lansdale hired “a Vietnamese counterfeiter to produce a bogus Viet Minh leaflet 

instructing citizens of the north on how to behave when the Communists took over; the 

                                                 
53

 Miller, Misalliance, 41. 
54

 Moyar, Triumph Forsaken, 48 
55

 Ahern, CIA and the House of Ngo, 15; Neil Sheehan, The Pentagon Papers As Published by the New 
York Times (New York: Quadrangle Books, 1971), 54-66; Cecile B. Currey, Edward Lansdale: The Unquiet 
American (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1988), 142.  



85 

leaflet told them to make a tally of their possessions so that the Viet Minh would know 

what to confiscate.” This black PSYOP was so successful that it even fooled Viet Minh 

officials. Operation Passage to Freedom, as the migration program was known, resulted 

in most of the northern Catholic population fleeing to South Vietnam.56 

Simultaneously, Diem was also encouraging people to move south. At one point, 

he flew to Hanoi to talk with Catholic leaders about moving their parishioners south. 

Despite his efforts, both American and Communist narratives focused on the U.S. role, 

suggesting either that American propaganda was solely responsible for the mass 

migration, or that it was completely spontaneous. Communist propaganda portrayed 

Operation Passage to Freedom in sinister terms, claiming that the refugees had been 

“tricked by a U.S. psychological warfare campaign.” Lansdale did effectively use 

disinformation and deception in this operation, but in reality, many chose to leave, either 

out of concern over Viet Minh reprisals or for economic opportunities. Diem’s own 

propaganda effort focused on these themes. Most of the estimated one million refugees 

traveled on French ships or aircraft. About one-third sailed on U.S. Navy transports.57 

In the confusing aftermath of the Geneva Accords, the French initially retained 

control of the South Vietnamese Army’s psychological warfare branch. They used the 

branch’s radio facilities to discredit Diem, whom they felt did not support French interests. 

To counteract French efforts, Lansdale requested the assignment of a U.S. Navy officer 

who had been a classmate of the radio station commander, during PSYWAR training at 

Fort Bragg. He hoped this Navy officer, as the adviser, could stop the negative use of the 

radio station. However, Lansdale later admitted that he was only able to adjust the 
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editorial slant slightly.58 The regular CIA station established its own transmitter at the 

same time, which the president’s brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, used to “proselytize army 

officers and to announce new adherents—some authentic, some notional—to Diem‘s 

cause.”59 Proselytizing was a term used by both sides in the Vietnam War to describe 

troop indoctrination, that is, attempting to make soldiers understand the purpose of the 

war and the nature of the enemy as the leaders wanted it known. It does not necessarily 

mean to lie, but it is clearly subjective in nature. For example, one Viet Cong letter stated: 

Dear Friends, Ngo Dinh Diem is turning the South into a furnace of war, carrying 
out a great mobilization plan under the name of ‘military obligation’ in order to 
bring upon the Vietnamese people a war of mutual slaughter. Ngo Dinh Diem is 
the servant of the imperialists and the representative of the reactionary feudalists 
now plotting to sell Vietnam into slavery to foreigners. His government has no 
concern for you and thus cannot possibly represent your interests.60  
 
Lansdale realized that the National Army was the sole nation-wide organization in 

the South Vietnamese government. Despite its shortcomings, the army contained the 

basis for a nationwide communication system and an “officer corps with some training 

and experience in leadership and administration,” including a college education for nearly 

all field grade officers. Thus, the South Vietnamese Army was the only force capable of 

extending the writ of the new government into areas from which the Geneva Agreement 

required the Viet Minh to vacate.61  

Along with Lansdale, recently arrived CIA officer Rufus Phillips advised the 

PSYWAR companies. The two companies had about one-hundred soldiers each and 

under the leadership of French and American PSYWAR-trained officers, “produced and 
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distributed written propaganda as well as educating and entertaining troops and villagers 

by putting on skits.”62 In preparation for reasserting government control over areas 

vacated by the Viet Minh as a result of the Geneva agreement, Phillips took the lead in 

developing an indoctrination program for the army. It focused on treating civilians 

respectfully and emphasizing civic action. The PSYWAR Company, under Rufus’ 

guidance, created a counterfeit Viet Minh proclamation stating that two days prior to their 

departure all Viet Minh Dong could be exchanged for Vietnamese piasters “at the rate of 

one for one at Viet Minh headquarters in Qui Nhon.” Widely believed, this proclamation 

disrupted the Viet Minh departure as they tried to pacify angry crowds.63 

Once Diem decided to hold a referendum, which he believed would give the RVN 

legitimacy without Bao Dai, he carried out a propaganda program to belittle the emperor. 

The president attacked Bao Dai in print, radio and by loudspeaker truck. He invoked the 

image of three enemies, “to depict Bao Dai as a craven puppet who had a long record of 

selling his loyalties to feudalists, colonialists, and communists.”64  

General J. Lawton Collins, American Ambassador to Vietnam, kept pushing for 

Diem’s removal over a disagreement with the president’s handling of the sects. After the 

destruction of the Binh Xuyen group, President Eisenhower was more willing to support 

Diem and he told Collins to back down. The crushing of these alternate power centers 

strengthened Diem’s position and rather than alienating the people, rallied them to his 

side, giving him the momentum to take on the Viet Minh “stay-behind” organization. It was 

from this time that he began to popularize the term Viet Cong in an attempt to undercut 
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the Viet Minh propaganda name with his own variation that more closely reflected the 

organization’s true purpose.65 

In 1955, the Diem government launched the To Cong anticommunist campaign, 

arresting, imprisoning or killing even marginal Viet Minh supporters. After this bloody 

campaign, property owners could return to the villages due to increased government 

control. Under Lansdale’s guidance, the Americans expanded psychological warfare 

training in the South Vietnamese Army. The hasty instruction program taught soldiers 

how to enter a village and greet civilians in a respectful manner. Additionally, Lansdale 

supported Diem’s Armed Propaganda Teams (APT). These were heavily armed 20-man 

squads trained in psychological warfare and equipped with U.S. Navy loud-hailers, bull 

horns, and some larger French voice amplifiers. Men, selected for their patriotic 

motivation, “carried leaflets, booklets and posters, and at times, phonographs, films, film 

projection equipment, and simple medicines.” Higher level training began with the 

establishment of a psychological warfare training center at Fort Cay Mai, Saigon in 

1956.66  

The APTs operated on an area support basis rather than the direct support role 

that U.S. PSYOP doctrine preferred. In a counterinsurgency, area support made more 

sense. It often takes time to develop the relationships needed for PSYOP to change 

behaviors. Rather than shift areas every time a supported unit moved, the APT could 

focus its effort on one area. “The teams were successful in penetrating remote regions,” 

according to Lansdale, “attracting crowds through the distribution of simple medicine 

(such as aspirin) or showing of movies—and then talking to the crowd to explain the 
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peaceful mission of the Army, the aims of the Free Vietnamese government, and then 

distributing leaflets and booklets.” One ploy the teams used was to offer to exchange a 

villager’s old, faded photo of Ho Chi Minh, for a fresh new color photo of South 

Vietnamese President Diem. Lansdale stated, “The teams knew that if they entered the 

huts and pulled down the pictures of Ho Chi Minh, they would only anger the villagers.”67 

Along with Lansdale, the USIA began staffing positions in South Vietnam. Among the first 

to arrive was Everett Bumgardner, another American with a long association with 

Vietnam. He ran the field operations office responsible for supporting the Vietnamese 

Information Service in communicating with the nation.68  

Throughout 1955, APTs supported South Vietnamese operations to secure former 

Viet Minh areas vacated in accordance with the Geneva Accords. Beginning on 8 

February, they coordinated an airdrop of leaflets, with radio speeches by Diem and 

loudspeaker broadcasts explaining the peaceful mission. USIS assisted Vietnamese G-5 

staff (Civil-Military) in developing tapes, leaflets and posters for these operations. Teams 

later used bicycle messengers to deliver mimeographed newspapers to remote villages. 

Lansdale reported that a major effect of all this activity was an increase in raw operational 

intelligence. Maintaining a brotherly attitude towards the civilians helped overcome Viet 

Minh intimidation. However, the return of landowners was not an unalloyed success. 

While representing a change in control, it upset landownership patterns that had 

developed over the years. The Viet Minh had carried out land reform, and Diem had now 
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overturned it. The associated anger and instability opened the populace to anti-

government propaganda.69 

The development theory guiding Lansdale and his associates derived from the 

American New Deal experience. Some focused on big projects and a top-down approach 

to change the physical environment, while others favored small projects that took into 

account local attitudes. In the context of the Cold War, this included worldwide New Deal-

style development projects, such as the implausible TVA-like Helmand Valley Project in 

the parched deserts of Afghanistan that America was undertaking at the same time. Many 

experts of the day, Walt Rostow, for example, saw a linear process of development from 

primitive to modern. Rostow was an economist and a future National Security Advisor to 

President Johnson.  He had recently published The Stages of Economic Growth: a Non-

Communist Manifesto. Rostow saw economic growth as propelling societies through 

stages leading to the “age of high mass consumption.” This was a process that could be 

aided by outside actors. In the case of Vietnam, he viewed American aid as critical to 

setting the preconditions for economic takeoff. These ideas infused American advisors 

with a can-do spirit that often overlooked the nuances of Vietnamese culture and 

misunderstood Diem’s actions.70 Many historians trace this American mission of “uplift” to 

the nation’s founding and the idea of “American exceptionalism.” They tie these traditions 

to Cold War efforts to “promote the transformation of Asian, African, and Latin American 

societies,” by holding up the United States as a model for other nations to follow.71  
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To the Americans, Diem presented “himself as a progressive reformer who 

believed that U.S. aid and expertise would figure prominently in Vietnam’s postcolonial 

future.” However, Diem rigorously maintained his independence. The Republic of Vietnam 

was not merely a passive recipient of aid. The sometimes poor or confusing advice Diem 

got from a number of American advisors during his consolidation phase “confirmed his 

suspicion that the Americans did not understand Vietnam’s political realities.”72  

For all these reasons, Diem wanted to limit the role of the United States. He 

worried that an influx of Americans would develop a ‘colonial mentality’ among the South 

Vietnamese, and that local officials would defer to the American on the scene. He warned 

that relying on American aid would be “‘like sitting and waiting for fig to fall’- that is, it 

would foster passivity and discourage Vietnamese from taking up the hard work of 

development.”73  

Lansdale urged Diem to act more like a campaigning American politician, visiting 

the countryside, meeting the people, and providing greater visibility. However, Diem 

remained reluctant to become the glad-handing politico, perhaps for valid cultural 

reasons, as historian Mark Moyar states.74 American officials viewed Diem’s reticence as 

a mistake, and many advisers angrily denounced him. Diem reluctantly allowed himself to 

be filmed for weekly newsreels and recorded ceremonial radio broadcasts in his office. 

However, as one USIS officer stated, “Where the Viet Cong cynically propagandized the 
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peasants with promises of good things they would do for the people, Diem and [his 

brother] Nhu talked repeatedly about the people’s duty to the government.”75 

Lansdale dominated the conduct of PSYOP in Vietnam for more than a decade. 

His relationship with Diem was a key factor in maintaining U.S. influence with the RVN as 

well as affecting the views of American leaders. He had greater success because he was 

better at developing the relationship and at understanding the information and cultural 

climate in Vietnam. However, Diem was not Lansdale’s puppet. He had his own ideas on 

how to influence the Vietnamese people and had wide experience at all levels doing so. 

He also understood Vietnamese culture in a way no American ever could. 

After Lansdale left Vietnam in 1957, the MAAGV continued to assist South 

Vietnamese psychological operations units. In August 1957, for instance, the RVN Armed 

Forces General Staff requested “that MAAGV reserve one place for Vietnam in the study 

tour program for 1958-1959 to send one field grade officer of the Office of Psychological 

Warfare to go to the U.S.” to study American methods of organization and operations of 

the Psychological Warfare Branch.76 Additionally, the U.S. training division scheduled 

Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Van Chau, Director of Psychological Warfare Actions, to 

attend a Psychological Warfare Seminar on Okinawa starting 25 May 1958.77  

Meanwhile, the ARVN Intelligence and Psychological Warfare School graduated 

112 personnel that year. The following year, MAAGV programmed nine more slots for the 

RVNAF officer to attend the Psychological Warfare Officer Course at Fort Bragg. This six-
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week course began on 16 February 1959, leading into a nine week Information Officers 

Course. Twenty-four Vietnamese officers and enlisted personnel were slotted to attend 

PSYWAR training in the United States the following year. On 1 January 1958, ARVN 

combined the two original Vietnamese PSYWAR companies to form the Mobile Cultural 

Battalion. On 1 November 1959, South Vietnam changed the name of the Mobile Cultural 

Battalion to the PSYWAR Battalion. Throughout this period, Everett Bumgardner and his 

USIS staff of local hires provided advice, support and oversight to the civilian Vietnamese 

Information Service program.78 

To understand better the psychological environment in which it might need to 

operate, the U.S. Army contracted with the Special Operations Research Office (SORO) 

at American University to produce detailed PSYOP studies of various nations. Under 

Project PROSYMS, SORO compiled PSYOP-relevant data such as media availability, 

social and historical information, and demographics to aid in developing themes and 

target audiences for PSYOP. Among the first published was a study of Vietnam in April 

1959.79  

Based on his experience fighting communists in the 1930s, Diem devised his own 

approach. He stressed the “importance of mass mobilization, indoctrination, and other 

activities designed to forge close ties between government and ordinary Vietnamese.” 

However, he was willing to use harsh “repressive and authoritarian measures designed to 

root out and destroy clandestine enemy networks.” In May 1959, Diem began to 

experiment with Agrovilles in an effort to deny Viet Cong access to the population. 
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Agroville was the American name for Khu Tru Mat (populous zones), which were an 

attempt to spur development from above. Consolidating the population and denying the 

enemy a base were common tactics in counterinsurgency operations. Despite problems 

with implementation, the system helped Diem gain ground.80 

By that year, the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) had destroyed much of 

the remaining insurgent infrastructure. In May, Diem issued Law 10/59 authorizing the 

death penalty for a host of crimes associated with supporting the Viet Cong. While 

Communist propagandists had a field day attacking “the colonial-era practice of 

conducting executions by guillotine,” the law further constricted their operations.81 In 

conjunction with the law, according to Ngo Dinh Nhu, the decision to reinstate village 

elections would be “very advantageous in the psychological field.”82  

Front strategy after 1957 focused on utilizing armed propaganda units, but 

normally they were no match for the well-armed ARVN. Their organization in the South 

began to atrophy under the increased pressure. A document seized in July 1959 detailed 

the ‘Situation and Missions for 1959’ in Nam Bo, as the North Vietnamese labeled the 

southern part of South Vietnam. It stated “the enemy has created greater losses for the 

Party and for the popular movement than in previous years, and has been able to carry 

out a relatively greater number of plots…basically, the movement is in a defensive 

position in the face of the daily increasing strength of the enemy’s attacks.” Many on the 

Politburo grew restive as Diem’s pacification program decimated the stay-behind forces in 

the South.83 
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Le Duc Tho and Le Duan eclipsed Ho’s dominant role within the Party, in part due 

to the failure of the Geneva Accords to unify Vietnam. Le Duan returned to Hanoi from the 

Mekong River delta in 1958. By January 1959 he took a lead role in the Party. He 

emphasized the dire situation, saying that the southern forces faced annihilation without 

Party intervention. In all of Nam Bo, only an estimated five thousand party members 

remained. Dissatisfaction among southern cadre contributed to the 15th Party Congress 

resolution changing from a strategy of “political struggle” to “armed struggle.” The 

resolution allowed an increase in assassinations and small-scale guerrilla attacks for 

propaganda affect in the South. Hanoi leadership adopted this strategy, understanding 

“that it could no longer continue to advocate restraint without losing the control and 

allegiance of the southern Communists as well as the reunification struggle to Diem.”84  

Le Van Chan, a former deputy secretary in western Nam Bo, claimed Communist 

propaganda was very clever. He later said,  

They never propagandize Communism, which teaches that the land must be 
collectivized. If they did, how would the peasantry ever listen to them? Instead, 
they say: the peasants are the main force of the revolution; if they follow the Party, 
they will become masters of the countryside and owners of their land, and that 
scratches the peasant’s [sic] right where they itch...Say one word about 
collectivism, and he already is against you. This is a truth the Party has studied 
and learned to exploit.85  
 

According to Le, after the Party meeting 1959 party leaders understood that peaceful 

struggle would not be successful. Contrary to predictions, with American assistance the 

southern regime became stronger and was instead destroying the Party in the South.86  
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This change in policy also led to the creation of Group 559 to transport men and 

arms to the south and later return of trained regroupees to lead the Viet Cong revolution. 

Under the surface, Viet Cong propaganda teams began to develop support in some 

areas. Along with that came the capability of shifting “from propaganda, intimidation, and 

assassination to effective military action.” By the end of the year, assassinations had 

doubled from the eleven per month average in 1958. Viet Cong-initiated attacks averaged 

over 100 per month and the ARVN faced a series of setbacks as districts began to fall to 

enemy control. In the context of increased violence across South Vietnam, U.S. officials 

began to look more critically at the man who until recently was viewed as a miracle 

worker.87   

The shift of resources to the south represented a transition to the total war 

advocated by Le Duan and Le Duc Tho. They led the “south-first” faction, determined to 

unify the country, regardless of the cost to reconstruction in the North. Le Duan rose from 

head of the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN) to General Secretary of the Lao 

Dong Party by 1960. The then USSR-associated “north-first” faction, which included Ho 

and Giap, became increasingly marginalized. Le Duan began to use the security services 

against that faction. Meanwhile, Ho’s role increasingly became “that of senior diplomat 

and foreign policy adviser,” relegated to playing the propaganda role as father of the 

revolution and the kindly Uncle Ho. Duan and Duc Tho, both mono-maniacally focused on 

unification, were crucial to the ruinous decisions to escalate the war in 1960, 1963, 1964, 

1968 and the invasion of 1972, as well as the successful 1975 campaign.88  
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To manage operations in the south, the Party reestablished the Central Office for 

South Vietnam (COSVN). On 23 September 1960, the “Party Committee ordered all 

provinces to launch [a] general uprising.” Early the next year, they formed the National 

Liberation Front for South Vietnam (NLF or NLFSV) under the control of People’s Army of 

Vietnam (PAVN).89 This harkened back to Ho’s preference for front groups, providing a 

veneer of broad based support over a communist structure. According to Le Duan, the 

front was to be a “‘broad united front’ to fight imperialists and their reactionary allies.” 

Officially adopted in February 1961 under the Vietnam Workers Party Central Committee, 

they also subsequently created the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) to fight in 

the south under the PAVN and the command of Party leaders. This indicated a return to 

pre-1954 military activity.90   

The future Justice Minister of the NLF asserted Diem’s To Cong campaign, “jailing 

and executing thousands who had fought against the French,” left no organized centers 

of power to confront him. Truong Nhu Tang described it as a negative power, not 

associated with a positive agenda. Rather than attempt to co-opt the former Viet Minh, 

Diem crushed them as well. Laying out his own thoughts as those of the broader base, 

Truong says, “As it was, the South Vietnamese nationalists were driven to action by his 

contempt for the principles of independence and social progress in which they believed. 

In this sense, the Southern revolution was generated of itself, out of the emotions, 
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conscience and aspirations of the Southern people.”91 Truong was one of those 

nationalists who might have been co-opted. 

At the founding meeting of the NLF in December 1960, Huyen Tan Phat, Lao Dong 

Party member, and later president of the PRG, spoke after being selected as Chairman of 

the NLF. Truong was selected as Justice Minister of the NLF. After the formalities, the 

evening’s entertainment consisted of a performance of the Liberation Troupe. Truong 

reminisced, “The play turned out to be a broad satire on the ineptitude of the Saigon 

government troops, entitled, Primitive Weapons can Win against Modern Weapons.”92 

According to Le Van Chan, the NLF provided cover for northern military 

aggression behind a non-Communist façade. Furthermore, they attempted to deceive 

South Vietnamese peasants about the Marxist-Leninist ideology undergirding the National 

Liberation Front. Using “traditional means to achieve radical ends,” the NLF conformed to 

Vietnamese expectations of their rulers as good mandarins, much the same as Diem 

attempted with his officials.93 However, according to Chan, peasants lived “in intimate 

contact with the Party and thus were aware that it was still the communists.” The main 

target audiences for this deception were “city people, intellectuals, and foreigners.”94  

Simultaneously, the Front sent “representatives abroad to show that the Front was 

not Communist, in order to isolate the [Diem] government internationally” according to 

Chan.95 The image of a southern-based opposition helped Hanoi confuse foreign 

audiences about the nature of the struggle. While most southerners were not fooled by 
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the NLF, the propaganda line did provide cover in the West. Thus, they portrayed the 

external attempt at unification as an internal struggle. Truong Nhu Tang was one of the 

intellectuals willingly deceived by the Front’s fictions. He knew the Communists were 

involved, but saw them simply as like-minded nationalists.96  

In My Tho province, south of Saigon, the insurgency had been nearly defeated 

when the Party ordered the change. By 1960, the NLF began the “Destruction of the 

Oppression Campaign,” raising violence levels significantly by targeting Diem’s 

government officials. At the same time they increased armed propaganda activities. One 

factor in this resurgence was a doubling of infiltration from the north by 1961 to five 

thousand per year, initially mostly southern regroupees.97 This increased effort threw the 

ARVN back. 

Meanwhile problems with training, indoctrination and manning plagued the 

expanding ARVN. After eventually giving in to Diem’s demand to expand the army, 

General Samuel Williams, Commander of the Military Assistance and Advisory Group 

Vietnam (MAAGV), worried that American forces’ total advisory strength in the country 

would soon rise above the allowable maximum. To avoid doing so, he brought soldiers 

in on temporary duty status. Under this program, several U.S. Army Special Forces 

teams and three psychological warfare specialists from Okinawa arrived in Vietnam in 

May. This rotational policy was meant to keep from obviously exceeding the force level 

authorized by the Geneva Accords.98 
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During this period, the Center for Vietnamese Studies in Saigon began conducting 

opinion surveys on behalf of USIS in order to help evaluate PSYOP themes and products. 

These surveys were “designed to assess the impact and effectiveness of various 

information media on particular audience groups and to learn the relative importance of 

mass media and personal contact in international communications.” These initial surveys 

must be viewed skeptically, because the systems to conduct them were still in their 

infancy. However, they do allow for some estimation of trends in public opinion among 

educated Vietnamese. Skill at conducting the surveys grew with time. Eventually, polling 

by a variety of agencies led to a greater reliability and help to provide a clear trend line of 

public opinion on a broader scale. One early lesson learned was the need to pretest 

products and surveys on Vietnamese people.99  

The center conducted a survey of teachers in 1960 to assess their media 

preferences. This group was seen as a critical intermediate target audience. By effectively 

targeting teachers, wide dissemination of credible messages could be accomplished 

through the teachers’ perceived legitimacy in the eyes of their students. This survey was 

conducted while teachers were in Saigon to attend a workshop, so the sample was 

somewhat skewed. Still, from an analysis standpoint, knowing whether the 57.5 percent 

who reported listening to the radio every day was precisely accurate was less important 

than knowing that radio was generally a good method of reaching teachers. Providing 

teachers with radios could then help spread messages in remote villages. Ominously, the 
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Viet Cong also viewed them as a critical target audience, to the point of specifically 

targeting teachers for assassination.100 

Political consolidation characterized Vietnam, North and South, in the period after 

1954. The North imposed its collectivist vision on the society utilizing repression and 

propaganda. At the same time, communist cadre in the South attempted to maintain an 

overt and covert presence in the face of efforts to root them out. Ngo Dinh Diem used 

skillful political maneuvering to dominate and control the army and government, while 

slowly expanding his authority outward using the much-criticized Agroville program. 

Violence and repression accompanied this expansion, though not to the extent found in 

the North. The United States increasingly provided military and psychological operations 

training and advice to the South Vietnamese government, but Diem remained an 

independent actor. His close relationship with Lansdale, however, helped ensure U.S. 

influence. In South Vietnam, a nascent PSYOP structure already existed and had 

contributed to the formation of the nation. The expansion of training created an 

organization doctrinally connected to the United States. However, it was not a mere copy. 

The U.S. military, USIA, and CIA psychological operations components were each 

well established and possessed well-developed doctrine by 1960. By that year, USIS 

personnel had over five years of experience conducting operations in Vietnam. 

Additionally, the personnel had with wide experience in the art of PSYOP. At the national 

level, structures were in place to implement and coordinate American presidential 

directives across a wide spectrum of psychological operations agencies.101  
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Perhaps the weakest leg was the military component. The dissolution of the Air 

Force PSYOP training program meant that the Army was the sole proponent for PSYOP 

doctrine and training, but limited Army resources and support left a gap. With the 

distribution of the 1955 Field Manual on Psychological Warfare Operations, however, the 

Army gained a solid doctrine on which to build. Additionally, a training center now existed 

to educate soldiers on how to conduct such operations. Indeed, the U.S. military was 

better prepared to conduct PSYOP at the beginning of the Vietnam War than any 

previous war.  

However, the increased Viet Cong activity put the South Vietnamese government 

under increasing pressure, and a major expansion of the war was on the horizon. The 

American PSYOP effort confronted a strong, united and singularly focused propaganda 

program emanating from the North. It had contacts with similar propaganda programs in 

other Communist countries and front groups throughout the world, giving it a ready echo 

chamber for dissemination. Well-meaning American amateurs now faced a professional 

and experienced organization. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE SPECIAL WAR, 1960-1962 

 

From 1960, the North Vietnamese stepped up violence in the South. In response, 

American involvement in Vietnam escalated, especially after President John F. Kennedy’s 

1960 election. America focused on the defense of Vietnam, the next potential domino 

following the neutralization of Laos. Over the course of two years, the National Liberation 

Front offensive was turned back. At the same time, South Vietnamese PSYWAR 

capability, advised and equipped by the United States, grew considerably. However, the 

main components initially remained the small U.S. Information Service (USIS) group of 

about six officers, the CIA Station in Saigon, and a few military advisors. The U.S. Army 

began a PSYOP advisory effort in Vietnam with the deployment of psychological warfare 

(PSYWAR) personnel on 27 April 1960. In the next three years the system expanded 

considerably and helped to blunt the Viet Cong attempt to undermine the government. 

Despite progress, 1963 opened with a decisive psychological defeat for the South. For 

many Americans the Battle of Ap Bac in January 1963 raised questions about the regime, 

the ARVN, and American strategy in Vietnam.1 

In the twilight of Eisenhower’s administration, the Laotian crisis nearly brought 

about nuclear war between the superpowers. A struggle for control of Laos between 

Royalist and Communist factions resulted in the U.S. and the USSR choosing sides 

within the Cold War framework. President Eisenhower told the incoming President 

Kennedy that “if Laos fell, then Thailand, the Philippines, and of course Chiang Kai Shek 
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[sic] would go.”2 He “considered Laos of such importance that if it reached the stage 

where we could not persuade others to act with us, then he would be willing, ‘as a last 

desperate hope, to intervene unilaterally,’” according to a 24 January 1961 conference 

memorandum.  Kennedy almost immediately began to look for ways to defuse the Laotian 

crisis. This eventually led to the Laotian neutralization pact, making Vietnam the new 

fallback position for the West. Kennedy did not believe that the loss of Laos would make 

the defense of Vietnam more difficult.3 

Immediately after his inauguration, President Kennedy placed renewed emphasis 

on counter insurgency and ordered an evaluation of capabilities and needs, focusing on 

Vietnam. Prior to Kennedy’s inauguration, General Edward Lansdale conducted a fact-

finding trip to South Vietnam from 2 to 14 January 1961. Within his first week in office, 

Kennedy expressed his desire that the CIA get “guerrillas to operate in the North.” This 

expanded program involved greater use of covert PSYOP against North Vietnam. All this 

indicated a rapid shift in U.S. policy towards Vietnam. Additionally, Kennedy began to 

transfer much of the worldwide responsibility for irregular warfare from the CIA to the 

Pentagon in reaction to the failed Bay of Pigs operation later that spring. 4 In another 

change, while Eisenhower sought to avoid a propagandistic tone in information programs, 

Kennedy brought in journalist Edward R. Murrow as USIA Director and immediately 

changed to a more aggressive stance. His new mission statement included actively 

“influencing public attitudes in other nations.”5 
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By 1961 there were thirty USIS personnel operating in Vietnam. Additionally, they 

had hired Vietnamese USIS representatives for each province to work alongside the 

Vietnamese Information Service (VIS). Funding rose dramatically, with the USIA budget 

for Vietnam growing from $750,000 in 1963 to over $2.7 million in 1968. Despite these 

improvements, Lansdale noted that the North was “way out in front” in the propaganda 

battle. He believed their messaging capabilities were stronger than those of the South. 

Comparing communications capabilities, North Vietnam had eleven radio stations, all 

based in Hanoi, while the South had twenty-two government owned stations around the 

country. According to Lansdale, the Hanoi stations had stronger signals, however.6  

Upon Lansdale‘s return from Vietnam he produced a memorandum for the 

Secretary of Defense. He noted that without mobilizing their total resources, the South 

Vietnamese could do little more than postpone defeat in the face of stepped up Viet Cong 

activities. The nation required expanded psychological operations capability to assist in 

this mobilization against the NLF information and military intensification. Despite Diem’s 

imperfections, Lansdale argued that, “we must support Ngo Dinh Diem until another 

strong executive can replace him legally.”7 He noted that President Diem felt isolated by 

American criticism and that he had begun to withdraw into a shell. In addition, Lansdale 

encouraged a change of Ambassador as well as other personnel changes in Vietnam 

because of their perceived inability to work with and influence Diem. In Lansdale’s mind, 

Diem was the indispensable man. As he wrote, “The next time we have become ‘holier 
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than thou’, we might find it sobering to reflect on the DRV [North Vietnam]. Do the Soviets 

and the Chinese Communists give Ho Chi Minh a similar hard time, or do they aid and 

abet him?”8  

Lansdale noted that although the NLF had made gains in 1960, they had 

“neglected doing sound political work at the grass roots level and broke one of Mao Tse 

Tung’s cardinal rules. Many people in the South now under their thumb are unhappy 

about it, but too terrified to act against these new rulers.”9 Treating the people harshly had 

created psychological opportunities for exploitation, which he discussed in connection 

with the recently drafted “Basic Counterinsurgency Plan” for South Vietnam. Lansdale 

wrote of the need to “foster a spirit of national unity and purpose among all elements of 

the Vietnamese society [and] strengthen the people’s confidence in and respect for the 

RVNAF as a security force vis-à-vis the VC.”10 He also urged the United States to assist 

in raising South Vietnam’s international stature.  

The counterinsurgency plan envisaged intensifying psychological operations to 

keep the populace informed of what the RVN was doing on their behalf in order to 

“strengthen their feeling of participation in government and thus their loyalty to it.” Among 

the goals Lansdale set were expanding communications facilities and an improved public 

relations and strategic communications policy for the RVN. He also argued for a more 

robust counterpropaganda program to expose the fallacies of the DRV program.11 In 
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many ways, the plan reflected Kennedy’s vision and the liberal development consensus 

focused on managerial and technical solutions to development problems.12 

Lansdale also had advice for Diem. He wanted the South Vietnamese president to 

become more of an American-style populist leader. “Perhaps the wisest move would be 

to call in the younger people among the opposition. It would be best if you talked to them 

personally,” he wrote to Diem that January.13  His advice harkened back to Lansdale’s 

experience in American journalism and advertising, as well as his efforts in the Philippines 

on behalf of Magsaysay, but he did not seem to grasp traditional Vietnamese conceptions 

of what a leader should do. Despite his often-sage advice, Lansdale embodied the 

problem of cultural misunderstanding that encumbered the American PSYOP effort 

throughout the war. Although Diem listened to people like Lansdale, his Civic Action 

program reflected his own ideas more than an American formula. Built around 

“communitarianism, self-sufficiency, and community development, Diem stressed that 

village residents should participate in and contribute to all Civic Action project,” in line with 

his ideology of “personalism.”14  

In contrast to most historians’ caricature of personalism as a discredited cult 

created by Diem, it was a deep and broad movement in French/Vietnamese intellectual 

circles. Personalism arose out of the work of 1930s French Catholic philosopher 

Emmanuel Mounier’s critique of both liberal capitalism and of Marxism. Diem thought this 

philosophy best adapted traditional Vietnamese beliefs to a changing world and could 

                                                 
12

 Orrin Schwab, Defending the Free World: John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and the Vietnam War, 
1961-1965 (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1998), 9. 

13
 “Lansdale to President Diem,” 30 January 1961. TTVA, DPC: Unit 2-Military Operations, Box 1, 

Folder 12.  
14

 Edward Miller, Misalliance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States, and the Fate of South Vietnam 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013), 196. 



108 

provide an ideological counterbalance to the lure of Marxism. Diem’s brother Ngo Dinh 

Nhu was the chief proponent of the ideology in Vietnam. The movement sought to 

balance “human material needs” with what Mounier called “spiritual considerations.” Nhu 

and Diem fused this with Confucian ideals stressing personal duty, rather than rights, in 

order to create a third force that could mobilize the people. Historian Edward Miller argues 

Diem was not the hidebound traditional mandarin that some make him out to be. 

According to Miller, Diem “was much more interested in how he might use particular 

Catholic and Confucian principles to craft what he believed was a distinctively 

Vietnamese vision of development for Vietnam.”15  

John Richardson, who replaced William Colby as CIA Chief in Saigon in June 

1962, recognized the need for active peasant loyalty, saying he was “receptive to Nhu’s 

exposition of an esoteric doctrine called personalism.” Colby, then CIA Far East Division 

Chief, suggested that Nhu write an article on the Strategic Hamlet Program and on the 

brothers’ “social and politico-economic program” for Foreign Affairs journal. Colby and 

Richardson hoped it would counter Diem’s image as ruling a “Right wing, authoritarian, 

bigoted administration.” However, building a broad movement in the midst of a war was 

problematic.16 

Despite later taking part in the coup that overthrew Diem, General Tran Van Don, 

future Minister of National Defense, stated, “Diem’s early actions were tremendously 

popular. In the army, all ranks were enthusiastic at our unified spirit after the suppression 

of the sects and the rallying of their members to our side.” Even in the countryside, Diem 

was popular initially. Don related how farmers told him that, “In ten years of leadership by 
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Ho Chi Minh, he never once took the trouble to visit us, but after only ten days, Ngo Dinh 

Diem has already come to see us and listen to our problems.”17 

In the wake of Lansdale’s memo, President Kennedy signed National Security 

Action Memo 2 (NSAM), directing the development of counter-guerrilla forces.  “In 

consultation with other interested agencies,” the president ordered the examination of the 

“means for placing more emphasis on the development of counter-guerrilla forces.”18 

Furthermore, the president wrote McGeorge Bundy on 6 February regarding a strategic 

PSYOP message in this connection. He asked if a recent counter-guerrilla case study by 

Lansdale could be used as part of a strategic communication program. In his letter to 

Bundy, Kennedy noted that he thought that Lansdale’s study “would be an excellent 

magazine article for magazines like the Saturday Evening Post. Obviously, it could not go 

under Lansdale‘s signature…It seems to me they would find it interesting and it might 

serve as an example of what can be done.”19 If Bundy felt that publication was not a good 

idea, Kennedy urged that Ambassadors in Asia and the CIA still provide the story to 

reporters for use on background. He ordered him to, “make sure that this type of material 

has good distribution.” It was published anonymously in May, discussing the creation of 

village security in the Mekong Delta.20 

The new American administration quickly moved forward to implement its vision for 

low-intensity capabilities, in contrast to Eisenhower‘s reliance on nuclear deterrence. 

Kennedy’s men pushed against bureaucratic inertia in search of results. On 9 March, 
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Bundy sent NSAM 29 to the Secretary of Defense and Director of Central Intelligence. It 

called for increased guerrilla operations against Hanoi. The president ordered “that we 

make every possible effort to launch guerrilla operations in Viet-Minh territory at the 

earliest possible time” and ordered a prompt reply on what steps were feasible.21   

In April 1961, Lansdale continued to urge that the United States emphasize 

psychological and political support to Vietnam. He pressed for the vice president to “visit 

Saigon and announce U.S. determination to support Vietnam’s desire to remain free.” 

Vice President Johnson visited Vietnam in May 1961 and did just that. Lansdale also 

urged the creation of a national reconciliation program such as he had organized in the 

Philippines. It proved to be the precursor to the successful Chieu Hoi program that Diem 

announced in 1963. The Chieu Hoi, Open Arms program, was designed to entice Viet 

Cong supporters to lay down their arms and support the RVN.22 

Throughout this period, PSYOP was seen as an integral part of fighting what 

Kennedy called ‘brushfire wars’ and the larger ideological struggle between the United 

States and Soviet Union. In a series of NSAMs in June, Kennedy continued to expand his 

emphasis on counterinsurgency. He ordered the Defense Department to determine 

precisely its counterinsurgent force needs. This seems to have been aimed at helping 

formulate the overall budget.23  

That spring, Kennedy also ordered an increase in military forces in Vietnam. 

Reinforcements included transferring sixteen H-34 helicopters and four C-130 cargo 

airplanes from DOD to CIA for use by Civil Air Transport, the forerunner of Air America. 
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Most of the unconventional capability in the active Air Force had been downsized and 

transferred to the Air National Guard in 1954. However, the Air Force retained a limited 

capability composed of two troop carrier squadrons, one based on Okinawa, Japan. 

Working in conjunction with the CIA, this unit had supported operations aiding Tibetan 

rebels against the Chinese. In line with President Kennedy’s emphasis on 

counterinsurgency, the Air Force expanded and reorganized these squadrons into Air 

Commando Squadrons (ACS). Elements of these squadrons arrived in Vietnam with C-47 

aircraft equipped with belly-mounted loudspeaker systems for PSYOP use in November 

1961, as part of Operation Farm Gate. Farm Gate included aircraft to support ground 

attack and commando operations, as well as PSYOP aircraft. Kennedy authorized this 

move in October, along with an expansion of the U.S. military effort in Vietnam.24 

Operation Ranch Hand defoliation aircraft arrived at nearly the same time. The defoliant 

operation became a potent theme in early and effective NLF and DRV propaganda 

against the American effort in Vietnam. The first aerial spraying under Operation Ranch 

Hand occurred on 10 January 1962 using the herbicide Agent Purple. The primary goal of 

the spraying was to clear jungle along roads and around bases, although later missions 

included crop eradication.25  

As we have seen, after action reviews from the Korean War described the poor 

performance of aircraft mounted loudspeaker systems. However, the lesson had 

apparently gone unresolved.  Tests of the C-47 mounted system in Vietnam found that 

due to the Doppler Effect, the belly-mounted speakers “kept changing pitch as the aircraft 
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approached and departed, leaving no more than two or three intelligible words out of a 

complete sentence.” These aircraft, as a consequence, were relegated to leaflet drops 

while a technological fix was devised. The fix took two years and eventually required side-

mounted loudspeakers.26 

As his first year in office drew to a close, President Kennedy became concerned 

that the military was not doing all it could to utilize civic action in support of psychological 

operations. Within the limits of military necessity, he ordered DOD to “encourage local 

forces to undertake civic action projects as an indispensable means of strengthening their 

society’s economic base and establishing a link between army and populace.” In the view 

of the administration and military doctrine, civic action was perceived as seamlessly 

supporting the psychological operations effort to influence behavior at the tactical level 

and help maintain support both domestically and internationally for the mission. Good 

deeds, while good in themselves, were done for the psychological benefit to be accrued.27 

The Geneva Accords limited the United States to about 700 military advisors in 

Vietnam. Although not strictly bound by this number, the United States made an attempt 

at least to appear to be in compliance. Seeking to halt the perceived military decline in 

South Vietnam, Kennedy approved special presidential military advisor General Maxwell 

Taylor’s November 1961 recommendations for increased U.S. assistance and the 

quadrupling of advisers to 3,200 men. Kennedy also liberalized the rules of engagement 

and combat roles, allowing advisors to accompany ARVN units in a wider array of 

operations. This increased commitment included “two helicopter companies, a squadron 

of fighter aircraft, communications, intelligence, and other U.S. elements to the war 
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effort.”  To oversee this rapid growth, Kennedy established the U.S. Military Assistance 

Command, Vietnam (MACV) under General Paul D. Harkins in February 1962.28 The 

first PSYOP Mobile Training Team (MTT) arrived that same month.29  

The U.S. Army issued an update to its PSYOP doctrine and force structure in 

January 1962. Now simply titled Psychological Operations, PSYWAR had been 

subsumed within the broader term to refer to the use of propaganda “in time of war or 

declared emergency.” This doctrine expanded and clarified the 1955 manual. While there 

was little change in Table of Organization and Equipment (TO&E) for PSYOP units, the 

doctrine placed much greater emphasis on the role of intelligence in psychological 

operations. This change was clearly a response to problems observed in the Korean War. 

In line with Kennedy’s preference, the Army highlighted PSYOP support to 

counterinsurgency operations. However, this emphasis was largely theoretical due to the 

nation’s limited recent experience with such operations.30   

Under the revised doctrine, the renamed Broadcasting and Leaflet Battalion and 

the Loudspeaker and Leaflet Company remained the basic U.S. military PSYOP units. 

The doctrine built the battalion staff around the standard S-sections, but the Radio 

Broadcast Company, Reproduction Detachment and Consolidation unit remained cellular 

in structure. The separate Loudspeaker and Leaflet Company structure remained 

unchanged.31  

The field manual explained the importance of measuring PSYOP effectiveness, 

but was realistic in noting the inherent difficulties of doing so. It suggested interrogating 
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prisoners to find evidence of effectiveness and having prisoner panel’s pre-test product. 

The doctrine called for analyzing captured documents and enemy reactions, such as 

“tightening discipline against troops who pick up propaganda leaflets” for indicators of 

effectiveness. Without such metrics, measuring progress was nearly impossible. 

Accordingly, the doctrine stressed the criticality of intelligence in developing the accurate 

psychological profile required to help the psychological operations officer “identify his 

targets, reveal their vulnerabilities, and indicate the effectiveness of his effort.” However, 

without a change in TO&E, PSYOP units lacked sufficient intelligence personnel to 

effectively do this. Unstated was the need for a clear statement of psychological 

objectives and measurable supporting objectives.32 

PSYOP units continued to be dependent on a military intelligence system 

preoccupied with studying enemy order of battle rather than the human terrain. This 

disconnect made sense because the enemy force was typically the center of gravity 

(COG) in a conventional war. However, the COG in an insurgency may include such 

things as enemy propaganda or tax collecting capability. If the intelligence structure does 

not ask the right questions to gather information on what may be important, then 

operators may miss the COG and waste their efforts. Although the enlisted Military 

Occupational Specialty (MOS) that comprised most PSYOP positions was “96B, Military 

Intelligence,” personnel were functioning in an operational, rather than analytic, role. 

Additionally, most officers viewed an assignment in PSYOP as a career detour. Many had 

no prior experience in intelligence or psychological operations prior to assignment. These 

factors limited the internal analytic capabilities of the PSYOP units.33 
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In line with Kennedy’s emphasis on counterinsurgency, the U.S. Army Special 

Warfare School at Fort Bragg, NC began offering a course for counterinsurgency special 

warfare staff officers in March 1962. The course goal was to “provide commissioned 

officers and civilian personnel with a general knowledge of the latest doctrine and 

techniques of unconventional warfare, psychological operations and counterinsurgency 

operations.”  Additionally, advisors were scheduled for a 12-week basic course in 

Vietnamese. All of these moves aimed at overcoming the advisory communications 

problems noted in after action reviews of operations to this point. Unfortunately, 

advisory effort expansion continued to outpace the ability to overcome these 

problems.34 

While the U.S. Army struggled to build up a force sufficient to the challenge, the 

CIA stuck to its foundations in North Vietnam operations. Like many organizations, the 

CIA was a prisoner of its institutional memory.  Based on OSS operations and early Cold 

War experience, the CIA initially focused on agent operations in North Vietnam. Despite 

poor results infiltrating teams into communist controlled areas, this technique became the 

standard CIA response to any demand for action, as “the way we do things.”35 This 

aspect of the CIA’s operations in Vietnam was to have tragic consequences, while the 

covert PSYOP program it engendered was to have more mixed results. Beyond 

infiltration, the agency established covert radio stations, conducted leaflet drops in the 

north, and supported the advisory effort in the south.  

With this increase in U.S. interest, the “Special War” had begun. Radio Hanoi and 

associated platforms used this term to describe the influx of American forces, specifically 
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Special Forces, using counterinsurgency tactics. Much of this activity took place in the 

highlands, training various so-called Montagnard tribes. The North relentlessly attacked 

the program using divisive themes because it threatened to cut off access to the 

populated coastal regions.  

Quoting the Liberation Press Agency (LPA), Radio Hanoi accused Diem of 

indiscriminate attacks on highland villages, asking ARVN soldiers from the highlands, 

“What would you think if the village where you were born was strafed and bombed by 

Diem’s planes?”36 Later, in a broadcast in the Rhade language, they accused the 

Americans of destroying a village named An Lao. The announcer then plaintively asked, 

“Have you ever realized that you have been fooled? You must realize that you have 

chosen a very dangerous path.” These divisive themes played on the honor of the 

highlanders and aimed at building a common interest with the Viet Cong.  They warned 

“those who have been fooled by the U.S.-Diem clique and have joined the enemy that 

unless they return to their families and their villages, they are digging their own graves.” 

The broadcasts attacked the United States and specifically the Special Forces for 

constructing roads and airfields, and setting up camps and intelligence networks in the 

highlands. My-Diem, or U.S.-Diem, was a term used repeatedly to portray Diem as a 

lackey, dependent on the United States. In atrocity themes reminiscent of the First World 

War, in mid August they claimed the My-Diem cut off “the heads and limbs and opened 

up the abdomens of the people.” Furthermore, they claimed “the U.S.-Diemists have 
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caused much sadness and suffering to the compatriots, although they shamelessly 

pretend to be generous, in distributing goods to the compatriots.”37  

A few days later, Radio Hanoi accused Diem of using “lying propaganda and 

demagogic tricks,” to force “the compatriots to join the concentration camps” and to build 

strategic hamlets.38 The Agroville effort failed, in part due to the resurgence of Viet Cong 

violence after 1960. Diem then implemented the Strategic Hamlet program. This program 

was similar to the Agrovilles, but combined village improvements, self-defense and 

personalism’s concept of self-development in order to expand the government’s control of 

remote villages. The program reflected South Vietnamese goals, not American, and 

generated critical commentary from U.S. advisers. Diem saw these programs as a 

solution to the three enemies: “communism, underdevelopment, and disunity.” The goal 

of the program was to cut the ties between guerrillas and villagers, forcing the former to 

resort to coercion to acquire support. This would poison relations with the villagers.39  

Albert Pham Ngoc Thao, a close friend of Truong Nhu Tang, was an underground 

communist agent who became close to President Diem.  Thao impressed Diem with his 

ideas on counterinsurgency warfare. As a result Diem sent him to “Malaysia to study the 

counterinsurgency techniques that had been used so successfully against the Communist 

guerrillas there.” According to Truong, it was Thao who convinced Diem to expand the 

Strategic Hamlet program rapidly in hopes of ensuring failure and that “under his 

supervision the strategic hamlets created even more hostility among the peasants than 

had the Agrovilles before them.” At the time, Thao’s connection with the Communists was 
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unknown. He served Hanoi as a source for news on how he was subverting the Strategic 

Hamlet program.40 

Despite Thao’s access, the NLF suffered military setbacks due to the program. 

Inability to compete on a material basis led the Communists to attack the results of that 

material progress. In the propaganda war, the Viet Cong information service disparaged 

the Strategic Hamlet program, which it considered integral to the United State’s Special 

War. Responding to Diem’s information services call for highlanders to move to Strategic 

Hamlets, Radio Hanoi accused him of wanting to exploit the wealth of the region. The 

Front propaganda made much of the hardships incurred by the rapid expansion of the 

plan, using this accusation “to great effect in mobilizing peasants to harass and retard the 

program.”41  

Among a litany of attacks, Radio Hanoi said Diem had “sown dissension among 

highlanders and seduced them into joining their ranks and struggling against their 

compatriots” and had “forbidden the Vietnamese in the delta to sell rice, salt, dried fish, 

and so forth, to highlanders.” In a strange twist that makes one wonder if it could have 

actually been a covert broadcast meant to discredit Hanoi propaganda line, they even 

attacked Diem for allowing, “some highlanders to be elected National Assembly deputies 

to show that highlanders and Vietnamese are equal.”42  

In yet another attack by Radio Hanoi on Diem’s Strategic Hamlet program, the 

station claimed, “our compatriots in the South have already destroyed some hundreds of 

these strategic hamlets.” Hanoi understood the “program represented a serious threat to 

the revolutionary movement” and sent orders “to infiltrate or destroy the hamlets.” Ho Chi 
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Minh remarked in a November 1962 Politburo meeting, “We must figure out a way to 

destroy them.” Diem came to believe that he had to expand the program rapidly in order 

to outpace the Front’s ability to destroy them. That August, Radio Hanoi had already 

claimed the destruction of 256 such hamlets. While that may well have been true, the 

expansion of Diem’s program far exceeded the numbers destroyed.43  

In Viet Cong controlled areas, the Party organized its own version of strategic 

hamlets called combat villages. Within this concept, land reform became a lure for 

popular support. The Party viewed land reform as an “integral Part of people’s war.” 

Leaders considered it a “strategic task which must be carried out regardless of cost, in 

order to produce an impact on the peasantry and in order to set the peasantry in 

opposition to the government and the landlords.” Initially this program helped maintain 

support in rural areas. Later, as taxes rose and became more arbitrary, support waned.44 

To counter Viet Cong influence in the villages, the CIA initiated the Census-

Grievance program. Starting in Kien Hoa province in 1961, Census-Grievance teams 

entered villages ostensibly to conduct a census while eliciting grievances from the people. 

Rufus Phillips worked with Lieutenant Colonel Tran Ngoc Chau in developing this 

program. The kinds of questions asked, according to Phillips, were: “Have there been 

recent problems in your hamlet? Who caused the problems? What would you like the 

government to do to help you?” This helped in determining the level of Viet Cong activity 

as well as quality of government administration. In addition, the teams did not punish Viet 
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Cong, rather they attempted to convert them.45 An actual census was conducted, but it 

provided a cover for villager interviews. Census-Grievance teams gave the province chief 

a way to monitor popular sentiment and get a reliable head count, an idea of what the 

villagers wanted and the level of corruption present. Because everyone was being asked 

questions, the system provided anonymity and hopefully elicited honest answers and 

useful intelligence when asking delicate questions.46 

In contested areas that the Census-Grievance teams could not visit, the 

Information Ministry used Armed Propaganda Teams (APTs). Major Nguyen Be formed 

teams of fifty to move “into a village and reactivate its local government and services 

moving onto another after several-weeks stay.”47 Major Be’s efforts were part of the initial 

CIA attempts to thwart the Viet Cong Infrastructure (VCI). These APTs were the 

forerunners of Revolutionary Development Teams later in the war. 

Meanwhile, President Kennedy had settled the Laotian crisis that confronted him 

when he came to office. In an effort to defuse tensions with the Soviet Union and remove 

Laos as a flashpoint, the president negotiated an agreement that neutralized Laos. All 

external parties were required to refrain from interfering in the country. After the signing of 

the Laos neutrality agreement on 23 July 1962, Le Duan saw this as a way to settle the 

Vietnam issue short of war. The Laos neutrality agreement had been signed just two 

weeks prior when Radio Hanoi used the legitimacy conveyed by former State of Vietnam 

Prime Minister Tran Van Huu in a broadcast to the South. Radio Hanoi quoted from a 
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National Liberation Front story claiming Huu, “declared his approval of South Vietnam 

pursuing the path of neutrality.” Huu reportedly “voiced hope” that reunification could be 

achieved. Earlier, during the Laos negotiations, Radio Hanoi quoted an Associated Press 

story that stated NLF leaders proposed settling the war by “the establishment of a 

national coalition government, general elections, neutrality, nonparticipation in military 

alliances, withdrawal of U.S. aid, and the holding of an international conference like in 

Geneva.”48  

Radio Hanoi noted the tendency on the part of Southern intellectuals towards 

neutralism in the wake of the Geneva Accords on Laos. In addition, using neutrality as a 

theme was a “way to buy time for revolutionary forces and for the party in the South.” The 

softer propaganda line reflected a rhetorical shift in the face of renewed South 

Vietnamese strength. This tactic recurred during the war when the Front was under 

military pressure.49 

South Vietnam also expanded its PSYWAR force in light of the combat situation.  

On 1 May 1962, the ARVN Joint General Staff activated two more PSYWAR Battalions. 

This provided one for each of I, II and III Corps Tactical Zones (CTZ). A fourth battalion 

was added later. Each Battalion consisted of three PSYWAR companies.50 Radio Hanoi, 

in broadcasts to the South, continuously attacked the Southern PSYWAR effort, which 

they accused of “uttering contemptible slanders in the hope of lessening the prestige of 
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the front,” especially a campaign criticizing “North Vietnam’s aggressive and subversive 

activities.”51  

In spite of increased infiltration of soldiers and material through Laos, the war 

within South Vietnam dramatically turned around. By 1962, South Vietnamese military 

and administrative leadership was improving. After seven years in office, Diem’s cohort of 

young nationalists had replaced many of the French-era officials. Along with the increase 

in U.S. military aid, this new generation of leaders brought about startling progress. These 

factors helped decrease the violence associated with the increased infiltration, banishing 

hope of a northern victory through decisive military action.  By the end of the year, the 

South had defended itself against Hanoi’s initial attempts at subversion and conquest. 

The North “instead turned to a strategy of eroding America’s will to support Diem by 

means of protracted low-intensity warfare.”52 The Viet Cong took a beating in this period, 

although it was not clear in the reporting at the time. The official PAVN history of the 

period states: 

Just as the political struggle combined with armed struggle began to develop in 
late 1960 – early 1961, the enemy launched a vicious counter attack. Using large 
numbers of troops, superior mobility and heavy fire power, the United States and 
its puppets constantly attacked our bases in the mountains, mounted sweeps and 
blockades of the contested areas, and seized and occupied portions of our 
liberated areas in the lowlands.53  

 
USIS field operator Frank Scotton described later the activities of the 4th PSYWAR 

Company operating in central Qui Nhon Province during this period. Teams conducted 
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night loudspeaker missions in conjunction with ambushes. Mortar launched flares lit the 

way home while coordinated loudspeaker messages urged Viet Cong to surrender.54 

On 12 May 1962, the CIA Covert Action Station (CAS) in Vietnam reported that a 

covert radio station run by the Vietnamese Army Psychological Warfare Directorate had 

begun broadcasting from the Quang Tri area. This radio station claimed to be an NLF 

station based in North Vietnam. The target audiences for this covert station were North 

Vietnamese military officers and middle class urban residents.55 This was possibly the 

spurious NLF Radio Liberation that Saigon Station Chief William Colby started. It 

broadcast on an adjacent frequency to the real Radio Liberation, and generally sounded 

like the original, “except for certain false segments that, it was hoped, cast aspersions on 

the VC in the minds of the listeners.”56  

In a blow to the CIA commando program, Radio Hanoi reported in July that, 

“twelve U.S.-Diem spy-commandos, including two frogmen, were brought before the 

military court.” They had been caught nearly a month prior to the announcement. In a 

letter of protest read on air, Hanoi accused the United States of crying “stop thief” for 

complaining about infiltration from the north while carrying out similar activities against the 

north. They said the American-controlled 1st Observation Group conducted this operation 

after the commandos attended a fourteen week course in Taiwan. When captured, their 

equipment bore U.S. markings. Furthermore, Radio Hanoi connected this operation to a 

C-47 cargo plane shot down the year prior, bearing markings for Civil Air Transport. 

According to the station, “The sending of frogmen to North Vietnam for sabotage is no 
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novelty for the U.S. imperialists and Ngo Dinh Diem,” referring to a 24 May 1961 Wall 

Street Journal story on American plans to conduct “sabotage and subversion in … North 

Vietnam.”57 

However, Radio Hanoi‘s internal broadcasts were not so cavalier regarding these 

incursions. A Nhan Dan editorial titled “Let Us Continually Raise our Vigilance and Smash 

the U.S.-Diemist Sabotaging Schemes,” told domestic listeners, “In the past few years the 

U.S.-Diemists sent, on many occasions, spies and rangers into North Vietnam.” The 

editorial continued by saying that the commandos “joined with agents, who had been left 

behind, and other counterrevolutionaries in spying on our military strength, on national 

defense plans, and our political and economic situation and in carrying out activities of 

sabotage.”58  

The North faced internal rebellion at this time over the consequences of its 

collectivization program. The arrival of RVN commandos exploited popular 

disenchantment, “particularly in minority-dominated areas” of the North. In some areas, 

“ethnic minorities had joined forces with newly infiltrated commandos and disillusioned 

southern regroupees to stir up trouble.” Unrest forced Hanoi to intensify operations to 

suppress dissent. The regime increased repression and arbitrary arrests to deal with this, 

which “was particularly ferocious and involved forced relocation of rebellious tribes.”59 

To counter United States support for Diem, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong 

propaganda agencies began a symbiotic relationship with American elements opposed to 

Kennedy’s actions. In July 1962, Radio Hanoi read a letter from the Vietnam Mothers’ 

Association to women in the United States calling on them to join in “urging the U.S. 
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Government halt at once the armed aggression and terrorist raids in South Vietnam.” The 

letter listed cases of American bombing and mentioned the use of “noxious chemicals to 

destroy crops and vegetation.” It closed by expressing thanks to the sixteen “American 

intellectuals and Mrs. Eden Mirke in New York and other peace and justice loving people 

in the United States for their support to the South Vietnamese people’s struggle.” Radio 

Hanoi also wished success to the American World for Peace Movement.60 

Despite the ARVN struggle throughout 1962 to undo the Viet Cong advances of 

the previous year, many villages remained under Communist control. In contested 

villages, the daily pressure of Communist party organs contrasted with the “sporadic 

appearances of government officials or soldiers.” Regardless of the villagers’ preferences, 

this left them with the choice of accepting Viet Cong rule or facing reprisals.61  

Determining who controlled a village was not as simple as counting weapons or 

miles of fortifications, though. These numbers, while useful for some purposes, provide 

little information on the real center of gravity in an insurgency, “the balance of political 

power in the countryside or the political loyalties and views of the peasantry.”62 However, 

problems of how to measure progress not only affected America and the Government of 

South Vietnam. In an interview conducted with a Viet Cong village cadre who later rallied 

to the GVN, the man said, “Generally speaking, I didn’t dare report truth for fear of being 

criticized…I reported that the villagers were determined to support the revolution when in 

fact they weren’t.” In the end, he “almost had to arrest” people to attend indoctrination 
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sessions and doubled the attendance figures in reports.63 Until the advent of the Hamlet 

Evaluation System (HES) by MACV in 1967, both sides used subjective reports to 

estimate loyalty and village control. While controversial and open to criticism on a number 

of fronts, the HES at least provided a variety of useful data for determining who controlled 

a village, which helped in focusing the information program.   

Despite internal understanding of the problems faced, the North Vietnamese 

propaganda line remained constant, buoyed by American press reports. Radio Hanoi 

quoted one story by UPI reporter Neil Sheehan, who accompanied an ARVN operation in 

Ca Mau peninsula. The primary source for his story was a “high-ranking military adviser 

with considerable experience,” perhaps Lieutenant Colonel John Paul Vann, U.S. military 

adviser to the ARVN 7th Division that conducted the operation. According to this officer, 

the troops “showed no enthusiasm in seeking out the Viet Cong… [and] angered the 

already alienated peasant by swooping up most of the chickens and ducks which ran 

among the grass huts.”64 This mirrors Vann’s accusations later made after the Battle of 

Ap Bac, forming the basis of the myth of South Vietnamese and ARVN failure leading up 

to the overthrow of Diem. 

Radio Hanoi domestic service prepared listeners for the coming year in a 27 

December 1962 broadcast. Despite attempting to put on a good face, it is clear that the 

year had not gone well, that the conflict “more clearly had the character of an extremely 

desperate, protracted and arduous struggle against foreign aggression.” In the midst of 

clearly exaggerated descriptions of victories, the broadcast indicated flagging interest, 

saying the struggle movement was “not as intense and large as in the previous year.” 
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They claimed credit for the destruction of 1,436 strategic hamlets in 1962, although 

almost all of these “were repaired at once by the U.S.-Diemists” and thus they actually 

could only claim 300 completely destroyed, less than ten percent of the total. The attempt 

to achieve rapid victory had failed and the propaganda line reverted to emphasis on the 

protracted war. Even Burchett acknowledge the government held the “strategic and 

tactical initiative” at this point.65 

Days after that disappointing broadcast, the North’s luck took a dramatic turn. 

Shortly before noon on 3 January, Radio Hanoi broadcast a report of a large-scale battle 

the previous day near the hamlet of Ap Bac.  At this point, a crossroads in the 

propaganda battle occurred. The report claimed that NLF guerrillas had killed three 

Americans and shot down five helicopters. Describing the fight, the announcer said that, 

“some 1,200 Ngo Dinh Diem troops supported by aircraft and amphibious armored cars 

began the raid. More than 500 paratroopers were later thrown into the battle as 

reinforcements.”66  

The target of the attack was a Viet Cong radio transmitter for controlling operations 

in the Plain of Reeds area, southwest of Saigon. The importance of this target meant 

defending the village was not a matter of choice for the Viet Cong. Intelligence indicated 

about 150 guerillas on the objective, to be attacked by 300 air lifted soldiers, 

accompanied by blocking positions held by a mechanized company and several less 
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qualified Civil Guard battalions. In reality the village was held by a company each from the 

514th Provincial and 261st Regional Battalions, about 350 men total.67 

It is important to note the complexity of the operations that the ARVN conducted at 

this time. Training for, planning, coordinating and conducting multi battalion parachute 

drops, in conjunction with helicopter assaults, ground attacks and tactical air support only 

looks easy in retrospect. The attack on Ap Bac was an especially complex operation, 

integrating all of the above elements, backed by police and Civil Guard units. Additionally, 

planning for the mission was very hasty, based as it was fresh intelligence. It would have 

been unrealistic to expect perfection at a time when even American air assault doctrine 

was under development and the U.S. Army had yet to employ that doctrine in combat. 

The same day the ARVN 7th Division launched its attack on Ap Bac, ARVN 

launched Operation Burning Arrow in Tay Ninh Province. This operation targeted COSVN 

headquarters west of Saigon, a higher priority target. In excess of sixty U.S. and VNAF 

aircraft supported “more than twelve hundred paratroopers and an infantry battalion 

landed by helicopter,” resulting in an estimated 400-800 enemy killed. Although the 

headquarters was not captured, the assault elements destroyed an NLF hospital and 

captured supplies. Contrary to Neil Sheehan’s later assertion, it was not a failure in the 

context of a counterinsurgency. However, no U.S. reporters accompanied the mission 

and since no Americans were killed, Burning Arrow was barely mentioned in the press at 

the time. That operation took up most of the helicopter support then available in South 

Vietnam, leaving just ten H-21, 20-passenger ‘Flying Bananas’ available, capable of 
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ferrying only a company at a time to Ap Bac. As an economy of force mission, Ap Bac did 

not have priority for air strikes, lift or reserves.68 

The first lift landed about 0700. Fog delayed the second and third lifts, meaning the 

outgunned first company confronted the friction of battle alone. By 0935, the second and 

third lifts had landed, but the force now confronted a tougher situation associated with five 

downed choppers. The flight leader of the third lift, a U.S. pilot, ignored the recommended 

landing zone and landed just 200 yards west of the Viet Cong occupied tree line, well 

within machine gun range. Four craft were lost within five minutes, another shortly after.69  

Several canals held up the arrival of the mechanized unit of M-113 Armored 

Personnel Carriers (APC) to support the downed helicopters because the banks were too 

steep to safely enter the water. The APCs were originally a blocking element, but now 

received a change of mission--essentially to ride to the rescue. According to ARVN unit 

commander Ly Tong Ba, the American advisers misunderstood his actions, later accusing 

him of irresponsible behavior and claiming “that I did not want to fight, and that I was 

afraid to engage the enemy troops.” On the contrary, crossing these canals took hours, 

and as a result the APCs only arrived on the battlefield about 1330. 

As the fight at Ap Bac evolved, Colonel Huyen Van Cao, the division commander, 

selected a drop zone to insert the reserve force. This unit comprised the only reserve 

force available due to the operation in Tay Ninh Province. Colonel Cao wanted to use the 

open fields southwest of the hamlet as a drop zone and a night time jump. Vann 

demanded a drop zone on the east side of the canal to act as a blocking force to prevent 

Viet Cong escape and a daylight time on target. This was despite the probable escape 
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objective, the Plain of Reeds, lying to the west, and the hazards associated with a 

daylight jump into a hot drop zone crisscrossed with canals. Regardless, it is likely the 

Viet Cong intercepted radio communications and knew the final airdrop plan.  Given the 

terrain, the actual drop zone to the west was easy to determine. The drop took place at 

twilight. Unfortunately, due to an error in calculating the release point for the jumpers, 

many landed well within Viet Cong machine gun range. The jumpers sloshed through the 

knee-deep flooded rice fields, desperately seeking cover. The battle ended by the 

evening, and by morning ARVN was in control of Ap Bac. The Viet Cong force had 

departed during the darkness.70 

On 4 January, Peking’s New China News Agency reinforced Hanoi’s messaging 

about the battle, reporting that U.S.-Diem forces had suffered a “costly defeat.” They 

quoted from a UPI story, probably by Sheehan, asserting, “the Ngo Dinh Diem army and 

its so-called U.S. military advisers suffered ‘one of the most costly and humiliating 

defeats’” of the war. They claimed the attackers outnumbered the defenders ten to one 

and suffered sixty-five killed and five helicopters lost.71 The number and type of Viet Cong 

involved were downplayed for propaganda purposes, hyping the David vs. Goliath 

narrative. Quoting from the UPI story, “American advisers were disappointed and angered 

that the South Vietnamese troops should fail in one of their biggest tests after more than a 

year of training.”72 Radio Hanoi broadcast the same story the following day in English, 

claiming 150 total ARVN casualties. These casualty numbers closely match Lieutenant 
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Colonel Vann’s with good reason; the original UPI story contains his estimates.73 

Recounting the battle, Radio Hanoi quoted an American pilot as saying, “It has been a 

bad day right from the start.” Later studies put the numbers at three Americans killed, six 

wounded and twenty-five ARVN killed, 100 wounded.74 

It is from here that the battle grew to mythic proportions. American reporters, such 

as Sheehan, arrived shortly after to report on the battle, largely basing their narrative on 

Vann’s telling. That story may have been colored by Vann’s attempts to deflect the results 

of his poor advice and American mistakes onto the Vietnamese soldiers. Communist 

propaganda fed on the distorted U.S. press reports and constructed a narrative used to 

divide South Vietnamese audiences, recruit new members and dishearten American 

supporters of the southern government. They were successful in each area. In retrospect, 

a minor, botched tactical engagement became a metaphor for ARVN failure. The 

misrepresentation of Ap Bac, in turn, gave the NLF the psychological initiative going into 

1963.75  

General Ha Ma Viet, ARVN armor specialist, argued later that Ap Bac was not 

emblematic of ARVN at this time. The U.S. only recently fielded the M-113 to the U.S. 

Army and questions lingered over its amphibious features. Despite this, from April 1962 

onwards, the M-113 APC unit involved at Ap Bac, “had always maintained the initiative 

and had scored so many brilliant victories that communist troops usually tried to avoid the 

company.” While largely unreported, the company used its M113s “to kill 150 Viet Cong 

and captured 38 prisoners, while suffering only 2 casualties” just three months prior to Ap 

Bac. While giving the credit to Vann, Neil Sheehan agreed that the “revolution in the 
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northern half of the Delta” was in crisis due to the savaging of the “Viet Cong with the 

shock effect of the helicopter and armored carriers.” As a result, ARVN quickly formed 

four troops equipped with M-113 APCs for assignment to each of its armored regiments, 

based on the success of the 7th Mechanized Company that year.76  

In spite of these successes, many reporters had preconceived notions of the war 

at this early phase and wrote stories to support that view. Selection bias clearly played a 

part in the reporting. John Paul Vann, adviser to the ARVN 7th Division based near 

Saigon, fed this bias. He sought out reporters such as Sheehan and New York Times 

reporter David Halberstam to ensure he received positive press.77 Despite strong 

dedication to the war that led him to volunteer to serve in Vietnam for nearly a decade, 

Vann was a self-absorbed man with serious character flaws who pulled the wool over the 

eyes of reporters. He deflected blame for Ap Bac by discrediting the ARVN to reporters, 

reminiscent of the earlier Ca Mau reports. Contrary to Vann’s insistence that Diem had 

ordered his officers to cease attacks and avoid casualties, after Ap Bac, Ngo Dinh Nhu 

criticized what he described as his brother’s insistence on “frontal attack and constant 

maintenance of the initiative in aggressive troop actions.”78 However, Vann’s narrative 

influenced the flawed retelling of the battle of Ap Bac and dealt a serious blow to the Diem 

government at a critical time. As Rufus Phillips later noted, “The main problem with Ap 

Bac was its characterization as evidence that the entire Vietnamese army was 

incompetent and lacked the will to fight and that everything was Diem’s fault.”79 
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Diem, on the other hand, saw this battle as merely a road bump on way to victory. 

He deemed the Highlands the strategic center and allocated resources accordingly. Ap 

Bac did not rate that high. Ha concurred, writing that the problems in a small, regimental 

operation were not representative of larger ARVN capabilities. As historian Mark Moyar 

argues, much of what Vann said about the 7th Division was false. Certainly Ap Bac was a 

tactical defeat, but terrain issues, Clausewitzian friction and the difficulty in coordinating 

widely dispersed combined arms operations using three languages accounted for most of 

the problems--not haplessness or cowardice.80 ARVN was already conducting large, 

complex operations with some success. Nevertheless, Diem’s opponents used Ap Bac to 

attack him for “what they called the ‘dictatorial’ and ‘erroneous’ policies,” and cultivated 

negative propaganda prior to the coup. The battle became symbolic of ARVN and GVN 

failure, in support of preconceived narratives.81 

Shortly after the battle, Radio Hanoi noted the “raiding operation” on Ap Bac cost 

three American lives. They began a campaign to target American soldiers in the wake of 

this. The station remarked that Hanoi’s Voice of Vietnam English service recently asked 

American GIs in South Vietnam, “For whom and for what purposes have these men 

sacrificed their lives?” Playing on loneliness themes, they claimed the men died for the 

“arms dealers and warlike rulers of the United States” that dragged them from their 

families.82 Hanoi also instituted an “Ap Bac Emulation Campaign,” which urged Viet Cong 

fighters throughout southern Vietnam to struggle to emulate the PLAF victory in that 
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battle. A detailed indoctrination program listed weekly lectures and award ceremonies.83 

That fall, Liberation Press Agency (LPA) announced the results of this campaign, claiming 

that between April and August, their forces “killed, wounded, and captured 50,000 U.S.-

Diem troops, including 372 Americans. In reality, the total number of U.S. and ARVN 

casualties in Vietnam was less than a third of that, including 78 Americans for the entire 

year. LPA also reported destroying 3,300 strategic hamlets.84 These exaggerated results 

led Le Duan to assert the Americans “could not defeat us.”85 

In line with Lansdale’s encouragement to create a Viet Cong desertion campaign, 

Diem announced the Chieu Hoi (Open Arms) program during Lunar New Year, 1963, just 

weeks after the Battle of Ap Bac.86 This program encouraged Viet Cong to rally to the 

government side.  That April, the ARVN PSYWAR Directorate began publishing a 

monthly magazine aimed at indoctrinating its soldiers. The Republic of Vietnam Armed 

Forces focused each issue on a specific theme such as “Communism in South Vietnam” 

or “The People of Vietnam.” The supporting psychological objective of the magazine was 

to educate soldiers on the Chieu Hoi program and build support for it. Thus, each issue 

tabulated the numbers of returnees and weapons since the inception of the program. 

Issues also contained Diem’s 17 April 1963 proclamation for all Vietnamese “to return and 

uphold the just cause of the fatherland and to contribute their efforts along with those of 

all our people in order to build, in a militant spirit, the new society and civilization where 
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every citizen will be able to develop totally and in full freedom.” Although aimed at the 

Vietnamese, the magazine was also published in English and French language editions.87   

Supporting this campaign, the South attacked the Viet Cong and North 

Vietnamese as Russian and Chinese clients. This utilized nationalist, anti-colonial rhetoric 

in hopes of undermining a central attraction of the Front. On 23 May 1963, the Saigon 

Vietnam Press in English noted large-scale Viet Cong attacks using Russian and Chinese 

weapons. The story reported recent northern propaganda stating that Hanoi would 

increase support for the Viet Cong. The paper charged that Communist authorities sought 

“by every means to sabotage these efforts toward peace, whose success would indeed 

hinder the expansionist designs of international Communism.” The report claimed the 

targets of this effort were the strategic hamlets, “which are designed to give the 

population a better life in peace and security and allow each to reach the full development 

of his faculty’s in dignity and justice.”88 

The Battle of Ap Bac was a psychological defeat for the South. It colored the 

perceptions of the ARVN and President Diem for many Americans, despite the positive 

trend lines in pacification. The coming spring witnessed a series of protests and Buddhist 

unrest that further shook the nation and ultimately led to the coup. In spite of these 

troubles, the PSYWAR structure and advisor support had improved greatly in the 

previous year.  
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CHAPTER 5 

BUDDHIST CRISIS AND COUP, SPRING-FALL 1963. 

Despite the negative perceptions of the government that festered among 

Americans after the Battle of Ap Bac, President Diem continued to fight the 

counterinsurgency. In February he ordered implementation of the Chieu Hoi (Open Arms) 

program to encourage desertion from the NLF. Initially, the program was quite successful. 

However, as unrest spread that summer, the number of “ralliers” dropped off. The 

collapse of support for Diem among key officials in the Kennedy administration 

encouraged supporters of a coup. The overthrow of Diem in the fall of 1963 led to a near 

collapse of governance in rural areas and marginalized the PSYWAR program. It also 

sapped the wellspring of government legitimacy in the years to follow.  

During the summer and fall of 1963, U.S. PSYOP advisors and Air Commando 

aircraft increasingly supported ARVN operations. The Chieu Hoi program and surrender 

appeals comprised the major themes used. Through testing they determined that aerial 

loudspeaker were most effective at night, which also added a safety factor for the crews. 

Angling the speakers off the side of the aircraft mitigated the Doppler Effect issue. The 

first operational use of the aerial loudspeaker took place in June 1963. In an effort to 

remove noncombatants from the battlefield, Montagnard tribesmen in contested areas 

surrounding the Kon Brai outpost in Kontum Province were informed “that after a certain 

date anyone found in the area would be killed.” Tribe members made taped messages 

that aircraft repeatedly broadcast over the area. Within five days, 2,400 Montagnards had 

come to the outpost.1   
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U.S. Air Force also continued defoliation operations, with an emphasis on clearing 

roadways to prevent ambushes. Though possibly tactically sound operations, they 

presented constant fodder for propaganda. In May, Radio Hanoi broadcast a Soviet 

response to the use of defoliants. The Soviets reported sending a message to the British 

regarding, “U.S.-Diemist use of chemicals as a means of war in South Vietnam”2 In a 

June broadcast to Europe, Radio Hanoi again protested the use of toxic sprays. They 

pointed out that the U.S.-Diemists “use chemical substances as a war means in South 

Vietnam to ravage the crops and vegetation, decimate the cattle, impair the people’s 

health, and force the people into concentration camps described as strategic hamlets.” To 

support this narrative, Radio Hanoi quoted statements by Rachel Carson, American 

biologist and author of Silent Spring, as saying that “indiscriminate use of such chemical 

substances can have harmful effects on birds, animals, and even human beings.” 

According to Carson, the danger came from American use of chemical substances “as a 

war means, especially when they are being sprayed repeatedly and indiscriminately upon 

densely populated and agriculturally rich areas.” Radio Hanoi compared these actions to 

Adolph Hitler. The toxic substance theme was among the north’s longest lasting and 

internationally most effective.3 

Although the original CIA interest in North Vietnam was to gather intelligence and 

disrupt the northern government, by 1963 interest rose in using propaganda to incite 

resistance forces. This was a delicate matter, however, due to the failure to support the 

Hungarian resistance during the uprisings in 1956. Political limitations placed on the CIA 

meant they could never do more than agitate the people in the North. By this time, many 
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in the CIA began to question the agent and commando insertion program. The idea arose 

of creating notional teams to harass the north. In this sense, “notional” meant fictional 

teams to deceive Hanoi.4 

Herbert Weisshart, a covert political action specialist, arrived in Saigon in March 

1963 to organize a notional resistance movement for the CIA. Weisshart had experience 

providing PSYOP support to fantasy teams in China and later helped to draft OPLAN 34A 

that transferred the covert operations in Vietnam to the military. Appealing to Vietnamese 

mythology, Weisshart created the Sacred Sword of the Patriots League  (SSPL). In 1428, 

this mythological sword had been delivered to the tale’s hero by a turtle swimming in a 

Hanoi lake. With this sword, the Vietnamese defeated the invading Chinese. Weisshart 

hoped to build upon a theme filled with nationalist appeal and fuel dissension between the 

Vietnamese and Communist Chinese by utilizing this myth. He recalled that, “It would 

provide an ostensible sponsor for real teams on the ground and, if all went well, would 

provoke paranoia in the DRV hierarchy.”5 Both sides used appeals based on Vietnam’s 

militant history of resistance to support their propaganda. For instance, at various times 

both sides used the term Lam Son, 15th century guerrilla Le Loi’s anti-Chinese base, to 

name military operations. To support the SSPL deception, Weisshart began programs like 

Operation Loki.6  
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Under Operation Loki, kidnapped North Vietnamese fishermen were brought to Cu 

Lao Cham Island, or Paradise Island, ten miles off Da Nang. They were indoctrinated at 

an SSPL resistance camp notionally located in North Vietnam. The men were held 

several days and then sent home with PSYOP-themed gift baskets. Reportedly, some 

fishermen sought to be kidnapped to receive the medical treatment provided, and 

according to later Studies and Observations Group (SOG) commander John K. Singlaub, 

a chance to gain “an average of over 20 pounds” during their ordeal.7 Some also knew 

exactly where they were, having visited the island during the course of their lives. 

Eventually, SOG, the successor to the CIA in these operations, had to limit the number of 

times a man could be ‘kidnapped.’ Additionally, Radio Hanoi very quickly betrayed the 

details of the program, accusing Diem’s navy of illegal acts for capturing northern 

fishermen. Like the commando operations, Hanoi was quick to exploit the propaganda 

value of incursions in the north. Prior to the start of Loki, in August 1962, they broadcast a 

report on southern ships that fired shots at some fishing boats and “compelled one of 

these boats to sail south” with five fishermen aboard.8 In light of this, it is unlikely the 

official purpose for the camp succeeded. However, despite disclosures, Operation Loki 

may have provided other intangible benefits later in the war when the program was used 

to disseminate disinformation.9 

In the midst of this uproar, on 10 June 1963, Radio Hanoi announced the detention 

and trial of additional commandos captured six months earlier. A “U.S.-Diemist ranger spy 

gang,” had landed in Ha Tinh province, about 130 miles north of the DMZ. The story listed 
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their names, equipment and training, noting that they “proved to be efficient agents…in 

carrying out the task of acting as ranger spies,” but were hunted down and arrested.  The 

men received sentences ranging from ten years to death. They sentenced another team 

on 12 July 1963. These were probably the men of Team Tarzan, which parachuted in 

January 1963. The DRV forces caught that team shortly after dropping near Ha Bac near 

Hanoi, several months prior.  In both cases, it seems clear that the lag between insertion 

and the announced capture had more to do with spreading disinformation and using the 

team as double agents, than indicating successful commando operations. Team Tarzan 

had remained in radio contact for about three months, despite communications anomalies 

indicating that they had been turned immediately.10  

As part of the increased emphasis on the SSPL program, infiltration teams in the 

North began to assume a secondary mission of psychological warfare. The first dual 

mission team, code named Easy, parachuted into the North on 11 August 1963. While 

collecting intelligence, the team spread SSPL leaflets. Other teams carried special single-

use leaflet mortars to disseminate product after their sabotage mission was complete.11   

While this continued out of eyesight, events in South Vietnam flashed across the 

world. Throughout the late spring and summer of 1963, Diem dealt with a growing 

Buddhist crisis. The international press seized on this turmoil to weaken support for the 

Diem government. Unwittingly, this again supported a North Vietnamese propaganda 

effort. Subsequent North Vietnamese histories make clear the extent to which the 

Buddhist movement received aid and direction from agents of the North within the 

Buddhist movement. Regardless, the crisis had the desired effect and may have helped 
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lead Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge to begin working with coup plotters immediately 

after his arrival in Vietnam that August.12  

The crisis began in May over the flying of flags by Buddhists in Hue. This dispute 

followed a visit to the city by a Papal representative for the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 

installation of Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Thuc, as bishop. For this ceremony, the Papal 

flag was flown. However, local officials had forbidden the flying of any but the national flag 

after this event. This angered Buddhist leaders because in the weeks prior, Diem’s Can 

Lao Party had been permitted to fly its flag, leading to charges of unequal justice. Protests 

erupted throughout the south.13  

The unrest became evidence to the American press corps in Saigon that Diem 

lacked public support, was repressive and deserved to be overthrown. However, the 

Buddhist struggle must be seen more as a political struggle than a religious one. The 

movement’s leaders hoped to reignite Buddhist nationalism as the basis for Vietnam’s 

postcolonial identity. They sought to institute a devout Buddhist rule that had certainly not 

been the norm in Vietnam history. Spurring them on were DRV agents seeking to 

diminish Diem. A later communist history admitted that their agents had been active in the 

protests and also within “mass organizations and in the Buddhist Church.”14 Lastly, the 

1963 Buddhist rebellion, as Diem biographer Edward Miller wrote, “was sparked not 

merely by fears of religious persecution but also by growing South Vietnamese anxieties 
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about Diem’s nation-building agenda.” This anxiety created exploitable opportunities on 

which the North Vietnamese propaganda program seized.15 

The repeated self-immolations and violence associated with unrest that summer 

divided the Kennedy cabinet. Internally, the Diem regime sought to drive a wedge 

between these Buddhist leaders and the people. On June 12, Diem broadcast an appeal 

to Buddhists influenced by “plots and tricks designed to postpone a solution and to 

repress Buddhism,” saying that he and the constitution stood in support of national 

Buddhism.16 Regardless, these incidents did increase psychological pressure across the 

nation. By 10 May 1963, CIA officers had met with the dissident Buddhist leader Tri 

Quang. They described him as “self-confident, dominating, committed, and slippery, but 

able to make a joke and take one at his own expense. He would neither admit nor deny 

that his goal was to destroy Diem.”17  

Compounding the narrative of GVN decline, the foreign press continued to attack 

Diem, stoking rumors of a coup. Critics of Diem wrongly believed that all the anger at 

Diem stemmed from his repressive measures. On the contrary, many “dissatisfied South 

Vietnamese officials tended to believe that Diem was being too soft, not too tough.” 

Seeing American press reports indicating Diem was on the outs with American 

government officials led some South Vietnamese military to side with coup plotters as a 

way of ensuring the war against the Viet Cong maintained American support. Many South 
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Vietnamese officials viewed negative stories in papers such as the New York Times as 

evidence of official U.S. government policy.18  

Among the sources the U.S. media relied upon for this narrative were Albert Pham 

Ngoc Thao and Pham Xuan An, both of whom were covert Viet Cong agents. As a source 

and translator for foreign reporters, Pham Xuan An, in particular, was in a position to feed 

the desired line to people with a bias against Diem. He subsequently claimed to have 

never done any such thing. However, the notion that he acted as a highly awarded agent 

of the North but never used his access to spread Northern propaganda to support a key 

psychological objective is implausible, to say the least. Additionally, the leader of the 

Buddhist protest movement, Tri Quang, was possibly a Communist agent as well. His 

brother certainly was. Despite repeated attempts by Diem to placate the Buddhist 

agitators within the movement, Tri Quang continued to attack.19  

Supporting its effort to degrade American support for Diem, Radio Hanoi excerpted 

an open letter to President Kennedy from 650 American professors published in New 

York Times Magazine in July. The letter condemned the U.S. government for violating the 

1954 Geneva agreements on Indochina by continuing to pursue a policy keeping Vietnam 

divided so that “at least one segment of it remains under western control.” Despite United 

States aid to the ARVN, South Vietnam “was no nearer victory,” according to the letter.  

The professors claimed guerrillas had captured and increasingly used “American-made 

rifles, machine guns, and mortars to shoot down American helicopters operated by U.S. 
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fliers.” Three days later, the Liberation Broadcast Service carried the same story in 

Vietnamese to South Vietnam.20 

 The following month, Hanoi remarked on a letter from Reverend Donald 

Harrington, Secretary of the Ministers’ Vietnam Committee, and signed by “some 15,000 

American clergymen of various faiths.” Northern propaganda often used large numbers of 

ostensible supporters to lend legitimacy to their messages. Sent on 14 August to 

President Kennedy, the letter urged, “an end to American financial and armed support for 

the Ngo Dinh Diem government in South Vietnam,” according to foreign reports. The 

letter especially protested against  

1) U.S. military aid to those who deny religious freedom to South Vietnamese 
Buddhists; 2) the immoral spraying of parts of South Vietnam with crop destroying 
chemicals and the herding of many of the South Vietnamese into concentration 
camps called ‘strategic hamlets’ 3) the loss of American lives and millions of 
dollars to bolster a regime universally regarded as unjust, undemocratic, and 
unstable; 4) the fiction that this is fighting for freedom.21 
 

A story in the New York Times Magazine likewise covered Harrington’s letter. This letter 

parroted, amplified and gave legitimacy to all the North Vietnamese propaganda themes 

then in use, further isolating Diem from American supporters.22 

August arrived with rumors of a coup against the Diem regime swirling through 

Saigon. Some accused the president’s brother, Nhu, of stoking rumors of a clampdown 

and running inflammatory stories in the Times of Viet Nam to denounce the Buddhist 

movement. He used deception and disinformation to get potential plotters to reveal their 

loyalties and to create fear in order to control them. At this time, President Kennedy made 

the decision to replace Ambassador Nolting with former Republican vice presidential 
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candidate Henry Cabot Lodge. Commenting on the dismissal, Radio Hanoi blamed the 

“Ghost of Ap Bac,” saying that in the face of recent defeats, “the bellicose Americans 

have been forced to admit their inability to implement their plan of rapid aggression in 

South Vietnam and to prolong this aggressive war.” The unrest over the summer diverted 

resources and set the military back to a degree.23 

When Ambassador Lodge arrived in Vietnam to replace Nolting, he made a point 

of seeking out the press at the airfield. From then on he “arranged lengthy private dinners 

with the three most influential journalists in Saigon, David Halberstam, Neil Sheehan and 

Malcolm Browne.” While Lodge used the press in a mutually supporting attack on Diem, 

President Kennedy assailed David Halberstam of the New York Times, accusing him of 

“running a political campaign” and being “wholly unobjective.”24 Despite Lodge’s 

prejudice, Ngo Dinh Nhu attempted to soften up Lodge after his arrival in Saigon. He 

seems to be behind positive stories in Times of Viet Nam and during “Lodge’s first week 

in Saigon, large photographs of the smiling envoy appeared in the paper almost every 

day.”25   

On 21 August, the Saigon domestic service carried a statement from Diem 

regarding his imposition of martial law to “vanquish Communism.” While this was his 

stated reason, Diem was also trying to preempt a possible coup against him and to crush 

the Buddhist uprising. The domestic station then changed its name to ‘Voice of the Armed 

Forces of the Republic of Vietnam,’ lending support to the idea that this was a military 
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operation in support of Diem.26 The Army leadership did back the raids, though they later 

denied this. At midnight, ARVN Special Forces under Nhu’s direction raided Buddhist 

pagodas involved in the unrest. An RVNAF statement on the declaration of martial law, 

accused those sowing division in the past few months of cooperating “with the feudalists, 

the colonialists, and the communists to rush our country toward danger.”27 Meanwhile, the 

Liberation Broadcast Service blamed the violence associated with martial law on the 

United States. According to the Service, in the days following the declaration, “thousands 

of Buddhist monks, nuns, believers, students, and professors, and other people from all 

walks of life were killed, tortured, and imprisoned by the devils.”28 

After the army seized Tu Dam Pagoda in Hue, the Saigon domestic service stated 

that “everyone appears satisfied with the energetic act of the army aimed at protecting 

security, maintaining order, and serving the people.” This support proved, according to 

the broadcast, army actions were directed against a “group of people who take advantage 

of the faith of the compatriots to work for the benefit of the Communists.” Reportedly, 

forces seized explosives and a gun from one pagoda. This and other reports made clear 

“that most of the pagodas have been used as shelter for reactionaries and not for truly 

religious persons,” according to the Voice of AFRVN.29 General Tran Van Don, ARVN 

Chief of Staff, acknowledged to CIA contacts “that he and several other generals…had 

planned and advocated martial law,” but he denied any prior knowledge, or 

sponsorship, of the pagoda raids.30 The anger among Army leaders arose from the 
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claim that ARVN had conducted the Pagoda raid, not over the implementation of martial 

law. Army leaders ultimately used this raid as a justification for the coup against 

President Diem. 

When Diem cracked down in August, many reporters thought it would be 

perceived in South Vietnam the same way as an anti-religious crackdown in America 

would have been. However, the situation was complicated. Many Vietnamese wanted 

order and viewed the Buddhist venture into politics as sowing disorder, a good example 

of how viewing events through the lens of ‘hearts and minds’ can lead to an incorrect 

analysis of events. Saigon claimed that despite “deadly blows to the Communist rebels,” 

which placed the nation on the verge of victory that year, a new group of traitors sought to 

“undermine the gallant fighting spirit of the republican army.”31 They accused Communist 

rebels, camouflaged as Buddhist bonzes, of propagandizing against the government.  

Following the Pagoda raids, Vietnam Press issued an appeal from the Buddhist 

Sangka Association leader, Thich Thien Hoa, to lead the religion back to its normal place 

in Vietnamese society. According to him, “cruel provocateurs” sowed “confusion, hatred, 

division, and trouble between the government and the Buddhists.” These provocateurs 

sought to tarnish the image of the government abroad by manipulating the “reputation of 

virtue and by shedding the blood of true Buddhists” 32  

Details on whom Thich Tien Hoa believed were behind these provocations came 

to light on 27 August. The domestic service broadcast the names and Viet Cong 

connections of several leaders in the movement. These included Northern born Thich 

Quang Chau, head of the Buddhist Follower Struggle Movement. His brother was a 
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security officer in the Viet Minh. Another was Thich Cu Quang, who had worked with the 

Viet Cong sponsored Buddhist Association and indoctrinated students against the 

government. These Buddhist front groups acted much as had the united fronts that Ho 

had championed, mobilizing the masses to support movements orchestrated for other 

ends.33 Despite these details, the crackdown sparked resistance to Diem. Frank Scotton 

found that religious moderates on all sides in Qui Nhon City reacted with dismay to the 

Pagoda attacks. Meanwhile the characterization of the crisis as reflected in American 

press narratives spotlighted Vietnamese shortcomings and “treaded on nationalistic 

sensitivities” while directly attacking “their cultural code of politeness, indirectness, and 

public restraint.” Doing so only further inflamed the situation.34 

Continuing the theme that the Communists had hijacked Buddhism, the Saigon 

station broadcast a [South] Vietnam Press Agency report that the people disliked these 

“maneuvers carried out by communists, feudalists, and colonialist henchmen who hide 

themselves behind the religious screen in an attempt to overthrow the legal government 

and sabotage the freedom of faith.”35 Later the Times of Vietnam claimed to possess 

“captured Viet Cong documents” and have information from “at least one Viet Cong 

officer” proving they planned to take control if the CIA-sponsored coup took place.36 This 

echoed rumors then current in Saigon that elements in the CIA were supporting coup 

plotters. Events later proved this rumor true. Meanwhile, Diem’s support among key 

military leaders waned. 
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According to former CIA Station Chief William Colby and his contacts, Diem “might 

actually have achieved what they sought in the raids on the Pagodas: the suppression of 

the Buddhist challenge to the authority of the Government-in short, a repetition of their 

success against the politicized sects in 1955.”37 A memo from the CIA Acting Deputy 

Director of Intelligence admitted that along with the military progress of the past year and 

increasingly successful Strategic Hamlet program, the author said he did “not believe one 

can rule out all possibility of winning the war under a Ngo administration.” It was not a 

ringing endorsement, but one none the less. The analyst based the idea on the positive 

trends over the past year and presumed short-lived effect of the Buddhist backlash. 

However political support in Washington collapsed as a result of the pagoda raids, 

especially support for Ngo Dinh Nhu.38 

As the negative image presented by press reports of the Buddhist unrest and 

martial law took hold in America, Saigon radio reacted. Despite the generous aid provided 

by America, they claimed public opinion in America had been “poisoned by the ever 

increasing propaganda and slanderous arguments of the Communists.” According to the 

station, the “Communist line of propaganda and slander on the Buddhist issue” had 

echoed throughout the free world.39 After declaring martial law, Diem sat for an interview 

with Vietnam Press. He laid bare the divisive propaganda plan he saw the Viet Cong 

implementing. According to Diem,  the main goals were “discouraging people of good will, 

cutting off the people of Vietnam from their allies, alienating the people from the 
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government, sowing doubt and suspicion everywhere,” adding to the burdens of a hot war 

the nation was engaged in.40 

  As Diem reasserted civilian control in September, he answered questions 

regarding the speed of expansion of the Strategic Hamlet program. He acknowledged a 

dilemma existed between stressing strength or speed of implementation. He said that one 

theory argued, “the strategic hamlets should be built slowly, one after another,” stressing 

solidity. Another theory argued that “an extensive network of hamlets should be built 

quickly and simultaneously with the aim of forestalling the foreseeable reactions of the 

enemy.” This tactic would prevent the Viet Cong from using neighboring hamlets as a 

base to attack strategic hamlets, often using innocent villagers in the first wave, “with 

women, children, and old people on whom you world hesitate to fire.” To counter such a 

deadly stratagem, Diem approved of the second option, taking the risk of spreading the 

hamlets rapidly in order to provide mutually supporting security. He acknowledged that it 

was an imperfect solution. However, it had helped spread government control over the 

past year. Nevertheless, Diem was unaware that the head of the program was actively 

undermining it.41 

The Front increased actions against the Strategic Hamlet Program at the same 

time. The NLF’s Liberation Press Agency announced an intensification of the “Ap Bac 

Emulation Drive,” on 11 September 1963, urging all units to exceed their tasks. The 

agency stated the NLF “appealed to all officers and men of the regular force and the 

militia [Viet Cong] to vie with each other in reducing and exterminating the enemy force 
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while improving and developing our own force, destroying strategic hamlets, and stepping 

up further the people’s guerrilla warfare.”42  

In spite of Communist rhetoric, after a September visit to South Vietnam at the 

behest of Kennedy, General Victor Krulak had a very optimistic image of the war effort, as 

opposed to the view presented in the press. He concluded that the trend was positive, 

based on wide ranging discussions. During this period, ARVN claimed 1,220 Viet Cong 

killed in April 1963 and 1,242 in June of that year.43 A contrary view of this September trip 

by Joseph Mendenhall of the State Department prompted the president to ask, “You two 

did visit the same country, didn’t you?” Later, an October report on Secretary of Defense 

McNamara’s trip to Vietnam again contended that the war was going well and that the 

U.S. might be able to “withdraw one thousand military advisers by the end of the year.” 

However, McNamara’s team also heard contradictory testimony from U.S. military 

advisors that the Buddhist crisis and martial law had caused the mission to stumble.44  

Following the Buddhist crisis, the I CTZ advisory effort focused on fielding recently 

trained PSYOP teams of the 2nd PSYWAR Battalion.45 This battalion itself was occupied 

with “preparations for the national day and the II CTZ anniversary celebrations on 25 and 

26 October 1963.”46 That fall, ARVN PSYWAR teams around the country began to 

experiment with night psychological operations. This entailed sending teams out to 

harass Viet Cong armed propaganda teams, in coordination with airborne loudspeaker 

and leaflet operations over villages the Viet Cong operated in. One unit operating over 
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Long An province found this particularly effective and reported “future night PSYOPS 

missions are being planned.”47  

Meanwhile, in II CTZ, a village chief used an aerial loudspeaker to urge 

Montagnard tribesmen to return to their hamlets. Families had fled to the forest due to 

Viet Cong threats and the PSYOP effort called on them to return home. The first week, 

253 Montagnards returned, but it was several more weeks before all could be accounted 

for. The use of the aerial loudspeaker in conjunction with leaflet drops became 

increasingly common during this period. Additionally, ARVN tested a novel capability in 

Binh Dong Province on 15 October. A newly rallied cadre member directed a loudspeaker 

aircraft to his unit’s position, where upon he made a live broadcast, calling on his 

comrades by name to rally to the government. The rallying of several of his comrades 

proved the value of rapid response loudspeaker broadcasts.48 

Not all loudspeaker missions were so successful, though. Frank Scotton 

reminisced on a rally conducted in Quang Ngai Province about the same time. Supporting 

an American/Vietnamese medical team providing aid to the village of Vinh Tuy, the 

province chief was scheduled to speak to the crowd. Arriving late, he rose to speak to the 

now restless throng on the theme of government aid as a benefit of rallying to the 

government. The plan called for his speech to culminate with a loudspeaker broadcast 

from an overhead C47, followed by a leaflet drop of safe conduct passes. Unfortunately, 

communications with the aircraft failed. During the middle of the speech, the crew 

broadcast, “Mr. Province Chief, finished yet?” followed by a leaflet drop. Some of the 
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bundles did not open properly, crashing like bombs amongst the crowd in the midst of the 

speech, Scotton later wrote.49  

Diem had made good progress in unifying the nation and fighting an increasingly 

Northern-manned insurgency. In the first half of 1963, American advisers observed 

dramatic improvements in governance and the skill of the Strategic Hamlet program 

militia in repelling the Viet Cong. Despite continuing problems in the Mekong Delta, Rufus 

Phillips, U.S. advisor to the Strategic Hamlet program, wrote that, “The strategic hamlet 

program has so well proven itself in those areas where it has been well executed that 

there is every reason for optimism and confidence.” It was an admittedly imperfect and 

controversial solution, but on balance it was working better than its detractors admitted. 

With better internal administration and the arrival of increased U.S. military aid, the South 

had thrown the NLF onto the defensive.50 However, the events of the summer and fall 

had lost him the support of key advisors of President Kennedy.  

North Vietnamese documents support the view that Diem was winning. An 

increase in ARVN operations per month led one report to conclude that “protracted and 

large-scale operations launched unremittingly against any given region were more 

numerous and fiercer than in the previous year.”51 Prior to the November coup, the North 

admitted that the South had gained control over more than two-thirds of the rural 

population and established more than 3,500 strategic hamlets. The increased solidity of 

the South Vietnamese government had made it increasingly difficult for the Viet Cong to 

extract taxes, supplies and soldiers. The North further claimed that over 40,000 cadre and 

soldiers had entered the South by the end of 1963. Rather than the image of a 
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homegrown insurgency, it is clear the North was taking over the war as a result of the 

gutting of the Viet Cong and the decrease in Southern volunteers. According to the North 

Vietnamese official history of the war, troops from the north “represented 50 percent of 

the full-time armed forces in the South and 80 percent of the cadre and technical 

personnel assigned to the command and staff organization in South Vietnam in 1963.”52  

Despite these improvements in South Vietnam’s strategic situation, reporters such 

as David Halberstam and Neil Sheehan claimed that RVN efforts had dissolved after Ap 

Bac. What began as a myth soon bred a narrative peddled in the American press, retailed 

in communist propaganda and fed a revival of the insurgency after Diem’s death.53 His 

death unleashed a period of instability at a critical moment, which allowed the insurgency 

to grow to a structural threat to the nation. Despite his manifest shortcomings, Diem was 

the indispensable man. Even Northerners were incredulous at American support for the 

coup. Colonel Bui Tin, propagandist and the PAVN officer who accepted the Southern 

surrender of Saigon in 1975, later wrote “although we criticized Ngo Dinh Diem publicly as 

an American puppet, Ho Chi Minh adopted a more sober appraisal. He realized Diem was 

a patriot like himself but in a different way.” Diem was a nationalist leader, like Ho, “who 

lived an honest and clean life and…was unmarried,” indicating a life dedicated to the 

nation.54 After the coup, some northern leaders saw an opportunity to exploit 

disintegration in the south, viewing Diem as “one of the strongest individuals resisting the 

people and Communism.”55 As French Journalist Pierre Darcourt wrote, “Under Diem 

there was an idea, a social and economic cadre, a politique and a faith. There was a man 
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who knew how to make himself obeyed and in front of whom, people tremble. The 

directives he gave were executed.” Not so with his replacements.56 

The first reports of a coup crackled across South Vietnam’s domestic service at 

3:41pm on 1 November 1963. General Duong Van ‘Big’ Minh ordered loyalist “troops to 

lay down arms,” and the station changed its name to the Voice of the Armed Forces. 

Minutes later, the station deceptively announced that Diem agreed to resign and three 

hours later it announced the declaration of martial law.57 On 2 November 1963, President 

Diem surrendered and was later murdered by coup plotters. Along with the assassination 

of President Kennedy later that month, the coup proved to be a critical event in the brief 

history of South Vietnam.  

The now named Voice of the Armed Forces in Saigon broadcast a herald of 

change on the afternoon of 1 November. The station transmitted an announcement from 

General Minh, “Dear compatriots, as of this hour, the army has resolutely risen-up to 

liberate you from the dictatorial yoke. In the past nine years you have lived under a rotten, 

family-rule regime, which trampled on all basic human freedoms.” However, the arrests of 

Diem regime loyalists that followed also disrupted military operations, as commanders at 

all levels were replaced. The army halted its aggressive patrols and left a vacuum for Viet 

Cong influence to fill. Post-coup justifications by Americans and Vietnamese asserted that 

the country was falling apart before the coup and that was why Diem had to go. 
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Conversely, a later CIA analysis pinpointed the coup as the foundation of the rapid 

security declines.58 A Later North Vietnam assessment concurred: 

The balance of forces between the South Vietnamese revolution and the enemy 
had changed very rapidly in our favor…The bulk of the enemy’s armed forces and 
paramilitary forces at the village and hamlet level have disintegrated, and what is 
left continues to disintegrate.59 

 
North Vietnam faced hard choices as well. By 1963, the Le Duan faction had 

displaced Ho Chi Minh for control of North Vietnam. Their faction was contemptuous of 

Ho and his focus on building socialism in the North first. With the ascendance of Le Duan, 

a shift to the “general offensive and uprising” strategy began. This term referred to 

expending all resources necessary and releasing constraints in order to unleash 

revolution in the South. Resources that could otherwise develop the northern economy 

were sent instead to an open-ended war of choice in the south.60 Le Duan shifted assets 

to the south, hoping to rapidly collapse the regime and leading to a “coalition government 

consisting of a mixture of officials from the Saigon regime, neutralist, and members of the 

NLF.”61 This government would then unify with the north. The new strategy also meant 

the imposition of an increasingly totalitarian police state in the North to maintain control in 

the face of self-imposed hardships. Despite these internal North Vietnamese rivalries, in 

English language broadcasts, Radio Hanoi continued to tout the role of President Ho Chi 

Minh in leading the nation from one success to another.62  

Meanwhile, North Vietnam and the Front rapidly exploited the psychological 

opportunities presented by the Southern coup. Radio Hanoi laid the blame for Diem’s 
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ouster squarely on the United States for seeking to avoid defeat, by “ousting Ngo Dinh 

Diem, tightening their control over the South Vietnam military machine, and stepping up 

their aggressive war.”63 Shortly after the coup, Liberation Radio likewise blamed the 

removal of Diem on the “U.S. imperialists…the sworn enemy of the Vietnamese people,” 

to the extent of using chemical poisons against them.64 To support the claim of U.S. 

Government complicity in the coup, Radio Hanoi international quoted a 2 November 

editorial in the New York Herald Tribune, asserting, “this revolt is our revolt.”65 On the 

other hand, in broadcasts to the South Vietnamese, Radio Hanoi claimed the reason for 

the coup was the “heroic fighting spirit” that forced the imperialists to “suffer bitter 

defeats,” checking the United States’ special war.66  

Simultaneously, Northern propaganda shifted from supporting the Buddhists 

against the Catholic Diem to using his death to show Vietnamese Catholics the folly of 

supporting the new, post-Diem government. The divisive objective remained the same, 

but the exploitable audience changed. Using the theme, a “Lesson for Vietnam 

Catholics,” Radio Hanoi quoted Reverend Ho Thanh Bien, vice chairman of the North 

Vietnamese front group the National Liaison Committee of Vietnamese Patriotic and 

Peace-Loving Catholics, as saying, “During the past protracted war of resistance the 

Vietnamese Catholics learned a bloody lesson: Some priests, brought up by the 

imperialists, followed them in ‘opposing communism purportedly to defend religion.’”67 

Saigon’s Vietnam Press remarked on the new theme, saying, “the Viet Cong have not 

missed the chance to make use of this situation in order to sow division between 
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religions and create disturbances all over the country so as to facilitate their scheme of 

invading the free Southern area.” Vietnam Press disparaged this attempt as blatant Viet 

Cong propaganda.68 

In the days after the coup, the NLF went on the military offensive as well, and 

claimed to have “fought hundreds of battles in many parts of South Vietnam, destroyed 

over 100 military posts and many ‘Strategic Hamlets.’”69 Additionally, the Liberation 

Broadcast Service (LBS) declared forty-two military posts, eight villages, and two towns 

were liberated. They reported that many Southern soldiers had defected to the revolution 

in the days after the coup.70 LBS stated that on the night of the coup in Tan An Province, 

people “destroyed many ‘strategic hamlets,’ and encircled military posts” and in another 

case they shot the chief of one, seizing arms.71 Information from ARVN PSYWAR teams 

concurred with the nature of the post-coup uprising. For example, a group had “removed 

iron spikes and barbed wire” from a hamlet and the Viet Cong called on dwellers to 

abandon another strategic hamlet using “megaphones and leaflets,” according to 

PSYWAR Team One.72  

Using an inevitability of defeat theme, Radio Hanoi further claimed more than 

1,000 attacks in the period after the coup, saying that for the Americans, it was “the 

bloodiest seven days in the history of its war” in Vietnam. To substantiate this, Nhan Dan 

quoted Bernard Fall, Howard University professor and noted author, who, according to 

UPI, had declared, “The collapse of the Diem regime will not prevent the war against 
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communist guerrillas from bogging down in stalemate...nothing has really changed. The 

Communists are no weaker than they were yesterday.”73 In addition to inevitability 

themes, the communists used divisive themes, meant to demoralize the southerners. The 

LPA asserted the United States initiated a series of coups against “puppet leaders…in 

Latin America, Thailand, Korea, Turkey, and many other places.” These claims hyped the 

supposed duplicity of the United States and may have been aimed at the coup plotters 

themselves, showing them how tenuous America’s support could be.74 

In the immediate aftermath of the coup, South Vietnamese PSYWAR units focused 

on explaining what had happened. The principal themes consisted of reasons for the 

coup d’état and the new military government policies. For example, the 23rd and 25th 

Divisions dropped a total of 640,000 leaflets using these themes during the first week 

alone. According to one MACV report, the new government also attached 10-man teams 

to each district in Darlac Province to counter Viet Cong propaganda regarding the coup.75 

After the coup, American advisors reported a renewed Vietnamese acceptance of 

PSYOP advice, in contrast to Diem’s perceived desire for complete control of the 

program. However, rather than displaying a new found enthusiasm for PSYOP, the new 

leaders were more dependent on the United States and thus more pliant to their 

suggestions, regardless of the appropriateness of messaging within Vietnamese culture.76 

Indeed, an analysis of reports covering the five months between July and 

November 1963 paint a picture of the intense PSYOP activities being conducted by the 
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end of Diem’s rule. In fact, Diem had backed the program to the hilt, as long as it pursued 

objectives he deemed to be appropriate. The vast majority of nearly 1,200,000 leaflets 

dropped during this period were in support of the Chieu Hoi program. In measurement 

terms, this resulted in an average of 1,400 ralliers per month prior to the coup, dropping to 

650 per month afterwards. The eighty-eight reported loudspeaker missions (many sorties 

went unreported), were equally effective. One key task was to encourage refugee 

movement, which successfully returned thousands of Vietnamese to government 

control.77 

On the ground, ARVN PSYWAR and Vietnamese Information Service (VIS) teams 

operated across the country, conducting face to face operations, showing films to 

thousands of viewers, fielding and testing novel equipment usages. The ARVN now 

included three PSYWAR battalions with American advisory support integrated at all 

levels. The VIS functioned nationally, supported by USIS representatives. However, this 

structure was now essentially leaderless with Diem gone.78 

Even at this early stage of the war, two clearly different approaches to propaganda 

operations in Vietnam appeared. Both the North and South utilized international 

broadcasts as a way to influence world opinion. However, the North had a ready echo 

chamber in the Warsaw Pact nations and Chinese to spread their narratives. South 

Vietnam lacked this advantage, largely facing a hostile press. Circumstances also 

constrained each side. The North and the Viet Cong were forced to rely heavily on face to 

face communications in the South. Though potentially highly effective, this technique had 

limited range and coverage. The LBS was a mobile radio station with intermittent 
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broadcasts and the NLF had no ability to conduct leaflet drops. Radio Hanoi provided 

better coverage.  

The North and its organs, in line with the agit-prop model and united front tactics, 

displayed an opportunistic ability to seize on events, build effective themes, and agitate 

their audience. From neutrality to religion, toxins, bombing and race, they were able to 

exploit hot button issues. Their long term goals were to divide the RVN from the people, 

RVN from world opinion, and the American people from support for the war. Although the 

North had some success in the short term, jumping from theme to theme led to 

haphazard and often contradictory messaging. In the long run it may have been 

counterproductive.  

Indeed, as both nations faced a widening war, the South had clear advantages, 

especially the logistical backing for widespread use of loudspeakers, radio, leaflets and 

magazines. However, its face-to-face operation was not as consistently effective nor was 

it supported by strong ideological underpinnings as in the North. The RVN had to create a 

system almost from scratch in the midst of combat operations. Less reactive to events, it 

tended to act as an information conduit, issuing surrender appeals and movement orders. 

However, it did include nationalist themes and the Chieu Hoi program, which had a 

degree of success. United States aid, training and equipment rapidly expanded South 

Vietnamese radio broadcasting capability. In many ways the South adopted the mass 

market system of the Americans. Despite positive trends, the effect of the disintegration of 

governance and the concomitant rise of the Viet Cong proved too much in the coming 

phase. 



162 

The United States Army continued to develop its counterinsurgency doctrine, 

techniques and technologies, despite the coup. Psychological operations were seen as a 

key component of the doctrine. General Edward Rowny received the task to form the 

Army Concept Team in Vietnam (ACTIV) on 6 November 1962. The ACTIV organization 

evaluated “new methods of countering insurgency in actual combat.”79 This program, 

operating through April 1972, was the largest U.S. Army research and evaluation project 

of the war. Although initially focused on helicopters, the program eventually expanded to 

cover a wide array of topics, including PSYOP.80  

At a May 1963 conference in Hawaii, Secretary of Defense McNamara ordered 

ACTIV to study how to increase tactical PSYOP responsiveness and overcome the high 

illiteracy rate in Vietnam. The first of the studies pertaining to PSYOP involved a 1963 

evaluation of heliborne loudspeakers, “for use in the psywar and civic action aspects of 

counterinsurgency warfare.” This development was critical in light of the failure of 

airplane-mounted loudspeakers, which had yet to be resolved at the time of the helicopter 

test. Initial trials proved the system intelligible from 3,000 feet even when traveling at 

forty-five knots, an essential capability to increase aircrew survivability.81 In addition to the 

aerial loudspeaker test, ACTIV tested audio-visual Tri-Lambrettas. [See Photo 5] Ninety 

of these three-wheel scooters equipped with projectors and loudspeakers were ordered 

for South Vietnam’s PSYWAR/Civic Action teams at the sector level. These scooters 
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arrived in December 1964 for distribution in early 1965.  Finally, ACTIV requisitioned 

seventeen 1000-watt loudspeakers and thirteen 250-watt ones for helicopter use.82 

United States intelligence reports by 1964 indicated that the insurgency was 

increasingly being taken over by the North. One CIA study determined that 5,800 

northern fighters had infiltrated in 1962 and a further 4,000 in 1963. More importantly, 

these newcomers provided key skills and filled leadership positions in the Viet Cong. The 

numbers increased in 1964 and included more Northern-born personnel. However, NLF 

propaganda regarding the nature of the war may have impacted the senior policy makers 

President Johnson had inherited from the previous administration.  Despite access to 

these CIA reports, many advisers continued to believe the southern insurgency was self-

sustaining, and “hence actions in Laos or North Vietnam would not have dramatic effects 

on the war in South Vietnam.”83 The president based his policy on a flawed understanding 

of the war. Furthermore, ideas from the academic community, such as Harvard professor 

Thomas Schelling’s expositions on “game theory,” led Johnson’s advisers to believe 

North Vietnam “could be restrained through limited actions that made heightened conflict 

seem contrary to their interests.”84  

Game theory posited that all decision makers acted rationally. However, viewing 

North Vietnamese leaders as rational was problematic. By this point, Le Duan may have 

been acting rationally, but he was playing an entirely different game than Johnson. The 

North Vietnamese ignored messages Johnson meant to convey by actions. Johnson 

viewed Vietnam within the Cold War context and had to pull public opinion along while 
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balancing his domestic priorities and keeping the “dominoes from tumbling.” Thus, 

Johnson struggled to find the precise propaganda policy pressures to influence the North, 

maintain American popular support and keep the war at a low simmer at home so he 

could focus on his domestic agenda.85 

By 1963, the psychological effort began to take precedence in the covert program 

as the CIA slowly realized that its agent operations had been a failure. At the Honolulu 

Conference in November, William Colby, CIA Saigon Station Chief, expressed his doubts 

about the entire agent operation and urged phasing it out. Colby argued that most agent 

teams had been captured or killed and wanted to end the program, “infiltrating ideas, 

rather than agents and explosives.” Reporting from Radio Hanoi supported Colby’s 

assessment of the current program. The CIA hoped to discontinue infiltration completely 

by 1965 and thereafter focus on covert radio and leaflet operations to influence the North. 

It was in the context of these CIA failures that pressure grew to transfer operations to the 

Pentagon. Secretary of Defense McNamara reportedly took the view that if these agent 

and PSYWAR operations were a failure, the fault lay with the CIA. Colby bluntly stated, “It 

isn’t working, and it won’t work any better with the military in charge.” MACV expressed a 

willingness to phase in responsibility for the operations with the “CIA footing the bill until 1 

July 1964.” However, authorities envisaged keeping CIA specialists in the new 

organization.86 

During the late fall of 1963, the Johnson administration decided to transfer 

responsibility for the PSYWAR program against the North from the CIA Covert Action 

Station (CAS) to MACV Special Operations Group. The new organization became the 

                                                 
85

 Moyar, Triumph Forsaken, 292. 
86

 Colby, Lost victory, 165 (quote); Ahern, The Way We Do Things, 49, 50. 



165 

Studies and Observations Group (SOG), a generic name designed to provide cover. In a 

14 November cable, MACV, CAS and U.S. Ambassador Lodge all concurred in this 

change. The Pentagon had already prepared what became MACV’s Operational Plan 

(OPLAN) 34-63 to run these operations, which echoed nearly all the current CIA 

operations. The memo noted that expanding the operations, as envisioned, required 

accepting “a reduction of plausible denial to a level of discrete overt operations.”87 The 

transfer placed CIA officers in the new organization, but reduced the agency’s support for 

the SOG PSYOP effort over time. SOG’s Psychological Studies Branch went under the 

designation OPS33. Among its programs was a counterfeit Radio Hanoi broadcasting on 

adjacent frequencies, in hopes people would ‘surf’ in. SOG produced radios incapable of 

receiving the correct Radio Hanoi frequency, but able to receive the spurious one. SOG 

dropped the radios, or agents left them after raids in the North, expecting people to find 

them.88  

In order to better understand the human terrain in the South, USIS and 

Vietnamese counterparts began an in-depth psychological study of Long An Province, 

near Saigon. This was a contested province with a large Viet Cong presence. 

Ambassador Lodge had tasked USIS with this project. The service conceived of the study 

as a “hamlet by hamlet survey in the area destined for a clear and hold operation.” Long 

An had both the benefit and drawback of being near Saigon, providing easy access but 

limiting its usefulness for understanding the situation elsewhere in the nation. Everett 

Bumgardner, Chief of USIS Field Operations in Vietnam, conducted interviews with 
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students at a few Long An schools in December 1963, in preparation for the full study. 

Although not a random sample, it provided some base line data for future surveys. 

According to Bumgardner, the “students considered themselves (and their families) to be 

merely bystanders in the Viet Cong-Government war” and focused themselves on “safety 

and self-preservation.” The students respected the behavior and discipline of ARVN units 

and soldiers and stated the Viet Cong were “afraid of ARVN.” One student asked an 

important question though, “We see and talk to the Viet Cong all the time. Why doesn’t 

the government ever come to our hamlet and speak to us?”89 This feeling of 

abandonment left villagers susceptible to Viet Cong influence. The report mentioned that 

some villagers were reluctant to talk to the interviewer because after a previous visit, 

security forces had informed the district chief of critical remarks and punished the 

informers. This raised a problem that all sides in the war had to contend with. Villagers 

were reluctant to express their true feelings to outsiders due to fear.90  

In the midst of a developing PSYOP effort to influence behavior, work continued 

on assessing enemy propaganda to help gauge effectiveness of the program. USIS also 

conducted one such analysis of Viet Cong propaganda activities in Long An Province. It 

found that the Viet Cong propaganda teams typically consisted of four to five armed men 

who arrived in a hamlet between seven and nine in the evening. These were usually area 

residents who stayed in the village until dawn conducting propaganda sessions, of either 

a “house-to-house type of contact or a group meeting and lecture involving all 
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inhabitants.”91 They distributed handbills and leaflets at this time, criticizing the strategic 

hamlet program and the Southern government, using threats and persuasion. The Viet 

Cong also attempted to ‘jam’ loudspeaker broadcasts by requiring villagers to beat on 

pots and pans in order to make the broadcast unintelligible. They frequently issued death 

threats to motivate villagers, but normally only carried them out when a specific 

psychological goal could be achieved. This cruelty often backfired and ran counter to the 

normal Maoist concept of building support among the rural population. The report noted 

that in one village, people were initially sympathetic to the Viet Cong, “But when one of 

the village representatives was murdered by the VC, the inhabitants reportedly turned 

against the VC. This resentment is not unmixed with considerable fear, however.”92  

The NLF teams used activities typical of the Soviet agit-prop (agitation-

propaganda) system. Agit-Prop was a two-tier indoctrination process and drew heavily on 

Ho’s training and experience in propaganda. For the masses, agitation fomented anger 

and frustration, relying on simple slogans to direct that anger at a target. The goal was to 

divide groups and create psychological vulnerabilities that could be exploited by Viet 

Cong cadre. “Land to the tiller” was a good example of an agitation slogan.  

Agitators sought out any grievance. Consistency of effort never constrained them. 

As noted on religious agitation, one moment the communists attacked the Catholics as 

despots, the next they warned Catholics not to trust the Buddhist government. Cadre 

identified a dissatisfaction and agitated people to increase their resentment of the ‘other.’ 

Then cadre provided slogans and emotional appeals meant to rally the people to action. 
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Propaganda, on the other hand, consisted of what could be called in-depth, ‘party-line’ 

explanations used to motivate the cadre and provide them with ready themes to use on 

the masses. They used printed product and radio as a supplement for the direct approach 

in South Vietnam. The Long An study concluded that similar person-to-person 

propaganda, focusing on positive deeds by the GVN PSYWAR-Civic Action teams was 

necessary.93 

The South Vietnamese government attempted to seize the initiative in direct 

communications. By sending VIS teams in villages to conduct face-to-face, the 

government sought to gain support and better understand the needs and desires of these 

villagers. This program was in addition to the CIA Census-Grievance teams and 

PSYWAR teams. Normally the VIS teams, along with a Vietnamese representative of the 

USIS, produced a report to help illustrate what was happening in the rural areas. One 

study concluded that only people in remote areas were influenced by Viet Cong 

propaganda, while “the people living in the district, near the market always side with the 

Government.” For instance, in one hamlet about 80-percent of the people supported the 

Government. On the other hand, in four Viet Cong controlled hamlets further away, the 

ratio was reversed.94  

Visiting PSYWAR teams also conducted assessments of village needs. For 

example, according to PSYWAR Team 1, Ap Xuan Hua village requested a classroom, 

maternity hospital, and “medicine for first aid kit they already have.” According to the team 

leader, after the 3 November visit, villagers enjoyed the distributed publications and “were 

impressed that the American with the team spoke some Vietnamese,” asking cadres “how 
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long he had studied the language.” This was likely Frank Scotton who organized and 

oversaw the interviews for the initial Long An survey. This face-to-face effort grew in the 

coming year, but government instability limited its effectiveness. The skill and ideological 

commitment of the teams was mixed as well.95 

That same month, Liberation Broadcast Service reported the spraying of poison 

chemicals in My Tho, asserting that “Fruit trees were damaged and a number of domestic 

animals were killed,” as well as fish.96 On December 10, Radio Hanoi English service 

read a letter purportedly from a Southerner to a Northern friend regarding the use of 

chemical weapons. The author noted the “U.S.-Diemists are more barbarous than anyone 

could imagine.” He said that “American aircraft were sent to spray toxic chemicals over 

our province during the Tet holiday. The poison affected more than 20 villages particularly 

those around the chief town of Ben Tre.” Interestingly, this was broadcast prior to the Tet 

holiday and more than a month after the coup, Radio Hanoi had not yet devised a term to 

replace “U.S.-Diemists.” Despite these propaganda flaws, the chemical weapon theme 

supported all major psychological objectives of North Vietnam. It aimed to sap American 

domestic support, feed international anger and divide the South Vietnamese from the 

GVN and United States. In light of the limited necessity to embellish the story and popular 

revulsion with chemical weapons, coupled with confusion over chemical weapon 

terminology, it was a potent theme.97 

Several weeks later, the paper Tien Phong (Vanguard), organ of the Vietnam 

Labor Youth Union, attacked “the bellicose Johnson group and its new henchmen in 

South Vietnam” for continuing to spray toxic chemicals “as a means to intensify their 
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aggressive war there.” They also denounced a counter-propaganda campaign in the 

South Vietnamese press that claimed, “the spraying of the chemical poison is part of 

their ‘land reclamation program’ and that ‘the poison is not harmful to crops and 

animals.’” Despite this use of chemicals, Radio Hanoi continued to profess victory was 

certain, saying “No reactionary forces, no violence, or up to date weapons and 

techniques can quell the will to fight and to win” on the part of the Front.98 They based 

this theme of inevitability on “famous victories such as Ap Bac,” among others, and 

effective “political and military struggle and agitation among the enemy troops.”99 

Inevitability of victory became a dominant theme as actual victories grew in the weeks 

after the coup.  

An early January meeting was held in North Vietnam to condemn “the United 

States and its hirelings” for continued spraying of noxious chemicals in South Vietnam. 

Professor Nguyen Yuan Nguyen, vice president of the Vietnam General Medical 

Workers Association, denounced the United States and its “henchmen for using 

chemical poison as a war means to suppress the patriotic movement in South 

Vietnam.”100 Accusations included dropping gas bombs and firing gas rockets. The 

Liberation Broadcast Service claimed the United States resorted to poison gas because, 

“it is clear that, even though they have modern weapons and better equipment, the 

enemy troops continue to suffer defeats. Thus, they must use poison gas against our 

troops.”101  

North Vietnam and Viet Cong propaganda tended to down play their material 
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strength, in one instance saying, “our guerrillas and people using rudimentary weapons 

counterattacked the enemy troops, killing three and forcing the enemy to conduct their 

operations in the open since their troops dared not approach the hamlets.”102 They 

connected this victory to the “Ap Bac historic battle” and subsequent Ap Bac emulation 

movement.103 The ‘David vs. Goliath’ meme supported both the international and 

domestic propaganda programs.  

One of the most important victories of the propaganda war took place twenty-five 

miles west of Saigon in late November. A PLAF force overran the U.S. Special Forces 

camp at Hiep Hoa, capturing several Americans, including Special Forces Sergeant 

First Class Kenneth M. Roraback. According to the Radio Hanoi, “75 weapons were 

captured, including some 50 individual rifles and carbines 8 automatic rifles, 7 machine 

guns, a ‘sizeable’ quantity of ammunition, 8 shotguns, and 2 mortars. The booty was 

reported by AP to be ‘enough to equip a battalion.’”104 The Liberation Broadcast Service 

later mocked attempts to recover the missing men in a broadcast to the South. 

According to the story, “the U.S. imperialists and their lackeys foolishly sent thousands 

of their troops” to areas throughout Tay Ninh Province to search for Roraback. To 

support this search, “the enemy sent planes equipped with loudspeakers to fly over” the 

areas, according to the broadcast.105 Roraback was executed in 1965 by the NLF.  

Both sides utilized counterpropaganda and inoculation to prevent the acceptance 

of enemy messages. The GVN Ministry of Security cautioned citizens against “deceitful” 

Viet Cong propaganda, saying that Front agents attempted to “launch a propaganda 
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campaign for the purpose of inciting the people to fill up the ditches and destroy the 

defense works in the strategic hamlets and quarters.”106 Likewise with the defoliation 

program. Originally the Front feared it greatly, however, as historian Eric Bergerud 

found in Hau Nghia Province, once “it became obvious that most areas of the province 

would not be sprayed, Front cadres used the issue vigorously for propaganda, 

portraying it as an ‘inhuman, cruel and barbarous act.”107 

At the same time, instability in the government as a result of the November coup 

caused the PSYOP effort to lose focus. The need for consistent messaging could not be 

met in such a situation. The rapid turnover in Vietnamese PSYWAR leadership 

exacerbated this. A last major factor was the new Johnson administrations internal 

struggle to keep the situation under control while it sought a way forward. These concerns 

dominated the PSYOP effort for most of 1964.  

In a memorandum for the President, Assistant Secretary of State Robert Manning 

presented the 1964 information program for Southeast Asia. He designated three 

audiences: Southeast Asia, the international arena and, “the case to be made to our own 

people and Congress.” As Manning, saw it, the administration faced a shift in public 

opinion as the nation focused more attention on the war. Until that point, it had remained 

an insignificant issue for most Americans. However, he asserted Americans’ memory of 

the Korea War, France’s defeat in Indochina, and the brutal nature of the current war, 

“mixed with the odor of confusion and frustration that seeps out of Saigon, are poor 

material on which to build understanding and confidence.” Like the North Vietnamese 

emulation campaigns, Manning argued for giving “publicity to Americans who have 
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performed feats of gallantry and heroism in Viet-Nam.” He suggested working with Milton 

Caniff, the artist behind the popular Steve Canyon and Terry and the Pirates comics, to 

have the characters ‘operate’ in Vietnam. He felt that the comic strips were “ideally suited 

to dramatize the conspiratorial and savage nature of the Communist assault on Viet-Nam 

and why and how the U.S. is trying to combat it.”108 

In the three years since President Kennedy came to office, American involvement 

in Vietnam had grown considerably. The NLF and Northern attempt to seize control of the 

south had been blunted and both South Vietnamese psychological warfare capability and 

the American advisory effort greatly expanded. In spite of these factors, the Battle of Ap 

Bac had given the Front a propaganda boon at a critical time. The propaganda benefited 

from wide repetition of the theme of ARVN collapse in the American press. Followed 

closely by the negative press emanating from the Buddhist Crisis, Diem’s support among 

political elites in both the U.S. and South Vietnam collapsed. The resulting coup 

unleashed two years of instability, coups and military defeat. The rotating series of 

leaders, each valuing loyalty over competence further delegitimized the government. 

Despite improvements in PSYWAR capabilities, there was no way to spin defeat into 

victory. The burgeoning PSYOP program was left to tread water in the face of this tide 

while the Northern program surged. By the end of the year, the U.S. was increasingly 

confronted with hard choices.  
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Map 1 South Vietnam 1964, places mentioned in CH 5 
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Map 2 Hamlet density overlaid on District Population Map. 

Map shows population is located in limited areas. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ONLY THE HARD ONES LIE AHEAD, 1964 

 

As the post-coup disarray took hold in 1964, the South Vietnamese government’s 

power waned. The United States was left with hard choices to make. Even as the 

PSYWAR structure continued to grow and improve, government instability hampered 

messaging. The covert program targeting the North also faced a succession of agent 

operation failures that called into question the utility of this program. The transfer from 

CIA to the Defense Department led some to recommend a radical change in the program. 

At the same time, as U.S. troop strength in Vietnam grew, the North began targeting troop 

morale and sought to divide U.S. and ARVN troops. The initial attempts were poorly 

executed, but improved over time. 

As 1964 opened, there were indications that the burgeoning joint U.S./ARVN 

PSYOP program was reaching its physical limitations. On 7 January MACV notified the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff that leaflet printing alone was utilizing all available print capability in 

Vietnam.1 An investigation determined that, due to a bureaucratic oversight, no one had 

requisitioned the printing plants scheduled for delivery to Republic of Vietnam Armed 

Forces PSYWAR units. As a result, ARVN and USIS presses in Vietnam, as well as 

locally contracted presses, were completely overwhelmed. Subsequently the U.S. Army 

Broadcast & Visual Activity Pacific (USAB&VAPAC) received authorization to ship a 
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heavy mobile press from Okinawa to fill this gap. Additionally, the USAB&VAPAC presses 

on Okinawa provided backup printing.2  

ARVN’s three PSYWAR battalions had responsibility for enemy and civilian 

information programs and troop morale. They planned to add a fourth battalion in 1965 to 

provide one for each Corps Tactical Zone, but until then, the 1st PSYWAR battalion had to 

cover both III and IV CTZ. Each battalion had an authorized strength of 367 soldiers and 

consisted of three 60-soldier tactical companies. PSYWAR companies consisted of six 

mobile loudspeaker/leaflet teams each, in essence APTs. Each PSYWAR battalion had 

eighteen such teams, as well as a “cultural platoon which propagandizes through the 

medium of entertainment.”3 A technical company provided the battalion with the cultural 

platoon, print platoon, and a special operation platoon conducting covert propaganda 

activities. According to a capabilities briefing, South Vietnamese Civil Affairs acted as a 

support tool for the psychological operations effort. The PSYWAR teams, the basic 

tactical element of the battalion, each provided support to an infantry battalion, utilizing air 

dropped leaflets, loudspeaker support and face-to-face leaflet/product distribution.4  

Despite issues at the tactical level, both ARVN PSYWAR and their U.S. advisors 

and support units continued to expand and test the limits of PSYOP capabilities in support 

of counterinsurgency operations. On 31 December, the South Vietnamese Prime Minister 

announced the transfer of responsibility for the Chieu Hoi program from “the former Civic 

Action Department, to the Ministry of Defense.5 Meanwhile, the MACV J3 (Operations) 

office split into two sections, Operations and Special Warfare. The Special Warfare 

                                                 
2
 MACV, Command History, 1964, 75. 

3
MAAGV, Lessons Learned Number 40: Corps Psywar/CA Operations Center, 6. 

4
 ARVN, “Organization and operation of 1st PSYWAR BN (ARVN),” 1-7.  

5
 FBIS, 2 January 1964, KKK1, Saigon, Vietnam Press in English. 



178 

Branch controlled psychological warfare operations. On 1 January that office became the 

PSYWAR/CA Branch under J3. According to the MACV Command History, this change 

“reflected recognition of the inter-relationship of these functions,” and, mirrored existing 

ARVN staff levels with the MACV advisory channels.6 

7 

Early in the New Year, 150 ARVN PSYWAR/CA personnel and U.S. advisors, 

along with the British MACV advisory mission, met in Saigon, indicating the importance of 

PSYWAR and the Psychological Warfare Directorate to the new government. Defense 

Minister Tran Van Don chastised officers who argued that a lack of equipment hindered 

their PSYWAR mission. He thought their excuse a poor one, covering for their “lack of 

initiative.” “Leaflets, loudspeakers, moving pictures, and so on are very fine and effective,” 

according to Don, “but head to head talks are still the best and most effective means of 
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propaganda, which the Viet Cong never fail to employ.”8 Despite this praise for the 

enemy, ARVN and the GVN had teams operating in this “head to head” war throughout 

the country. However, Armed Propaganda Teams needed to do more. 

A study by the Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs, Robert Manning, had 

reiterated that the Viet Cong propaganda program was capable of exploiting 

developments quickly, as in the output after the November coup. According to Manning, 

the Viet Cong used a “strategy of news” in their propaganda, rather than depending 

simply on bombastic phrases. This news was presented as straight facts and often given 

credibility by echoing western news reports. However, depending on the target audience, 

hyperbole was present, along with clearly embellished, subjective news to support a 

given theme. Rapid thematic shifts and fraudulent numbers, however, hurt the program. 

Over the long haul this lack of candor undercut credibility of an otherwise sound program.  

A consistent theme, exemplified on a leaflet presenting the reasons for Viet Cong 

success in AP Bac, was the dominance of willpower over material. Noting their strength 

was “10 times or 20 times less than that of the enemy” and their equipment “100 times 

inferior to that of our enemy,” the leaflet explained the reasons for victory. “Even with 

superior number and weapons, the enemy soldiers lack the will to fight,” the leaflet 

claimed, meaning “that in battle they do not measure up to us in strength and weapon.”9 

Another frequent theme was desertion of enemy troops. On 2 January, Radio Hanoi 

claimed 40,000 ARVN had deserted the previous year. The most recent defector 

mentioned was PSYWAR officer Sub-Lieutenant Thai Tran Trong Nghia, who defected on 
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22 December, to “join the struggle against the U.S. aggressors and their henchmen in 

South Vietnam.”10 

While the North Vietnamese propaganda campaign grew after the coup, its 

effectiveness seemed to increase as well. It is difficult to precisely correlate the two, but 

clearly the post-coup disorder aided the program. Hanoi also issued orders to step up 

the ground war to take advantage of the new situation. The 1964 North Vietnamese 

Party plenum culminated with the announcement of Resolution 9. This directive shifted 

the nation to expanded war in January 1964, nine months prior to the Gulf of Tonkin 

incident that brought the U.S. actively into the war.11  

Domestically, Le Duan and Le Duc Tho were “determined not to tolerate the 

practice of expressing views in an unorganized manner on the party’s line, policies, 

resolution, and instruction,” according to Tho. To control internal debate, Le Duan 

created a police state that answered to him. He promoted the Cong An (Security Police) 

and Bao Ve (Military Security) to “surveil not only Communist cadres, intellectuals, and 

high-level military officers but also the general population” in the struggle against 

‘counterrevolutionaries.’ This coup resulted in the round up of rightists, especially those 

linked to the USSR.12 Internal distrust provided a psychological opening, which SOG 

successfully exploited in the coming years. Despite this, Le Duan kept Ho as a front 

man after 1964, while Duan committed the nation “to violent liberation of the South and 

implacable opposition to the American presence in Vietnam.”13  
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The North-first faction that Ho represented generally sided with the Soviet Union, 

while Le Duan favored China. However, North Vietnamese leaders used tensions 

between the two Communist powers against each other in the quest for aid. This shift 

elevated North Vietnam’s “importance in the zero-sum game of Sino-Soviet split.” But 

each nation placed expectations on North Vietnam as well. Beijing pressured them “to 

avoid peace talks at all costs and to reject Soviet aid and advice,” while Moscow pushed 

North Vietnam to keep the war from upsetting Soviet foreign policy elsewhere.14  

Until this time, the Soviet Union had remained only indirectly involved with 

Vietnam, in pursuit of Nikita Khrushchev’s policy of ‘peaceful coexistence.’ This required 

limiting the war in Vietnam to an internal struggle. The previous Soviet promise of 

support was “merely a propaganda chip” designed to enhance the Soviet position 

relative to China.15 Hanoi required support from both powers in order to unify Vietnam. 

By 1964 the Sino-Soviet split “developed into an open rivalry” and had a “powerful 

impact on Moscow’s considerations about Southeast Asia.” This year was the low ebb 

for Soviet influence over the DRV as pro-Chinese sentiment overwhelmed North 

Vietnamese officials. Chinese propaganda swept the country hailing the North Vietnam-

China friendship. However, these divisions were not readily visible to the casual 

observer as both China and the USSR sought to appear to be the strongest supporter of 

North Vietnam and/or the Front.16 

Unlike the empty claims and downhearted tone of the previous year-end 

message, the LPA hailed the successes of 1963 and looked forward to the coming year. 

On the first anniversary of the Ap Bac battle, the agency pointed out “this was one of the 
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greatest victories of the South Vietnam patriotic forces which smashed a major enemy 

raid in Ap Bac…killing or wounding 450 enemy troops, including 12 American officers, 

shooting down 6 and hitting 10 aircraft, setting a fire 3 armored amphibious cars, and 

damaging l gunboat,” naming it an “historic battle,” in which the United States was “once 

again defeated by the people’s patriotic forces.” All these numbers had increased 

considerably in the year since the battle. Furthermore, LPA now claimed that more than 

half of the southern population was under its control.17  

To support these claims, Radio Hanoi employed Newsweek reports on the failure 

of the war effort. The report made the suspect assertion that seventy-five percent of the 

Strategic Hamlets “were overrun in November alone” and that in the crucial Mekong 

River delta, “the guerrillas are now stronger than they were when Vietnam was French.” 

According to Newsweek, the U.S. military officials thought the South would win if the 

ARVN maintained a kill ratio of “three Viet Cong to one Vietnamese soldier.” However, 

the story quoted Bernard Fall as saying “the South could not win with less than a kill 

ratio of 50 to l, and “the war has never gone so badly,” according to the broadcast.18 

Despite the obvious exaggerations, the year had ended well for the revolution. 

In an effort to divide ARVN soldiers from their American advisers, in January 

Radio Hanoi read an open letter to “U.S. puppet soldiers.” They accused the Americans 

of bringing “debauchery” to Vietnam and that “the gangsters and murderers work hand-

in-glove with the monopoly capitalists, Congressmen, and law officers” who were 

responsible for “bringing these problems with them.” Among the accusations was that 

Americans were responsible for disemboweling nearly 3,000 people, “their livers 
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plucked out, cut, and eaten,” as well as the rape of over 4,000 women. The story quoted 

several leftist international papers on the war. It appealed to ARVN troops who were 

“deceived and forced by the U.S. imperialists and their henchmen” to fire on their 

compatriots. They pled for soldiers to “return to the people’s side,” to be “worthy of the 

fatherland.” More than 87,000 had done so, they claimed.19 Just days earlier the 

number had been 40,000 in broadcasts to the same audience. The statements, taken in 

isolation might be effective. However, any regular listener would catch this, destroying 

the station’s legitimacy on all issues.  Again, inconsistency regarding figures plagued 

northern propaganda.  

Much of the Communist propaganda effort was channeled through “front groups 

and organizations, making use of the social movement propaganda approach,” rather 

than depending on mass media. The Viet Cong saw mass media in a supporting role. 

Leaflet quality was poor, but a study once again noted they reacted quickly to exploit 

events. Although they expended “considerable effort” to make their messages appear 

credible, the speed of the program opened them up to lapses in truth.20 The Front also 

used the threat of death as a way to proving they controlled the area, undermining 

inhabitants “faith in the GVN and its ability to protect them.” NLF propaganda urged youth 

to join them or at least avoid ARVN service. At this time, Viet Cong service offered the 

opportunity to operate locally, a benefit in an agricultural society. Young men could avoid 

the ARVN draft, the Front informed them, by “cutting off their trigger fingers.”  ARVN 

PSYWAR teams “reported several cases of young men in one hamlet with missing trigger 

fingers, another example of the effectiveness of VC person-to-person propaganda.” 
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Further indicating the effectiveness of their activities, residents of another village were 

conditioned to turn down CA/PSYOP gifts.21 

In contrast, PSYWAR Team III reported that a Viet Cong Armed Propaganda 

Team (APT) arrived in strongly pro-government Binh Thuy Hamlet to distribute anti-

government propaganda using a megaphone. The APT “scattered leaflets and hoisted 

VC flags in the hamlet,” exhorting the “people to destroy strategic hamlets and not to 

cooperate with the government.” However, the villagers there refused to accept the 

leaflets calling for the withdrawal of Americans, or to abandon their strategic hamlet.22 

PSYWAR Team Leader Nguyen Ba Trung reported that his team visited each hamlet 

family, presenting gifts and pursuing grievances. They visited 125 families, distributing 

copies of Huong Que (Rural Spirit), Free World, copybooks, and Progress of Viet Nam, to 

each, as well as various leaflets. Free World was a digest of western news reports. 

According to Trung, “no government teams had visited the hamlet since the coup,” so the 

presence of members of the PSYWAR Team gave residents “great satisfaction” and the 

team received a “cordial welcome.” Even here, though, the team identified a few Viet 

Cong supporters by noting their reactions to the PSYOP product, such as tearing up of 

leaflets.23 Other teams reported similar results at this time. The PSYOP product had been 

useful in opening a dialog and in determining loyalties.  

One peasant described the propaganda activities in Viet Cong controlled areas to 

a visiting PSYWAR team. The Viet Cong organized theatrical groups and used dancing 

and singing performances to “win the children over to their side by taking advantage of 

these performances to distort the Government’s actions and news.” According to the 
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peasant, local students identified with the groups because their peers were involved.24 

The following day, the PSYWAR team found homes in the hamlet empty, except for 

“children, women with babies, or aged people.” The adults they did encounter kept strictly 

to the Viet Cong “four no” slogan, “no knowing, no listening to, no seeing, no having.” This 

slogan indoctrinated inhabitants to profess ignorance in the face of government 

representative’s questions and to refuse help regarding the actual conditions in the 

surrounding area. The people in this contested village refused to use the word Viet Cong, 

correcting the PSYWAR team with the “terms ‘Liberation’ or ‘Resistance’ government.”  

Inhabitants expressed no interest in magazines the team dispensed.  When the cadres 

later returned, the magazines were left untouched.25  

According to Pham Van Tung, head of PSYWAR Team II, Binh Cu Hamlet 

contained “many underground VC cadres who regularly organized study and propaganda 

among the people; meanwhile, the government cadres rarely come to this hamlet, this 

makes the people more confused.” The lack of presence ceded control of the village, 

according to Tung.26 Another team leader believed that a “lack of nurture from our side 

and regular contact with the enemies” led hamlets to shift loyalty away from the GVN. 

Given the haphazard nature of operations during the period, many exploitable 

opportunities opened for the Front. 27  [See map 4] 

An interview conducted with an old woman from Binh Tay hamlet pointed to the 

shaky ground on which the relationship stood for all sides. She told of a recent visit by a 

medical team from the ARVN Third Paratrooper Battalion.  She noted the men prepared 
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their own meals and “didn’t ask the hamlet inhabitants to furnish them anything, even fish 

sauce or pepper.” Their righteous behavior won the sympathy of the residents. However, 

a later team, including five nurses and some soldiers, was not as well respected. After 

giving aid during the day, the nurses “organized music entertainment and trifled with the 

soldiers” at night, disturbing the peace of the hamlet.  Moreover, the woman reported they 

used residents’ cooking utensils as drum sticks, breaking one. The next day, the nurses 

left quietly without cleaning or replacing the kitchen tools. Their flirtatious behavior led the 

old woman to cry that she “detested and didn’t have any sympathy for these girls.”28 In 

essence, their careless acts undercut the positive psychological value of the medical aid. 

Three months after Diem’s overthrow, on 30 January 1964, another coup erupted 

in Saigon. This time, General Minh was overthrown, continuing a revolving door of 

regimes in South Vietnam.  General Nguyen Khanh assumed power. As before, political 

upheaval meant confusion in the PSYOP program. Saigon Radio began to attack 

schemes to neutralize the nation, especially those put forward by the French. However, 

Rufus Phillips referred to the station’s charges as “preposterous.” Khanh used the 

charges as a way to keep his political enemies off balance. France had offered plans, 

but the specific charges of South Vietnamese complicity were wrong. The station 

denounced the “colonialists’ scheme to cooperate with the communists to subvert the 

political situation in the Republic of Vietnam.” According to the report, the Viet Cong 

sought neutralization because they could not win on the battlefield.29 In referring to 

previous calls to neutralize South Vietnam as Laos had been, the government declared, 
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“The front’s objective ... was not the liberation of South Vietnamese population but 

rather the extension of communist domination over all Vietnamese territory, which is 

contrary to the 1954 Geneva cease-fire agreement.”30  

Meanwhile, President Johnson announced his own plan to neutralize both North 

and South Vietnam. “I think that the only thing we need to do to have complete peace in 

that area of the world now is to stop the invasion of South Viet-Nam by some of its 

neighbors and supporters,” stated the president at a press conference in response to a 

question regarding General De Gaulle’s neutralization proposal. Johnson declared that 

he would consider a plan that neutralized both North and South.31 Despite its previous 

support for neutralization in the South, Hanoi ridiculed Johnson’s call for neutralization 

of both states. The people of the North would never accept such a plan that was simply 

meant to thwart “the tendency for peace and neutrality which is spreading in South 

Vietnam and the ever increasing desire of the people in Southeast Asia for an end to 

the dangerous U.S. war in South Vietnam.”32 

The Liberation Radio used the occasion of the coup to drive a wedge between 

Americans and Vietnamese. Hyping terrorism as a tool to divide supporters of the GVN, 

Hanoi broadcast a warning to stay away from jobs supporting the Americans. Citing a 

26 January bombing at Tan Son Nhut Airbase and a later one at the Kinh Do Theater 

that killed 56, the station quoted a former officer in the French Union as saying, “I have 

the impression that the God of death is waiting for the Americans wherever they set 

their feet.” The officer urged his compatriots to avoid contact with Americans in order to 
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stay safe.33 

General William Westmoreland arrived in Vietnam in early 1964 as MACV Deputy 

Commander and became Commander in June.  He had been interested in PSYOP at 

least since the Korean War. In a “Combat Information Bulletin” issued in 1952, he 

described a desertion program he had initiated in the 187th ABN Regimental Combat 

Team (RCT) area, in which he employed a combination of loudspeakers and artillery to 

encourage desertions. “In my opinion,” he wrote, “this type of operation certainly is 

deserving of further study and should this RCT encounter a similar situation in the future I 

would certainly like to try a similar scheme again.” This interest carried over when he 

became commander of MACV.34 

The management of covert operations against the North transferred from the CIA 

to the Pentagon on 1 February 1964. SOG Psychological Studies Branch consisted of 

four sections: research and analysis, print media and mail, radio and an exploitation 

branch.  It expanded on Colby’s operational concept, emphasizing deception operations. 

The limited objectives of SOG included diverting North Vietnamese military resources to 

internal security, adversely affecting the northern economy, impeding infiltration to the 

south, and creating the “impression that an active, unified, internal opposition” existed in 

North Vietnam.”35  

In fomenting regime paranoia agent operations served a potential rationale. 

However, the operations themselves were futile. If tied to a larger strategy the loss of 
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men could be justified as a cost of war. Despite attempts by some in SOG to create 

such a strategic goal, limitations placed by the Johnson administration stood in the way. 

Putting an exclamation point on the futility, Radio Hanoi quoted a UPI story reporting on 

additional commando trials in March. They “announced that these plots have been 

thwarted by the effective security and police system in North Vietnam,” while Radio 

Hanoi reported that twelve trials of seventy commandos had been held. “The Americans 

said that if captured we would be tortured,” said one prisoner, “but the truth is entirely 

different. The objective of the North Vietnamese Government is to change bad people 

into good people, not to use torture to kill.”36 Reporting on the eighteenth group of 

commandos put on trial, Radio Hanoi announced seven death sentences.  Local militia 

captured the teams shortly after parachuting into Quang Binh, North Vietnam. Among 

the group’s tasks were “to collect information and carry out espionage activities, 

establish spy bases, kidnap or assassinate cadres and army men, and to carry out 

psychological warfare among the people by scattering leaflets and false news against 

the North.”37  

Herb Weisshart became the chief of the PSYWAR Branch, the only CIA officer 

with managerial status in the new organization. Besides Weisshart, the CIA was reluctant 

to send its best people to MACV-SOG.38 The CIA had wanted to get out of these sorts of 

operations and did the least it could in helping the new organization get off the ground. 

The first U.S. Army PSYOP soldiers assigned to MACV-SOG included twenty-two 

soldiers from Okinawa sent on TDY status in January. They were graduates from the 

PSYOP course, but none had experience conducting covert PSYOP in denied areas. 
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Additionally, Weisshart said, “they lacked area knowledge” of Vietnam.39 Captain Fred 

Stables arrived from Okinawa in February with the second U.S. Army psychological 

operations element and received assignment to the SOG printed media operation. 

Stables’ team was officially assigned to III Corps to provide cover for entering Vietnam 

“because the national policymakers did not want a PSYWAR unit in country or the 

Vietnamese government at that time did not want us there.” He recalled questioning at 

the time, how could “a democratic government properly implement covert PSYOP 

operations because we’re not a long-range planning kind of a country or government. We 

always were operating with our hands tied behind our backs simply because of our 

democratic process.”40 Although he referred to “democratic government,” he likely 

referred specifically to the problem of keeping secrets in the United States. 

In addition to the radio and leaflet operations previously mentioned, SOG sent 

poison pen letters. Poison pen letters have the intent of causing harm to either the 

recipient or the purported sender, or of disseminating disinformation. An example would 

be a letter from a low ranking official complaining about actions of higher level officials or 

making accusations designed to spur intergroup dissension or even the arrest of various 

individuals. These are particularly useful in manipulating paranoid state security services. 

In one of the more standard PSYOP actions, SOG dropped ‘gift kits’ in the North which 

contained thread and cloth with the South Vietnamese flag colors. This was meant as 

divisive PSYOP to force a reaction that would separate the people from the government. 

Poor people with no access to cloth would likely use the gift. Government officials were 
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likely to get upset at the display of the South Vietnamese colors and ask people to discard 

the cloth. Mothers might be upset at having to give up clothes made for their children and 

take their ire out on the government, for example.41  

The Saigon newspaper Dan Quyen reported in April on bombings apparently 

carried out by commandos in Hanoi. On 7 April 1964 a “special station” broadcast news 

of bombings at the Hanoi Great Theater and the Metropole Hotel using plastic 

explosives. This special station likely referred to one of SOG’s covert efforts. Another 

device “seriously damaged the Khai Tri House, which has been used by the Viet Cong 

as a site for press conferences in the North,” reported the paper. According to Dan 

Quyen, these were carried out in retaliation for bombings in Saigon and claimed “the 

sabotage taking place in Hanoi proves that anticommunist activities in the North are 

strong and noteworthy.” It is unclear if the events had happened in reality or were 

instead fictional counters to the psychological effect of the broadcasts regarding 

commando arrests.42  

A further report on a “Ranger Spy trial” in Quang Binh Province identified one 

culprit as Nguyen Dong, a PSYWAR officer. He confessed that three Americans taught 

him the necessary skills and tasked his group with PSYWAR in the north. The 

broadcast attempted to portray this as a unilateral American mission. In fact, it was a 

South Vietnamese operation of the Strategic Technical Directorate, advised and aided 

by Americans.43 According to Dong, they were humanly treated upon capture. As 

propaganda, these messages targeted future teams, portraying them as dupes of 
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Americans and urging them to surrender, rather than die for a lost cause. Punishments 

of the team members seemed calibrated to induce surrender.44 

Radio Hanoi defensively replied to President Johnson’s charge that the North 

was “directing and supplying the patriotic guerrillas in South Vietnam.” Living far across 

the Pacific Ocean, “the Vietnamese people have never been and never will constitute a 

threat to the U.S. people,” according to Radio Hanoi. Meanwhile, they accused America 

of setting up a colonial base to enslave the Vietnamese people.45 The station also 

mocked McNamara as “absent minded” for claiming North Vietnam had supplied 

Chinese arms to the Viet Cong. Instead, they posited that a UPI story asserting that 

“guerrillas seized enough weapons from the government troops in February 1964, to 

equip two companies,” was the true source of the weapons.46  

McNamara’s March visit to Vietnam fed the propaganda war. President Johnson 

had instructed him to enthusiastically demonstrate American support for Vietnam by 

“seeing Khanh in the newspapers with McNamara and Taylor holding up his arms.” The 

result was unfortunate.  Photos of the tall McNamara and Taylor flanking the diminutive 

Khanh were a propaganda kiss of death, representing “visible proof that he was an 

American puppet” for the NLF to exploit.47  

Radio Hanoi also attacked Southern efforts to stamp out malaria as being a 

cover for espionage activities. According to the North, “under the pretext of spraying 

mosquito-killing chemicals to help the people eradicate malaria,” the teams gathered 

intelligence on the NLF and “tried to win the sympathy of and buy the foolish people.” 
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Furthermore, Hanoi claimed, the anti-malaria teams “carry linen, clothes, salt, and other 

things for distribution in areas they passed through.” The station called on listeners to 

prevent the U.S. and the Southern government from “achieving a dark and dirty 

objective” of this anti-malaria program.48 Spinning United States aid efforts as negative, 

LBS also attacked American rice aid to the country. A common theme of Northern 

propaganda was to attack any positive actions by the GVN/US. They could not compete 

in the battle for material wellbeing in their districts and so sought to derail the debate.49 

As an indication of the leftward movement of the Party and isolation of the 

‘rightist’ communists like Ho Chi Minh, Radio Hanoi proclaimed in March, “Our party is a 

true Marxist-Leninist party,” reading a Hoc Tap (Studies) editorial to domestic listeners. 

Meanwhile, they attacked those rightists who failed to “realize that strengthening 

dictatorship over the enemy and developing democracy for the people are two 

inseparable aspects of our dictatorship,” according to Hoc Tap. The rightist attitude 

manifested partly in “overbearing Mandarin attitudes” and a “tendency to give the 

improvement of the people’s living conditions priority over capital accumulation.” Radio 

Hanoi and LBS functioned as the propaganda distribution means of the agit-prop 

system in the South. Reading articles from Hoc Tap, the party’s ideological organ, 

helped ensure unity of effort across a widely dispersed and functionally independent 

propaganda organization.50 

With the effective transfer of covert PSYOP to the U.S. military, work continued on 

developing a functional structure to coordinate PSYOP in Vietnam. On March 16, 
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Johnson indicated his “own interest in the strongest possible information and 

psychological warfare program,” and gave USIA director Carl Rowan authority to expand 

his agency’s control.  Johnson assured Rowan “that no worthwhile undertaking shall be 

inhibited or delayed in any way by financial restrictions.” The only stipulation dealt with 

Viet Cong defection programs, on which Johnson deferred decision.51 

Saigon Radio began a series of government leader’s speeches to the people in 

an effort to rally support for the Khanh regime. Deputy Prime Minister Nguyen Ton Hoan 

spoke on “safeguarding freedoms” in the second of these broadcasts.  Speaking as a 

“revolutionary cadre who is continuing the struggle for the nationalist ideal,” Hoan 

argued the role of government was a means to the end of protecting freedom.52 

President Khanh initiated his weekly radio address by calling on his compatriots to, 

“carry out a complete and total revolution and to achieve national liberation.53 Like the 

north, the Southern government was attempting to cover itself with the nationalist 

mantle. 

Among the lessons learned by that point was the importance of coordination to 

produce effective PSYOP. As noted, radio served this function for the North, coupled with 

an integrated Party political structure extending from the Politburo to the hamlet.  The 

South had to develop its structure on the fly. Combined PSYWAR/CA Operations Centers 

established in each CTZ by 1964 linked the U.S. and ARVN systems. Eventually this 

program was extended down to division and sector level. Significantly, this combined 

PSYOP structure was never implemented at the national level due to South Vietnamese 
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concerns. This failure hampered coordination as the war progressed; however, at least at 

the lower levels, a connection developed. These centers generated PSYOP plans and 

coordinated military and civilian PSYWAR/CA activities and messaging. They also 

allocated scarce resources such as aerial loudspeaker sorties and conducted 

propaganda analysis.54  

Corps Operations Centers acted as a message coordinator for a dispersed and 

diverse effort. The overall structure was one of centralized guidance, decentralized 

implementation. The program’s ultimate success depended “upon the operators in the 

field who establish contact and relations with the people.” In a sense it was similar to the 

North Vietnamese system, the key difference being the north’s insistence on integration at 

all levels to ensure that even with decentralized action, the Politburo’s vision would rule.55 

Such control never existed in the south. 

Always willing to use western news stories to support its propaganda, Radio 

Hanoi had enlisted foreign reporters directly in its program by the spring of 1964. 

Australian journalist Wilfred Burchett was a well-known leftist with a long history of 

battlefield reporting. He had written dispatches from North Korea between 1951 and 

1953, in order to highlight “the Korean people’s struggle against the United States.” The 

following year he reported from behind Viet Minh lines at the battle of Dien Bien Phu, 

followed by commentary on the anti-colonial struggles in Algeria and Africa. In 1964, he 

gave a lecture in Hanoi and showed a Liberation Film Studio documentary on his recent 

trip to the “liberated areas in South Vietnam.” According to Burchett, “the U.S. and the 

puppet troops” exhibited low morale and he expressed “confidence in the final victory of 
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the patriotic war of resistance being waged by the South Vietnamese people against the 

U.S. imperialists and their stooges.”56  

Not only friendly reporters provided material for propaganda support. Life 

magazine unwittingly gave powerful testimony that Hanoi exploited. Captain Jerry 

Shank, an American T-28 ground attack aircraft pilot, was killed on 24 March 1964. His 

wife subsequently released letters that he had written in the months prior to his crash, 

critical of the war. Life magazine published these and Nhan Dan picked them up for 

their propaganda value. According to Radio Hanoi, Shank wrote, “Morale is at a big low 

over here, especially among the combat crews. I don’t know what the United States is 

doing here.” He was ashamed of America, writing that he believed, “we can no longer 

save face over here, for we have no face to save.”57 

On 25 May, Radio Hanoi read a letter Ho Chi Minh had sent to the Minority of 

One magazine in America. The publisher had asked Ho for his views on the war. Ho 

thanked the magazine “for affording me an opportunity to talk with the U.S. people on 

the present situation in South Vietnam.”  Reflecting on his time spent in the United 

States, and furthering the psychological objective of dividing the American people from 

government policy, Ho said, the “Vietnamese people never confuse the justice loving 

U.S. people and the U.S. government, which has committed numerous crimes against 

them in the past 10 years.”  Ho claimed the “Special War,” was actually a “war of 

aggression waged by the U.S.,” and a betrayal of the U.S. Declaration of Independence. 

The above themes all supported a developing North Vietnamese psychological 
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objective: decrease American support for the war.58 

In the spring of 1964, North Vietnam began publishing the Vietnam Courier as an 

English language propaganda organ for distribution primarily in the United States. This 

paper closely mirrored Radio Hanoi broadcasts in content. The target audience included 

Americans interested in the war, but suspicious of United States policy. Eventually the 

paper became available in many college libraries, providing the North Vietnamese spin on 

events. Like much northern propaganda, it relied on a subjective truth to present an 

image to the reader that the American government was lying. Vietnam Courier reacted 

rapidly to events, producing detailed stories within days of a particular incident. For 

instance, the 5 November issue contains detail and photos of the 1 November attack on 

Bien Hoa. However, the issues sent to Cornell University did not arrive at the university 

for approximately eight weeks, meaning that Bien Hoa was old news by that point. But 

even here, when viewed from a propaganda perspective, the lateness might have been a 

net positive. The target audience would be unlikely to double check the facts and 

exaggerations in the stories. Thus, presenting only one view of a far-off event, Hanoi’s 

spin would be the one with the most lasting and poignant impact on the target audience. 

Typically, the Vietnam Courier carried a mix of news from the battle front and stories of 

emotional impact regarding life North Vietnam. On 10 June, for example, the lead story 

covered Ho Chi Minh’s message to the American people originally printed in the Minority 

of One magazine.  

Printed on thin paper, Vietnam Courier typically used British, rather than American, 

spellings for words and contained numerous misspellings. A typical blurb contained an 

advertisement for William Burchett’s book, My Visit to the Liberated Zones of South 

                                                 
58

 FBIS, 25 May 1964, JJJl, RH in Eng., “Ho Chi Minh Letter to American Paper.” 



198 

Vietnam, echoing his messages on Radio Hanoi. In September, perhaps in an effort to 

increase readership, Vietnam Courier reported on the 5 August shooting down of Everett 

Alvarez, during the initial response to the Gulf of Tonkin Incident. By carrying news of 

prisoners, Vietnam Courier hoped to lure readers. The paper retailed for 60-cents and, 

interestingly, most issues contained advertisements for machinery exports. It is hard to 

imagine U.S. readers placing orders for machinery with Hanoi.59  

Over the course of the war, at least one hundred college libraries in the United 

States subscribed to this paper, from the University of California at Berkeley to North 

Texas State University in Denton, Texas. An analysis of current library holdings shows 

that 65-percent of the extant copies are in American libraries, indicating this was the main 

target audience for the paper. Such distribution provided ready access to an important 

target audience in the key psychological objective of dividing the American populace from 

government policy and forcing a change in that policy. The Vietnam Courier was 

propaganda, rather than agitation. Its aim was to inform people who might be in a position 

to agitate others.  

This approach contrasted with another magazine that became increasingly 

available in the United States at this time, especially though college libraries. Vietnam Life 

was geared toward making an emotional connection with a broader target audience. 

Similar to Soviet Life or Look magazines, the glossy color spreads showed life in the 

North and among the NLF, presenting both an heroic and a tragic image.60 

China and Russia frequently echoed North Vietnamese themes in international 

broadcasts, lending credibility and providing wider dissemination to them. In one instance, 
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the New China News Agency reported on a message received from the “student 

committee of Haverford College,” near Philadelphia.  Printed in the March issue of 

Vietnam Bulletin, which was published by the British Vietnam Committee, the statement 

condemned “U.S. Government intervention in the affairs of Vietnam” and the use of South 

Vietnam as a “testing ground for U.S. weapons and tactics.” The students echoed North 

Vietnamese propaganda denying a role in the insurgency, describing it instead in Marxist 

terms as a “struggle between oppressors and oppressed.” The committee attacked U.S. 

Government actions in South Vietnam, writing that Vietnamese “crops have been 

poisoned, their freedoms abolished, their men tortured, their women raped, and their 

children maimed.” They asked fellow Americans to “condemn the United States for its 

guilt in the unjust treatment of the Vietnamese people,” and to urge the U.S. government 

to withdraw its troops. This incident shows the reinforcement provided by western front 

groups to wider communist press support of North Vietnamese psychological objectives. 

The North would issue a propaganda theme. This would be parroted in western protests. 

Reports of the protest, harping on the original theme, would play in USSR, China or other 

friendly media. The story would then recirculate through various North Vietnamese 

organs as fresh news, reinforcing and giving further credibility to the original story.61 

In the battle for control of the population, refugees were a prime target audience. 

While the GVN sought to encourage these people to return to government controlled 

areas and accept aid via refugee camps, the Viet Cong propaganda endeavored to 

impede this move. Refugees in Quang Duc Province reported being told by the NLF that 

“if they return to GVN control, they will be covered with gasoline and burned alive.” MACV 

took this as an indicator of the “seriousness with which the Viet Cong view the refugee 
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program.”62 Meanwhile, in Hau Nghia Province near Saigon, security had reached a level 

where Southern officials “visited insecure areas during hours of darkness to speak to the 

people, show movies, and present music.”63 Teams in Phuoc Long Province reported 

positive results at the tactical level when they provided immediate assistance after a Viet 

Cong attack. The effort successfully exploited the negative reaction to a Viet Cong attack 

on Bun Ho village.64 

In April, PSYWAR teams reportedly began distributing colorful envelopes as pill 

containers during MEDCAPs (Medical Civic Action Programs). They portrayed Republic 

of Vietnam and United States flags along with an inscription reading: “The Government of 

the Republic of Vietnam and the people of the United States of America wish you a 

healthy and prosperous life.” Teams had also begun conducting PSYWAR training for 

Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) Strike Force soldiers and reported that the 

ARVN and Montagnards were working well together in this task. The Government of 

Vietnam (GVN) established a PSYOP committee, reporting to the National Pacification 

Council, in mid-April to supervise field activities. By this time each ARVN Division had a 

PSYWAR company attached to it.65  

Things were certainly looking up, but despite such improvements, the post-coup 

instability severely hamstrung the PSYOP program and the pacification effort in general. 

Rather than the decrease in Viet Cong controlled hamlets seen in the final months of 

Diems rule, there was a rapid loss of hamlet control to the Front after the coup. Despite 
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increased PSYOP flights and tactical improvements and innovations, as well as 

reportedly spotty, but sometimes “outstanding Psychological Warfare support of provincial 

pacification activities” by the Vietnamese Information Service (VIS), the negative trend 

continued for most of 1964. Capabilities improved, but tactical progress was no substitute 

for a stable government and a clear ideology. To make matters worse, some provinces 

such as Binh Duong had no PSYWAR program at all.66 

Echoing Manning’s earlier statement of priorities, sixteen officers representing 

State, Defense, CIA and USIA met in Honolulu in May 1964 to refine the goals for the 

information program. Improving South Vietnamese morale in order to diminish Viet Cong 

influence and expanding the program in North Vietnam so as to warn citizens there “of 

the risks imposed upon them by the Hanoi regime’s continued aggressions,” were key 

campaigns. But the last goal, to “better inform the American people and our allies in 

Europe and elsewhere so as to maintain their support for necessary efforts to keep 

Southeast Asia from falling under Communist domination,” was problematic.67 To do so 

bridged legal and political boundaries that could further subject the administration to 

political fallout if not handled well. The US Information and Educational Exchange Act of 

1948, better known as the Smith-Mundt Act, officially restricted the Department of State 

and unofficially the Department of Defense, from using propaganda against the American 

people.68 
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The minutes of the Honolulu Conference described a gloomy situation in which, 

“there is no conceivable information program that will make defeats look like victories.” 

Ambassador Lodge wanted “to press Premier Khanh vigorously to make fire-side chats 

on a regular basis,” harkening back to Franklin Roosevelt and American political 

communications strategies. Ironically, Khanh had implemented this program the previous 

month. The conference noted that USIS film viewership in 1963 was 28 million. Using 

Khanh’s voice in future films would expand his influence. The attendees urged the USOM 

to acquire 100,000 transistor radios to distribute outside of the Saigon area and request 

that the Japanese contribute 100,000 more transistor radios.69 One unusual idea 

proffered was to find “a Vietnamese who can write a GVN imitation of ‘God Bless 

America’ to help rally people.”70 

The committee also recommended at least one American propaganda adviser be 

assigned to each unit in the field with “a substantial number of American advisors,” to 

focus on exploiting Viet Cong atrocities and GVN heroism. An example of this narrative 

would be to exploit a Viet Cong murder of a teacher, a common enough scenario. The 

American and GVN counterpart could “tape-record the widow’s story of the atrocity” for 

use in broadcasts.  

The military training pipeline then had forty-two Americans programmed for service 

in the provinces. With the increase in American advisors needed for Vietnam, the Special 

Warfare Center at Fort Bragg, NC began offering a six week Military Assistance Training 

Advisor Course (MATA). This so-called ‘long course’ for advisors was designed to 

“provide selected officers and enlisted men with a working knowledge of the duties of a 
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military assistance training advisor in counterinsurgency operations, at the division and 

lower level.” It included fifty-four hours of language training, four hours on the advisors 

role in PSYOP and three on current PSYOP programs in Vietnam. Topics included the 

nature of psychological operations and the necessity of integrating psychological 

operations with tactical operations and civic actions. This was geared toward ensuring all 

advisors had at least a limited knowledge of PSYOP, regardless of the military branch 

they were scheduled to assist in Vietnam. For those unable to attend the long course, 

MACV held an abbreviated version in South Vietnam. Additionally, a one week PSYOP 

course was held in Vietnam specifically for newly assigned Sector PSYOP/S-5 advisors.71  

The committee also expressed support for the CIA program to field 200 People’s 

Action Teams (PAT) to spread messages by word of mouth. PATs provided support to 

“armed drama teams, propaganda broadcasts over provincial radio, and ‘black’ teams 

posing as” Viet Cong to help identify Communist cadres.72 Two different men with the 

same name, Nguyen Be, one in Binh Dinh and the other Vung Tau Provinces, originated 

the program. Both brought personal charisma combined with experience in the Viet Minh. 

Dressing the teams in black clothes normally associated with the Viet Cong, the training 

incorporated “successful techniques of the Communists, including self-criticism sessions, 

a communal style of living, and an intense focus on a simple, repetitive set of principles,” 

in a thirteen-week course.73 The teams were organized as an intelligence asset, but also 

conducted “psychological warfare, propaganda, and information activities.”74 Nguyen Duy 
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Be, a former Viet Minh, had “chafed at increased Communist Party control” and deserted 

in Laos. He developed a similar small unit political action group, training them first in 

Quang Ngai. Be sought “to identify with the people rather than forcing people to identify 

with the government.”75 

A memo from USIA Director Rowan to the President concurred with many of these 

ideas. He noted USIS had increased Voice of America broadcast to North Vietnam and 

had reached an agreement with the GVN to install a 50 kilowatt Voice of Freedom 

transmitter in Hue to broadcast to the DRV. Additional help to the GVN movie production 

and print capabilities had been promised as well. However, Rowan warned that the lack 

of coordination was the “gravest problem in terms of the information-psychological 

program.” Since Barry Zorthian’s arrival in Saigon as Public Affairs Officer in January, 

Ambassador Lodge had refused to give him oversight on press relations. Lodge pointed 

out in a telegram to Edward Murrow, “I do all this work myself,” according to Rowan. 

Given this attitude and the separate U.S. military information program, the “result was that 

no one could be sure who was responsible for what,” and he urged the president give 

Zorthian overall responsibility in this area.76  

The Honolulu meeting also urged the administration to take steps to “restore some 

measure of credibility with American correspondents covering the war in Viet-Nam” who 

believe the military had “lied to them on several occasions.” Conference attendees 

concluded that this hostility bred negative reporting. They urged more openness on the 
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part of information officers and in-country travel assistance to reporters.77 One aspect of 

war reporting that bothered Rowan was the tendency of American reporters “to 

emphasize American mistakes and acts that could be called ‘brutal’ and to give little 

coverage to Viet Cong atrocities.” USIA recommended, and the military approved of, a 

plan to dispatch an Army photographic team to South Vietnam to “cover combat actions 

and to make available to American and other newsmen the kind of photographs that put 

across the stories we want told.”78  

Despite the generally gloomy trend, as stated earlier, innovation continued and 

some minor gains made in the psychological war.  Various Corps Tactical Zones began to 

experiment with a weapons turn-in rewards program, reporting positive results. Initiated 

by U.S. Special Forces units, the program quickly spread and leaflets produced to 

support this program. Additionally, despite an overall decrease in Chieu Hoi ralliers since 

the 1963 coup, military intelligence still reported gaining “valuable information from ralliers 

such as unit designations locations of arms caches, and indications of Viet Cong 

intentions.”79 By the first week of June 1964, utilization of aircraft for PSYOP support 

continued to grow. With this, the ability of the Air Force to fill support requests increased. 

From previous lows of a 50-percent sortie rate, nearly 80-percent of the thirty-six requests 

for leaflet drops the first week of June were flown. That same month, the ARVN 1st 

PSYWAR Battalion deployed its cultural/drama team outside of Saigon for the first time. 
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Cultural/drama teams provided entertainment such as music and plays, while supporting 

MEDCAPS or other PSYOP and civic action operations.80  

In May 1964, as the government of Vietnam began to consider forming a Political 

Warfare (POLWAR) structure, the RVNAF Chief of the Psychological Warfare Division 

headed a group traveling to Taiwan to study the Nationalist Chinese POLWAR system. 

POLWAR differs from a PSYOP structure in that the former includes operations that could 

be termed morale and welfare, designed to maintain public and especially military support 

for the government. Although anathema to many Americans, fighting a counterinsurgency 

requires such a capability. Without the support of South Vietnamese people, or at least 

their acquiescence, winning the war would be impossible. Just as important was denying 

that support to the Viet Cong. The military was another key target audience that the 

POLWAR system was designed to target. The POLWAR system provided a positive lever 

to influence behaviors in the face of Viet Cong troop proselytizing. However, before 

POLWAR could achieve much, the ARVN PSYWAR commander changed in May--the 

fifth time in six months. MACV lamented that the, “continuous personnel changes in this 

key assignment seriously handicaps PSYOPS.”81  

As a result of the continued instability, MACV noted a degradation of the overall 

pacification program. Despite the heroic stand of an ARVN Ranger Company in Duc Hoa, 

Hau Nghia Province, elsewhere in the country the tide was flowing against the GVN. 

Partly as a result of new assessment criteria, partly due to Viet Cong successes, the 

number of hamlets considered under GVN control dropped from 7,344 in April to 4,905 in 

May. By July, only 30 of 219 strategic hamlets in Long An remained under government 
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control, mostly along Highway 4.82 In Kien Tuong Province, MACV reported, “there are 

not enough troops available to pacify and at the same time conduct operations outside 

the perimeter to keep the VC off balance,” and other provinces officials mention similar 

problems. NLF propaganda seized on this instability. In Chuong Thien Province, the Front 

“published a letter listing the names of Mobile Action Cadre conducting pacification 

operations in Vinh Phuoc village in Kiem Hung district.” It warned cadre to cease their 

operations or face punishment. Three allegedly kidnapped cadres were released after two 

days and warned to “cease their activities or be beheaded.”83  

As the situation continued to deteriorate in the summer of 1964, Johnson 

administration officials contemplated a wider war. The administration asked the National 

Board of Estimates to analyze the question, “Would the loss of South Vietnam and Laos 

precipitate a ‘Domino Effect’ in the Far East?” National Bureau of Estimates Chairman 

Sherman Kent replied that despite the lack of a domino effect, loss would send a shock 

wave throughout East Asia. He predicted the only immediate threat would be to 

Cambodia. However, the major problem would be the loss of American credibility, due to 

previous pronouncements of support for Laos and South Vietnam. “To some degree this 

will tend to encourage and strengthen the more activist revolutionary movements in 

various parts of the underdeveloped world,” he warned.84 Johnson therefore had to 

balance his decisions in Vietnam with a shifting set of Cold War domestic and regional 

goals. Jack Valenti, Special Assistant to the President, wrote, “The soft options in 
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Southeast Asia have been used up by Eisenhower and Kennedy. Only hard ones lie 

ahead,” on a cover sheet of then Chairman of the State Department Policy Planning 

Council Walt Rostow’s memo discussing options for Vietnam. According to Rostow, the 

psychological situation in Saigon was one of, “disarray, hopelessness, and waiting for 

something to happen,” because “Vietnamese leaders and people see no successful end 

to the war on present lines of action.”85  

In June, the administration also began to reexamine the information program for 

Vietnam. The issue over the secret nature of America’s growing involvement and the 

unpublicized deaths of American servicemen helped exacerbate a disconnect between 

administration rhetoric and media observations. Ambassador Lodge was a large part of 

the problem. After returning from a visit to Vietnam, Rowan told Johnson, “Lodge’s one-

man rule over the U.S. Mission’s public affairs program had harmed coordination of the 

overall public affairs effort.” Barry Zorthian, Rowan said, “should take control of the entire 

program.”86 The president finally concurred, enlarging Zorthian’s role to include 

responsibility for the U.S. overt PSYOP program as well as public affairs. Zorthian 

immediately called for ‘maximum candor’ with the press in an attempt to rebuild credibility 

for public affairs statements. William P. Bundy hoped that the decision to put Zorthian in 

charge of all information activities in Vietnam would improve the press effort, then 

burdened by Ambassador Lodge. One possible concern with having Zorthian in charge of 
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both Public Affairs and PSYOP, however, was that it blurred the lines between 

information and influence operations.87 

No sooner was Zorthian in place than he faced a public relations firestorm.  

Defoliant use was growing in South Vietnam. MACV reported on details of the crop 

destruction program in May 1964, when Vietnamese Air Force H-34 helicopters sprayed 

approximately fifty-five hectares of Viet Cong crops in Mang Xim Valley. Prior to the 

operation,  “PSYWAR leaflet drops and aerial broadcasts” advised people “of the reason 

for the crop destruction, harmlessness of the spray, and urging return to GVN control for 

resettlement with relief and assistance.”88 In June, the North Vietnam Press Agency once 

again protested the use of “noxious chemicals,” this time in the cities of Tan An, Cholon, 

Ca Mau, Ba Ria, and Rach Gia. According to the report, the “poisons affected many 

people, destroyed hundreds of hectares of rice fields and gardens, and killed many 

domestic animals.”89  

In July, Radio Hanoi charged the United States and South Vietnamese with using 

biological warfare. The U.S. State Department advised the embassy in Saigon to make a 

“straight simple denial of charges coupled with general expression of willingness to have 

impartial investigation.”90 The following day, the State Department delegated to the 

Ambassador approval authority for further crop eradication operations, but also required 

GVN approval for each operation. They admitted, “Crop destruction remains matter of 

serious political concern here and political aspects must be given careful consideration by 
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Saigon before approval each operation.”91 Meanwhile, provincial officials began to settle 

claims with civilians related to the program. The first payment occurred in An Xuyen in 

June respecting fifty-seven persons “claiming crop damage from defoliation operations.” 

This is the first reported incident of indemnification payments being made for losses due 

to defoliation.92 

In spite of the propaganda claims and negative press, the program continued. 

MACV viewed the goal of depriving the Viet Cong of food and decreasing support for 

them among the populace as critical to success. In the Third CTZ, aerial loudspeaker 

missions were flown in Binh Thuan Province to advise farmers that the GVN was 

destroying crops grown for the Viet Cong. The Viet Cong had promised to protect farmers 

growing food for them. Proving the inability of the Viet Cong to do so was designed to 

convince farmers it was “futile to stay in the Viet Cong controlled areas” and thus further 

deprive the Viet Cong of support in rural areas. As these examples show, it was not about 

hearts and minds. The goal was to win. Though done for tactically sound reasons, the 

defoliation program continued to be a boon for North Vietnamese propaganda.93 

As part of a ‘National Day of Mourning,’ ARVN PSYWAR units exploited the 

massacre of forty Regional Force family members. An extensive national PSYOP 

campaign was begun to “further incite the people against the Viet Cong” for this and other 

atrocities.94 Meanwhile, on the anniversary of the signing of the Geneva Accords in July 

1964, GVN PSYWAR units began efforts to publicize a ‘National Day of Shame,’ “to 
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promote loyalty to the government and militancy in the fight against the Viet Cong.”95 

Professors and students of the Faculte Des Lettres in Saigon held an all-night vigil and 

march to pressure the government to strike northward.96 The U.S. Embassy in Saigon 

advised Washington that during his speech at the observances, General Nguyen Khanh 

echoed this, using the phrase “March to the North.” This was a popular theme among 

“refugee groups, political parties, religious groups, and student organizations” that the 

GVN should attack to free the North from Communist domination. The theme was picked 

up by several dailies. Le Song Moi (New Reason for Life) recommended that the “Geneva 

agreement must be swept away so North can be won back and ten million compatriots 

liberated.” One editorial wondered if “Khanh dares unilaterally take decision to march 

northward with or without US assistance.”97 

 The CIA assessed that the reason for the “march North” agitation was Khanh’s 

weak political position.  A FLASH message from the embassy noted that Khanh explained 

his rationale to Ambassador Lodge. Khanh “cited growing war weariness on part of 

Vietnamese people, slow pace of pacification efforts, continued high casualties,” as well 

as “moves afoot to unseat him and replace him with one or another combination of 

generals,” as the motivation for focusing the nation on the north. The upcoming U.S. 

presidential elections also influenced Southern attitudes. “Goldwater’s nomination has led 

many…to believe that now was opportune moment to apply pressure on US to expand 

area of conflict,” the embassy in Saigon noted.98 Despite Viet Cong threats to hinder the 
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National Day of Shame observances, MACV reported, “Saigon remained quiet during the 

week.” At the same time, Khanh was conducting secret talks with the NLF in hopes of 

drawing them away from North Vietnamese control while Buddhist political activists 

sought their own accommodation with the Front in hopes of neutralizing the nation.99 

The Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces PSYWAR Training Center submitted a 

plan to the Ministry of Defense to increase school capacity from 270 to 1000 students per 

year in order to fill the critical shortage of PSYWAR and Civic Action specialists. 

Additionally, that summer they continued with a series of PSYWAR orientation courses 

for ARVN commanders.  During the second graduation exercise for 91 officers in the 

course the Chief of Cabinet spoke on the importance of PSYWAR/Civic Action to the 

overall counterinsurgency effort.100  

On the ground, teams continued to expand face-to-face interactions to spread the 

news of the Chieu Hoi, pacification, and recruiting programs. In addition, they continued 

to emphasize Viet Cong atrocities.101 Communist activities maintained above weekly 

averages for the previous year. Company-sized attacks were “approximately double the 

monthly average for the first six months of 1964.” Most attacks were in the IV Corps area 

south of Saigon. The Studies and Observations Group OP34A missions continued in 

June, when Hanoi reported intercepting South Vietnamese navy boats off Quang Binh 

Province. According to reports, the boats escaped and forced a northern fishing boat to 

sail south with six fishermen.102 The following week, Radio Hanoi provided details on 
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commando training gleaned from a 6 June AP story. The story disclosed “that no success 

was recorded by the spy commandos sent by the US puppets for sabotage in North 

Vietnam,” and acknowledged that most of the agents parachuted into the north “have 

simply disappeared.”103 

In June, the White House began drafting a resolution for Congress to provide 

Congressional backing for Johnson to increase military activities in Vietnam. Except for 

the precise language in the ‘whereas’ section, which pertained to the Gulf of Tonkin 

incident, this draft was nearly identical to the resolution passed in August. The initial draft 

focused instead on Chinese support and stated, North Vietnam, “has flouted its 

obligations under the Geneva Accords of 1954 and has engaged in aggression against 

the independence and territorial integrity” of South Vietnam by “furnishing direction, 

training, personnel and arms for the conduct of guerrilla warfare” there. The operative 

paragraph, like the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution two months later, would give the president 

the authorization for “all measures including the use of armed forces to assist that nation 

in the defense of its political independence and territorial integrity against aggression or 

subversion supported, controlled or directed from any Communist country.” Initial 

planning suggested submitting the resolution to Congress after the fall presidential 

election.104 With Johnson running for election as a peace candidate, he needed to put off 

a decision on escalating the war in Vietnam. In the meantime, the U.S. 5th Special Forces 
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Group activated in Vietnam to oversee the now sprawling system of Special Forces 

camps and an army of Montagnard irregulars, fighting an undeclared war.105 

One series of SOG initiated agent and sabotage missions at the end of July 

proved especially significant, however. The ongoing maritime attacks had heightened 

North Vietnamese vigilance, with the North Vietnamese Navy stepping up its coastal 

patrols. On the night of 31 July, a patrol came in contact with the USS Maddox, which 

was conducting signals intelligence patrols in the Gulf of Tonkin as part of Operation 

Desoto. The U.S. Navy conducted those operations to trigger North Vietnamese radar to 

assess reactions and capabilities. The clash between the North Vietnamese and 

American ships set off the Gulf of Tonkin Incident and subsequently led to an expansion 

in American involvement in Vietnam. It also provided the Congressional support Johnson 

had been seeking. Although originally planned for after the elections, the August 

encounter had forced Johnson’s hand. The president introduced his previously written 

resolution to expand the American military role in Vietnam immediately after the incident. 

President Johnson initiated limited air attacks on coastal bases in southern North 

Vietnam.106 The target list for the reprisal strikes was strictly limited, consisting almost 

exclusively of attacks on North Vietnamese patrol boats and limited attacks on the oil 

storage these boats needed. At the time the Johnson administration made repeated 

statements on the limited nature of the strikes to impress upon the North that this signaled 

no enlargement of the war.107 
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A VPA press conference after the Gulf of Tonkin incident stated that the United 

States made a “hue and cry about what they call an unprovoked attack…to cover their 

acts of provocation sabotage, their violation of the airspace and territorial waters, and 

their encroachment on the territory and sovereignty of the DRV.”108 According to Radio 

Hanoi domestic service, Ho praised the Vietnamese People’s Army antiaircraft and 

naval units for “the shooting down of U.S. aircraft, the capturing of a U.S. pilot, and the 

driving of U.S. destroyers, out of our territorial waters, thus defending it” during the 

attacks.109 

The psychological war continued even as the air war heated up. That week after 

the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, the ARVN 5th Division conducted the largest airmobile 

operation to date, lifting two battalions into assault positions near Ben Cat in Binh Duong 

Province. The VNAF conducted one PSYWAR sortie that week using an L-20 light 

airplane, equipped with loudspeakers. The USAF reported twelve PSYWAR sorties and 

the U.S. Army reported thirty-two sorties involving both fixed and rotary wing aircraft. First 

Corps units dropped 20,000 Katu language leaflets around A Ro in the Highlands, using 

the theme “GVN help toward the Montagnards.” Further south PSYWAR dropped 25,000 

leaflets in conjunction with loudspeaker operations along the IV Corps border with 

Cambodia. These used both Vietnamese and Cambodian languages regarding recent 

statements by President Johnson and General Khanh.110  

Beginning after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, Radio Hanoi began broadcasting the 

lilting tones of Thu Huong (Autumn Fragrance), “This is your announcer Thu Huong 
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calling American servicemen in South Vietnam,” crackled across the airwaves. Thu 

Huong, better known to American soldiers as Hanoi Hannah, was born Trinh Thi Ngo. 

She became the main voice of North Vietnamese propaganda to American soldiers for 

the remainder of the war. In December, she inquired,  

While you are worrying about your presence in South Vietnam, in Seattle, 
Washington, an American mother is asking herself: Why have (they?) been in 
South Vietnam? She is Mrs. James D. Hamlin, mother of American technician 
William R. Hamlin, who was listed by the Pentagon as missing during a fierce 
battle on the night of 8 December in (An Lao) valley, Binh Dinh Province, 300 miles 
northeast of Saigon. This sad news troubles her very much. Is William Hamlin still 
alive? If he is dead, why can his body not be found? Or he could have been taken 
prisoner? Mrs. James Hamlin told a UPI correspondent: I just hope he is not lying 
out in some rice paddy.”111  
 
“We wanted to make them a little bit sad,” she said in an interview after the war. 

Ngo stated that they used American news sources because “it would be more convincing” 

and remind them of the wars unpopularity at home. Visiting anti-war movement 

personalities brought music and magazines to Hanoi, which she used to entice soldiers to 

listen to her show.112 Former U.S. Marine Ken Watkins, who started listening to the 

broadcasts in 1966, recalled he “would tune in once or twice a week to hear her talk about 

the war, a war I was beginning to question and wanted to hear discussed.” This put him in 

the target audience the station was trying to reach. “U.S. Armed Forces Vietnam Radio 

didn’t talk about the war really, they ignored the issues or public attitudes at home,” he 

said. Like Sweet Sister, which the South Vietnamese PSYWAR Directorate later beamed 
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at ARVN troops, perhaps the most important aspect of her show was that she “was 

female and had a nice soft voice.”113  

Ngo acknowledged the assistance of journalists such as Wilfred Burchett, Cora 

Weiss from the group Women Strike for Peace, and Jane Fonda. She credited “broadcast 

tapes sent to us from Americans against the war” as among the most effective aspects. 

This likely refers to the “Radio Stateside” program mentioned below. The Hanoi Hannah 

program primarily supported the objectives of decreasing support for the war and dividing 

U.S. troops from ARVN.114 

During 1964, both sides expanded their psychological operations and targeted a 

wider array of groups. For the U.S. the Chieu Hoi became the major campaign, although 

rallier numbers dropped in the face of battlefield setbacks, unrest and government 

instability. The South Vietnamese implemented Corps PSYWAR coordination centers to 

help manage the psychological war. The government also began consideration of building 

a POLWAR structure based on the Republic of China model. The CIA turned over control 

in February of the covert operations targeting the North to the Studies and Observations 

Group. While the agent operations continued to fail, the increasing repression in the North 

indicted possible collateral effects of the program. Meanwhile, the North found a potent 

theme in attacking American use of “gas” in the war and they expanded their international 

program with the Vietnam Courier newspaper. Northern targeting of American troops led 

to the Hanoi Hannah persona becoming a well-known and recognizable voice to 

American soldiers. Propaganda discrepancies make it likely to have been ineffective on 

most troops. However, the messages may have acted as an insidious virus in feeding 
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perceptions and beliefs of American soldiers about the ARVN and America’s role in the 

war. All these trends increased markedly after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident in August 1964. 
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Map 3 Chapter 6 locations 
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Map 4 Long An Province 

 Includes Viet Cong Base Areas and hamlets mentioned in text. Note proximity of 
Ap Bac to NLF Headquarters.
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CHAPTER 7 

            ORGANIZATIONAL PROBLEMS, FALL-WINTER 1964-1965 

 

American involvement in Vietnam grew steadily after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident. 

However, President Johnson, running as a peace candidate against Senator Barry 

Goldwater in the 1964 election, continued to minimize the change in policy. In the face of 

repeated attacks on Americans, the president refused to act until he had won a new term 

in office. Meanwhile, the organizational instability that marred psychological operations 

after the 1963 Coup continued to harm the overall program. Public opinion surveys in 

Long An province hinted at a minor improvement over the previous year, but still showed 

how much work remained. The one bright spot was the creation of a South Vietnamese 

Political Warfare organization. The period ended with the Flaming Dart air attacks which 

marked a shift from America as an advisor to a direct combat role.  

ARVN PSYWAR successfully tested a new concept in August. The plan involved 

creating a leaflet containing a letter from a recent rallier to his former comrades. Five Viet 

Cong in the 7th Division Tactical Area reportedly rallied in the first ten days of this 

program, one of whom brought six weapons with him. According to the report, “He stated 

that he decided to come in because life among the VC was so miserable, and he knew 

that he would be well received and treated because he had seen Chieu Hoi leaflets.”1 By 

this point the Chieu Hoi program was back on track after the post-Diem collapse. 

According to Binh Duong Province Chief, Colonel Nhieu, a Chieu Hoi leaflet drop offering 

money for mines and weapons proved successful. In 60-days, they had received seven 

mines and eleven rifles. Even with this positive response, however, Nhieu “expressed 
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concern for the continuance of this program since he said funds for the program were 

exhausted.”2  

New tactics for countering Front indoctrination at the hamlet level emerged as well. 

As previous analysis had shown, NLF propaganda teams normally entered disputed 

villages at night and conducted study sessions, trials and distributed propaganda. To 

counter this, the PSYWAR units in I CTZ began organizing night propaganda teams. 

These were designed to directly counter the Viet Cong teams and use loudspeakers to 

harass them.3 For the civilians, later analysis showed that 

prolonged exposure of the villagers to VC controls and policies has resulted in a 
growing disappointment in VC promises, while the intensification of GVN/US 
operations had led to a declining belief in VC victory. The VC increasingly appear 
to many villagers in the role of ruthless exploiters of the population and as a 
constant source of danger.4  

 
To take advantage of this, VIS elements in III CTZ began broadcasting one hour 

loudspeaker news programs in district market places. Other Corps remained active as 

well. The I CTZ conducted a PSYOP/Civic Action course for 200 village officials, while the 

II CTZ reported that PSYWAR teams attached to the ARVN 22nd Division visited area 

hamlets. These visits included films and gift distribution as well as information 

dissemination about the government pacification program. U.S. Army Aviation also 

continued to increase the number of its psychological warfare missions. It was during this 

flurry of activity that the first American PSYOP casualty in Vietnam occurred. Captain 

Alan Harriman of the 14th PSYOP Battalion died 15 August 1964 in a helicopter crash in 
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Tay Ninh Province. He had been on temporary duty in Vietnam from Okinawa to support 

Special Forces PSYOP missions.5  

After the Tonkin Gulf incident, North Vietnamese leadership decided to increase 

combat activities. President Johnson had meant for the pinprick bombing campaign 

response to signal American resolve to avoid a wider war. Operation Pierce Arrow 

consisted of sixty-four strikes on coastal targets related to the Gulf of Tonkin incident. 

Unfortunately, the North did not get the message. On the contrary, Northern leaders were 

convinced that Johnson’s actions meant the United States would escalate the war. Thus 

they had to strike first while they had the chance. The Front increased its activities in the 

South following Radio Liberation broadcasts calling on the People’s Liberation Armed 

Forces in South Vietnam to “step up the struggle in all fields and compete in scoring 

greater exploits and achievements in order to liberate South Vietnam and protect brother 

North Vietnam.” Among the results of this order was a battalion-size operation in Phong 

Dinh Province.  Attacks in Phu Yen resulted in the capture of a U.S. embassy 

representative on 4 August 1964. The prisoner was reported five days later being used by 

the Viet Cong “to support a propaganda lecture.”6  

That same month, USIS released the full Long An Province survey. Five USIS 

Vietnamese locals and four cadres from Long An Province conducted interviews in 

contested areas of the province, under the supervision of Frank Scotton. Among the 

major findings was a lack of preparation by GVN ministries to support counterinsurgency 

operations. Ministries in Saigon were too slow and unresponsive to provincial needs and 
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had not yet “decentralized control to allow provinces to function at best level.” 

Nevertheless, the survey indicated a power shift “towards the GVN at the expense of the 

VC” since the January survey. Respondents reported few complaints against the 

government besides minor harassment. The Viet Cong, by contrast, received many 

complaints “for taxes, recruitment by force, harassment of hamlets.” The inhabitants of 

one village reported being burdened with paying both Viet Cong and GVN taxes. The 

cost, as much as 1,000 piasters per hectare to the Front, was not unusual.7 Operating 

further north with the 4th PSYWAR Company, Frank Scotton found that “contributions” to 

the Front were more than the government taxes. Complaints had led the NLF to label the 

inhabitants as anti-revolution. However, the cellular control structure which the Front 

imposed kept them in check. The villagers were caught between a rock and a hard 

place.8 

A PSYWAR team estimated the loyalty in one contested village as 30 percent 

GVN supporters, 50-percent uncommitted and 20-percent NLF. The report noted, the “VC 

paid more attention to the propaganda campaign which, with its attractive promises, have 

more effect on the fledgling minds of the youths.” One problem the study highlighted was 

a lack of targeting of secondary students. This key target audience for the Viet Cong had 

no counterprogram by the government, leaving them open to Front influence.9 As a result, 

the youths tended to support the Viet Cong. Front propaganda units operated boldly in 

the hamlet, gathering inhabitants in the evening for meetings “to publicize their victories 

on different battle-fields and called upon the hamleters to pay their income-taxes to them, 
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or urged the youths to join them.” The APTs visited at least every ten days. The ARVN 

PSYWAR team noted government presence was minimal and suggested Civil Action 

projects such as bridge repair and agricultural aid to help swing the peoples’ perception of 

the government. However, without an active propaganda program, news of positive 

government actions failed to make inroads to the hamlet.10 

In Khanh Hau village, containing 538 residents, the team reported twenty-one 

radios. While people liked to listen to Saigon, Long An, Ba Xuyen radio stations, the team 

believed “that there are many people in this hamlet listening to the Viet Cong radio 

station.” In fact, while the group broadcast the news from the Saigon station via 

loudspeaker, a youth requested that “the liberation radio station be turned on so that they 

can listen to it.”11 Another student requested the same and later claimed, “the people of 

Cau hamlet support the liberation.” He claimed the inhabitants removed all the team’s 

posters after they left. This hamlet had an estimated 25 percent pro-GVN, 35 percent 

neutral and 40 percent pro-Viet Cong split.12  

By contrast, Phu Nhon hamlet had “great sympathy for the government” though 

many sat on the fence hoping for government protection. Fear of Viet Cong impressments 

kept many of the village youths in hiding nightly, after several had been kidnapped in July. 

According to the team, “families are willing to let their children join the Republican Army, 

rather than to let the VC force them to join VC ranks.” In one hamlet the team visited each 

family, distributing Huong Que magazines, posters, scrolls, and gifts to the people, as well 

as note-books and pens to the pupils. On behalf of the Chief of Long An Province, the 
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team offered a small sum to console a sick, indigent woman. However, success required 

consistency of effort.13 

PSYWAR and NLF teams fought a battle of slogans and posters in the villages of 

Long An, taking down and painting over each other’s propaganda. This helped the 

PSYWAR teams track hamlet loyalty/control by observing how product was handled and 

whether it was still up on the return visit.  One team encountered five slogans near a 

village temple exhorting “religious sects to unite themselves, and oppose to the My-

Khanh, to liberate the South and to join the Front for the Liberation of the South.” These 

had remained up for a month, indicating NLF dominance there.14 

Furthermore, the survey indicated that in Long An, the Front’s “anti-American 

campaign has not been very effective.” Villagers judged Americans by the few they saw 

and how they behaved individually. Respondents with this experience regarded them as 

polite. The smiling and kind attitude presented, “gave some a positive image.” Having 

never seen an American, most had no opinion and Front propaganda seemed to have 

little effect.15  

In one village, respondents stated that during a patrol by two airborne companies, 

“two US advisors often went to and fro in the hamlet, usually shook hands with the 

villagers with their broad smiles, especially with the old people, thus, they have got 

sympathy from the local residents.” However the populace were confused about the 

nature of American aid, they “worried that it had to be paid back and wanted to know 

when and how much to pay.” As for their views of ARVN troops, it depended on the 

particular unit’s behavior. Some units came and behaved respectfully, prayed at the 
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temple, respected private property. Others took food and chickens, behaving unruly. 

Villagers in Long An tended to respect paratroopers and disrespect rangers, based on 

these behaviors.16 

As the war entered a new phase with increased American participation, Radio 

Hanoi stepped up targeting of American servicemen. They announced that, “all hope of 

returning to your country in 1965 has gone up in smoke,” and remarked on possible tour 

extensions. The station argued that “the repatriation of all U.S. military personnel to let 

the Vietnamese people settle their affairs themselves is the only wise way out for you, 

isn’t it?”17 A special English language broadcast to American soldiers that summer, 

meant to divide them from their ARVN counterparts, carried tales of betrayed Americans 

after an artillery mission went awry. Radio Hanoi claimed that “extremely indignant, 

security forces men beat a U.S. advisor to death and wounded another.” In another 

story, the station claimed twelve Americans were killed by South Vietnamese 

paratroopers in mid-May 1963. Urging the Americans to refuse to follow orders, they 

broadcast: 

You American servicemen, as well as the South Vietnamese army men, will have 
the chance of living in peace, freedom, and happiness among your loved ones. If 
your government persist in throwing you and the South Vietnamese army men 
into battle and intensifying attacks on the South Vietnamese people, the tragedy 
will drag on—of course, in higher proportions.18  
 

There is no indication that the events described ever happened. 

Meanwhile, the instability in South Vietnamese PSYWAR leadership continued into 

September. One bright spot was the return of Colonel Nguyen Ngoc Huyen, who held a 
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doctorate in literature from Hanoi University, as the new director. Colonel Huyen had 

previously been the PSYWAR Director and later Deputy Minister of Information.19 

Regardless, with the revolving door leadership, it was difficult to conduct long-term 

PSYWAR planning. Continued instability at the national level that fall exacerbated this 

turmoil, with yet another attempted coup against General Khanh, leader of the Military 

Revolutionary Council that ruled the nation. Post-coup unrest led to public sector strikes, 

which Khanh eventually threatened to crush. Except for routine activities, most 

PSYWAR/Civic Action units suspended operations during the turmoil. MACV reported 

that “the prevailing attitude of Vietnamese PSYWAR personnel was to wait and see what 

happens to the government. PSYWAR units and equipment were active throughout the 

country in publicizing the successive announcements of the Military Revolutionary 

Council.”20 Once again, psychological operations foundered on the inability to maintain 

consistent messaging. 

MACV reported that new RVNAF printing plant equipment would finally arrive in 

August. To facilitate the start-up, a Mobile Training Team based in Japan arrived on 24 

August 1964. This team assisted in installation and calibration of the new equipment and 

provided limited training to operators. It was hoped that this would help alleviate the 

printing bottleneck, which would only grow worse as psychological operations continued 

to expand.21 The RVNAF Printing and Publication Center became operational at the 

beginning of October. However, there was still a reported shortage of printing supplies to 
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run the plant. To overcome this temporarily, consumables such as ink and paper were 

filled on an emergency basis from MACV stocks.22  

In September 1964, McGeorge Bundy sent NSAM 314 to the Secretaries of State 

and Defense, in which President Johnson approved the resumption of operations in the 

Gulf of Tonkin outside the North’s 12-mile limit, with air cover. Covert operations were to 

begin after a first Desoto patrol, but agent and resupply air drop, as well as leaflet 

operations, were to be “secondary in importance.”23 Cyrus Vance, Deputy Secretary of 

Defense, approved the first round of post-Tonkin Gulf OPLAN34A operations on 1 

October, including plans for upcoming PSYWAR missions. This plan laid out the potential 

timeline of operations from the date President Johnson granted approval, to be known as 

L-Day. Agent missions were only to take place with moon light, while air drop of 

propaganda leaflets, on the other hand, “can be done at any time since accuracy is not 

critical.”24  

The plan authorized the capture of a junk on day L+5, holding the “crew for 

intelligence purposes,” booby-trapping the boat and setting it adrift. The captives would 

be freed about L+13. That same day, SOG planned to capture an individual in the vicinity 

of Vinh, North Vietnam. “If the prisoner is military, retain as POW; if civilian, give him 

choice of remaining in SVN or being returned with Loki captives,” according to the draft. 

Between day fifteen and thirty-one, SOG planned to attempt “five single-purpose leaflet 

delivery missions, and on-space-available basis deliver gift kits, leaflets, and deception 
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media in conjunction with airborne missions.” Deception media may refer to the practice 

of dropping ice blocks by parachute at night. The next morning, security patrols would find 

empty open chutes, indicating agents had dropped in. The goal of this diversionary 

program, under Project Forae, was to “convince Hanoi that it had uncovered only the tip 

of the iceberg” and that enemy agents supported an internal conspiracy against the DRV. 

Dropping radios and sending radio deception messages ordering existing teams to link up 

with other, non-existent teams supported this fiction.25 Lastly, Vance authorized 200 

poison-pen letters “delivered through third country channels to North Vietnam.”26  

To maintain the storyline, according to Vance’s plan, broadcasting on the Red Flag 

covert station would continue the 30-minute daily program, repeated once, and the 

Sacred Sword covert station would begin a weekly 15-minute broadcast, repeated once. 

Programs for that station were “recorded at make shift studios in Saigon with poor 

acoustics and background noise to indicate ‘shoe string’ operation of a clandestine station 

struggling to get on the air.” The overt Voice of Freedom radio from Hue would “continue 

8½ hours of daily broadcast consisting of 4½ hours of original programs and 4 hours 

repeat programs.”27 SOG also initiated procurement of “7,000 transistor radios to be 

airdropped in DRV in order to increase potential radio audience.”28  

At the same time, South Vietnam began a much needed change to its overall 

psychological program. On 26 June, Prime Minister Khanh had indicated to US. 

Ambassador Lodge his intent to form a political warfare organization in the RVNAF. To 
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facilitate this change, a Republic of China Advisory Group arrived in Saigon on 8 October 

1964. The fourteen man group, led by Lieutenant General Teng Ting Uyan, conducted a 

ten day series of briefings and orientations before assuming a POLWAR advisory role. 

Teng had the mission of developing a Political Warfare Department built on the Republic 

of China model, including preparation of a Political Warfare course for the coming year at 

the PSYWAR Training Center. The General Political Warfare Department was 

established by Prime Ministerial Decree on 24 October 1964.29  

To support training of PSYWAR officers, the RVNAF had operated the Political 

Warfare School at Fort Cay Mai, Saigon since 1956. By 1961, its annual output was 212 

individuals, rising to 940 by 1963. In 1964 the training center moved to Camp Le Van 

Duyet in Saigon, but the facilities at the new location were so inadequate that student 

capacity decreased and the 1965 output was still below previous years, with only 427 

students graduating.30 Eventually the GVN established a Political Warfare College in 

Dalat.  

Domestic unrest spread throughout the highlands that fall, testing the ability of the 

government to respond. Though sparsely populated, the highlands remained strategically 

important. The region contained supply routes branching off the Ho Chi Minh Trail and the 

dense jungle had ample hiding space for rest and recovery of units. As noted above, the 

U.S. Special Forces operated a string of camps there to act as a trip-wire for movement 

along these routes. The various Montagnard tribes were targeted by both sides in a 

separate propaganda war. Real issues of government fairness towards the tribes made 

them ripe for agitation. In September, possibly due in part to this agitation, but mostly due 
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to local issues, the region became a hotbed of rebellion. Quoting foreign news, Radio 

Hanoi reported Montagnard soldiers deserted several Special Forces training camps to 

seize the Ban Me Thuot civilian radio station during an uprising on 20 September.  They 

used the station to broadcast denouncements of “the oppression by the Nguyen Khanh 

administration” and demanded the “right of self-government for upland population in the 

high plateau.”31  

The same day, Radio Hanoi quoted a Radio Saigon report that “some 900 people 

in Qui Nhon city, Binh Dinh Province…last night occupied the Qui Nhon radio station and 

ran broadcast programs on orders from the provincial ‘People’s Council for National 

Salvation,’ a secessionist organization of the province.”32 Radio Hanoi stoked the flames 

of unrest, in Jarai language, calling on “soldiers in Pleiku and Ban Me Thuot who have 

risen up against the Khanh Clique” to refuse orders and join with the NLF.33 These events 

indicated the reasonableness of President Diem’s fear over a decentralized radio system. 

Both stations were quickly retaken, however, and the PSYWAR and advisory effort 

reacted quickly to the Montagnard rebellion. A PSYWAR committee consisting of 

representatives of the II Corps G-5, 23rd Division G-5, ARVN PSYWAR Directorate, 

Darlac Sector S-5, and USIS handled psychological operations. This committee 

“effectively coordinated psychological operations in support of the successful effort to 

quell the rebellion.” With the ongoing unrest in the Highlands, a significant PSYOP activity 

was a leaflet drop announcing the attendance of Montagnard officer candidates at Thu 

Duc training center. This was meant to show the positive relationship between the 
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Highlanders and the government. Despite this, the simmering hostility between 

highlanders and Vietnamese remained.34 

Intelligence reports indicated the likelihood of demonstrations focused on Ban Me 

Thuot. A broadcast in Rhade from Montagnards regrouped in the North asked listeners, 

presumably highland soldiers, “not to obey Khanh’s call but be with the people fighting 

against Khanh.” The speaker asserted “The Saigon government is disintegrating.” He 

urged further unrest.35 They were waging a counter propaganda campaign to make the 

Montagnards distrust the government messages and “to separate the soldiers from the 

people.”36 

This sort of activity worked both ways. In October, following Operation Lam Son 

129, the supporting PSYWAR team in Quang Tri Province transported nearby villagers to 

the battlefield. The operation had resulted in 77 Viet Cong killed. Supplemented with radio 

coverage and film crews, the team intended to show the dead Viet Cong, along with 

captured weapons, as proof that ARVN forces had defeated the Viet Cong, and therefore 

the futility of supporting the NLF. This type of inevitability of defeat theme was commonly 

used by both sides to encourage the populace to reject the other.37 

At this point radio was the main form of mass communication in South Vietnam. In 

October, longstanding discussions concluded on developing a nationwide television 

system. USIA and USAID were the primary agencies involved with the South Vietnamese 

Ministry of Information on this issue. A subcommittee of the U.S. Mission Council 

concluded that “TV could advance U.S. objectives, rural pacification, urban stability, 
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national unity, Free World support, the U.S. presence in Vietnam, and allow the 

Vietnamese government to better project its image and that of the US to more of the 

people.”38 An additional factor in the decision to help construct such a system was the 

growing U.S. military presence. The government of South Vietnam would only allow the 

introduction of U.S. Armed Forces Vietnam Network (AFVN) television if the U.S. 

provided a system for South Vietnam civilians. AFVN already operated a string of low 

power AM and FM stations to provide U.S. troops with news and entertainment. As the 

number of troops grew, MACV desired to install a television network as well. AFVN radio 

and television network became an informal, unanticipated information dissemination 

platform to many South Vietnamese.39 

Meanwhile, PSYWAR/Civic Action course training resumed at the PSYWAR 

Training Center on 15 October 1964. The plan called for Regional Forces to send one 

sergeant from each sector to this course. Company and battalion officer Political Warfare 

courses were scheduled to start after the New Year.40 The PSYWAR Training Center 

later began a specialized PSYWAR Techniques course for NCOs. Half of the 74 soldiers 

were from Regional Forces units. Also, a two month basic PSYWAR course began for 

enlisted soldiers.41  

A new group of American PSYWAR/CA advisors arrived in Vietnam by the end of 

October to assume duties as sector S-5 advisors. This placed American PSYWAR/CA 

advisors at all levels, and greatly expanded their influence. That same week the first 
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elements of the Republic of Korea Military Assistance Group arrived, eventually fielding 

its own PSYOP company in support of the war effort.42  

The varied life of a sector PSYOP advisor is illustrated by an interview conducted 

with Marine Captain Joseph B. Knotts, PSYOP/CA Advisor near Da Nang from 

September 1964 to May of 1965. Shortly after his return from Vietnam, Knotts reminisced 

that his responsibilities included “coordination through USOM, USIS, and other agencies 

that we had there, such as teams of American Sea Bees who were doing civic action 

work.” He related that the MEDCAPS proved very popular with villagers. Teams were 

typically composed of Vietnamese medical personnel, American medical personnel, or a 

combination of both, along with psychological warfare teams. PSYOP attracted people to 

the MEDCAP using leaflets and loudspeaker, then talked to attendees to gather 

information, gave away product and presented the drama teams. Among the products he 

distributed were “cooking utensils that had government slogans on the bottom of them.” 

Knotts also worked with provincial radio stations and distributed small transistor radios so 

people could listen to the provincial broadcast. Remarking on the effectiveness of this 

program, he said, “there were a few instances where the Viet Cong conducted raids … to 

get the radios so that they could not listen to the government broadcast.” The popularity 

of his activities attracted Viet Cong harassment fire as well, but Knotts believed success 

required persistence in such situations. The attempt to stifle information indicated at least 

a fear on the part of the Viet Cong that the message would be effective.43 

As the 1964 U.S. presidential elections heated up, Hanoi found fertile fields in 

domestic political rhetoric. Radio Hanoi retailed a Barry Goldwater statement about the 
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war, in which the Republican presidential candidate had said, “The situation in South 

Vietnam seems to have deteriorated from confusion to chaos. Reports of collapse and 

crisis along the fighting front, in Saigon Government, in the cities and in the villages, have 

poured in.” Goldwater continued, “The crisis of the week, which we have come to expect 

in South Vietnam, has now turned into a crisis of the day.”44 Hanoi timed these actions for 

maximum psychological effect.  

As part of North Vietnam’s post-Tonkin change of strategy, the Party Central 

Military Commission ordered the PLAF to prepare a major campaign in the south jointly 

with PAVN units to “Annihilate a part of the enemy’s main force units, destroy strategic 

hamlets, and expand liberated areas” along the borders. The Commission planned to 

culminate operations with an attack on Bien Hoa Air Base.45 Radio Hanoi later boasted 

proudly, “Let us acclaim the new resounding feat of the South Vietnamese People’s 

Armed Forces.” This followed up on straight news stories largely based on international 

press reports regarding the November attack on Bien Hoa Airbase.46 The “brilliant exploit” 

destroyed twenty-seven U.S. aircraft and included thirty-six U.S. servicemen casualties. It 

“greatly frightened the enemy and has filled with joy the hearts of the peoples in the world 

who love peace, freedom, and national independence,” enthused Radio Hanoi.47  

Following the 2 November 1964 attack on Bien Hoa Air Base, President Johnson 

continued to vacillate between taking action and his desire to keep the war on a low 

profile. The struggle for balance crippled the Johnson administrations decision process to 

devise a believable public relations campaign. The deployment of B57s destroyed in the 
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attack had been meant as a ‘signal’ to the North. Now the president was hoisted with his 

own petard. In Vietnam, American military leaders were in a quandary over how to sell the 

plan to increase American action. With the election only days away, pollster Louis Harris 

convinced White House Press Secretary Bill Moyers that the United States need not 

respond to the airbase attack. He assured Moyers that Johnson could delay a response 

with public approval.48 

In a further attempt to divide American and ARVN soldiers, Radio Hanoi broadcast 

to South Vietnam an incident in Rach Gia. After an airstrike in the area, which the station 

claimed resulted in “six Sky raiders and three jet helicopters” shot down, they noted the 

Americans later “airdropped leaflets asking the people’s forces to return the bodies of the 

four U.S. pilots,” but said nothing about the South Vietnamese men in the downed planes. 

Hanoi offered this as proof the Americans did not respect the Vietnamese. In an October 

battle in Duc Hoa, they further claimed U.S. stray bombs killed or injured fifty-two South 

Vietnamese soldiers. Hanoi saw this as more evidence “the Americans do not care about 

the lives of South Vietnamese” troops. Appealing to their “dear friends in the South 

Vietnamese Air Force,” the station asked, “With your patriotism, your desire for freedom, 

and the means at your disposal, you can perform brilliant achievements. How can you 

continue to kowtow before the American aggressors?” This was good propaganda that 

understood the target audience, appealing to their self-interest while not belittling them.49 
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In the chaos and rapid government changes after the overthrow of Diem, the 

military situation on the ground had deteriorated considerably, despite progress in 

PSYOP training, innovation and execution. The increased infiltration from the North 

shifted the balance of power. The GVN steadily lost hamlets and the number of Chieu Hoi 

ralliers dried up. With that, intelligence intake diminished. ARVN desertion also increased. 

To counter that, PSYWAR took the lead on a National Recruitment drive from 23 October 

to 3 November 1964.  More than 170,000 posters and 7.5 million leaflets were produced 

in support of this program.50 Initially focused on information about the drive, the second 

phase presented the “punitive results for the youth who fail to register during the call-up 

phase.” This indicated the keys to a successful PSYOP campaign. The ‘carrot’ of product 

supporting attitudinal change, coupled with the ‘stick’ of product clarifying punitive 

consequences. The initial results exceeded expectations, bringing in more than 11,000 

new soldiers. However, failure to enforce strict punishments for failure to report for call-up 

“took the sting out of the program” and the numbers dropped in future months. 

Simultaneously, the government used propaganda to exploit the one year anniversary of 

the Diem coup d’état as a national holiday. Military parades and celebrations were held 

and supplemented by PSYOP product. The badly shaken government attempted to build 

support by attacking the previous one.51 

Showing another side of PSYOP, a government initiative demonstrated that its 

concern for the people of South Vietnam extended beyond the effects of the war. In 

September PSYWAR teams distributed blankets, cloth, mosquito nets, roofing material, 

milk and foodstuff to victims of Typhoon Violet. Units once again provided assistance to 
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areas devastated when two more typhoons struck in November 1964.  Immediately, 

PSYOP focus shifted to assisting in humanitarian operations, supporting refugees and 

providing relief assistance. The floods and high winds caused by typhoons Iris and Joan 

ravaged the coast between Quang Nam and Khanh Hoa provinces. USOM field 

representatives and MACV advisors assisted to ensure ARVN effectively responded. 

USIS helped the PSYWAR directorate prepare leaflets to keep victims informed. Due to 

the isolation of the villages affected, the Vietnamese Navy PSYWAR section became 

involved in delivering tons of supplies by sea. The response to this disaster dominated 

PSYWAR activities for the remainder of 1964. The 3rd PSYWAR Battalion in I CTZ used 

its Cultural Platoon to give a “benefit performance in Quang Tri and Hue to raise money 

for flood relief,” raising over 122,000 piasters.52 MACV reported that overall, “the GVN 

both in Saigon and at the local level is doing an excellent job of psychologically exploiting 

the situation, the government’s actions and the VC interference.”53  

Front interference abounded. To counter government success, the Viet Cong in 

Quang Tin Province claimed that flood relief supplies came from North Vietnam. 

Meanwhile, Radio Hanoi professed anger “with the Americans and their henchmen, who 

are vilely taking advantage of natural calamities to drive the compatriots deeper into 

misfortune,” rather than helping them. A related claim was that the government had failed 

to warn people of the typhoon. The accusation that the government also took “advantage 

of the southern people’s misfortune to use troops and aircraft to carry on mopping up 
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operations” had to be addressed.54 The unusual amount of vitriol in the stories indicates 

the northern propagandists felt threatened by their enemy’s ability to mobilize relief efforts 

and their contrasting impotence. The GVN used PSYOP to prevent these myths from 

taking hold. Countering such propaganda required analysis. To attack it directly risked 

spreading the Front’s messaging. This case warranted an oblique approach, focusing on 

positive government actions. When the Viet Cong’s ongoing attacks failed, they tried the 

novel approach of ordering the “U.S. imperialists and their lackeys to bring relief at once 

to the compatriots,” thereby taking credit for what was already happening.55 

Dissemination technology improved as well. As the year drew to a close, heliborne 

loudspeaker use had been fully integrated with ARVN operations. They used speakers to 

encourage surrender, remove civilians from the battle area, help refugees and spread 

news about the Chieu Hoi program. An innovative use of loudspeaker deception support 

for combat operations was implemented by the ARVN 7th Division in November. During 

Operation Thang Long 27, aerial loudspeakers and leaflets warned a false target area of 

an upcoming operation. Civilians were told to evacuate along specific routes “where they 

would be safe and medical assistance would be available.”56 The actual target area 

received similar appeals, but once the attack began “loudspeaker helicopter shifted to 

making surrender appeals.” This led to the capture of fifty-four prisoners taken by the 

surprise change of location for the attack. The operation, in Dinh Tuong Province, wrested 
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Ba Dua, six miles west of Ap Bac, from Viet Cong control and resulted in 136 enemy 

killed.57 

As of 24 November 1964, SOG reported Radio Red Flag broadcasting one hour 

daily from a 750 Watt transmitter of the South Vietnamese Ministry of Defense. SOG 

began renovating buildings for the overt and covert radio studios on 1 December, 

expected to be completed by March. The new facility included constructing a 20 kilowatt 

station for the SSPL program. Meanwhile, the Voice of Peace overt station expected to 

be on the air upon receipt of a tuning crystal for the transmitter in Hue. The programs for 

this were produced in a Saigon studio daily and “sent to Hue by courier and/or 

troposcatter link for retransmission.”58 SOG’s other PSYWAR assets included an organic 

printing capability of 200,000 3”x 6” leaflets per eight hour shift using a Harris high speed 

press and a backup capacity of 500,000 per eight hour shift, “provided by the 

USAB&VAPAC Vietnam Detachment w/mobile printing van.” Despite this impressive 

production capability, in the period after 1 August 1964, dissemination was limited to 

32,500 leaflets that fall, “due to JCS restrictions and weather.” Poison-pen letter 

operations dispatched 200 to 300 letters monthly “to specific addresses in North Vietnam 

through, third country mail channels.”59  

The Special Assistant for Counterinsurgency and Special Activities (SACSA), 

Programs & Review Division, Major General Anthis, reported that the Strategic Technical 

Directorate (SDT)/SOG commando teams were “a long way from being volunteers.” They 

had become complacent, making them unreliable as covert agents and perhaps 
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susceptible to the sort of propaganda aimed at them by the North. Agent operations since 

1 February 1964 included eleven teams launched, consisting of seventy-six agents. 

Thirty-two of the agents were confirmed by Radio Hanoi to have been captured and nine 

more likely so. SOG still counted team Eagle as viable. However, “All efforts to 

resupply/reinforce Eagle have been unsuccessful,” according to the report.60 The memo 

stated each agent team received 180-hours of PSYOP instruction at Long Thanh, 

indicating the priority given to this skill. A separate issue was the restriction on actually 

supporting a Northern resistance movement. According to Anthis, “Until such time as this 

limitation is removed nothing in the way of sabotage operations can be expected.”61  

Regardless of the limitations, the program seems to have had greater impact on 

Northern civilians than is often believed. MACVSOG had intelligence that people not only 

believed, “but attributed the actions of the SSPL not to the Southerners or Americans, but 

to the Soviet Union,” specifically, “two PAVN lieutenant colonels who had defected to the 

USSR in 1964.” Forae also served the purpose of misleading the South Vietnamese 

Strategic Technical Directorate that supplied the agents. Many in MACVSOG believed 

that the STD, “had been penetrated by Communist agents and that information 

concerning its agent team program was making its way to Hanoi.” This operation 

maintained the fiction that “agent operations were doing well.”62  

Lieutenant Colonel H.H. Knight reported that all CAS missions had been 

transferred to SOG by this point. This included the PSYOP areas consisting of the overt 

and covert radio stations, leaflet program, mail operations and deception support. In light 
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of the open secret that OPS34A had become, SOG Headquarters favored ‘surfacing’ the 

programs. By this Knight meant creating an open, real resistance group based in the 

south. They believed this could “give credence to the Sacred Sword Patriots League with 

the possibility of creating a resistance movement in NVN.” The SOG justification for 

surfacing of the operations in the North was so the government could “acknowledge 

aiding the external support organizations of a resistance movement operation within 

NVN.” The U.S. Government could then acknowledge the activities and condone them, 

while not admitting involvement. This could enhance the overall credibility by 

acknowledging the truth.63 

Surfacing the programs would shift them from “the realm of random harassment” 

and put them in a “framework to accomplish the deterrent mission for which they were 

conceived.” It would also exploit the already high level of paranoia and draconian internal 

security in North Vietnam. SOG could attribute attacks to the SSPL, further legitimizing 

both actions, and U.S. could say something besides ‘No Comment.’ Colonel Clyde R. 

Russell, SOG Commander, argued that because “public opinion almost everywhere tends 

to favor a ‘resistance movement,’” South Vietnam could also recruit motivated agents for 

a definite cause rather than the complacent ones Anthis encountered.  Thus the notional 

movement could grow to an actual movement and provide the GVN with a sound 

substitute for their “March to the North” program. He felt this would be less provocative to 

the Chinese and “more likely to enlist sympathy” in the North than agent operations 

alone.64 
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Effective deception operations tend to work along one of two tracks—ambiguity 

reducing, feeding preconceived notions with confirmatory information so the target reacts 

in accordance with that, or ambiguity enhancing, adding ambiguity and ‘white noise’ to 

events so the enemy is unable to make a decision. Each tactic is designed to use the 

enemy’s existing ideas against him. In the case of North Vietnam, the most effective 

choice was ambiguity reducing. The North ‘knew’ and feared that a counterrevolutionary 

movement was operating in its midst. Feeding that paranoia with projects such as 

Operation Forae offered a possibility of having a strong effect, even if the North detected 

some of the plan.65  

The proposal called for setting up an official SSPL office in Saigon as a front group 

like the NLF. The SSPL would recruit agents, saboteurs and pilots as well as provide aid 

to the operations. Their press office would also “make announcements to clarify 

slanderous remarks of the North Vietnam regime.” The plan called for organizing the front 

in the fall of 1964. Information to be used to support the deception narrative would come 

from mail intercepts. The SSPL would also sponsor deception kits dropped on the north 

containing information to confirm the false narrative of the existence of these operations 

to the North Vietnamese. To further support that narrative, agents could decorate Loki 

captive debriefing sites, take credit for maritime operations and plant encrypted one-way 

traffic on overt radio broadcasts. These needed to be real text so when broken, the 

Northern “security services have something plausible to worry about,” perhaps indicating 

negotiations with key DRV leaders. Attackers in the North would perform PSYOP tasks 

and ex-POWs were to be used in speaking engagements to “appeal for reunification of a 
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Vietnam not under Chinese domination.”66 Despite the fact this might have had more 

effect than the current operations, the plan was never implemented. 

Throughout 1964, PSYOP mobile training teams assisted the Vietnamese in 

developing capabilities in radio management, Viet Cong propaganda research, printing 

management and production, PSYOP instruction, and motion picture production 

management. Additionally, during 1964, the US Army Broadcasting & Visual Activity 

Pacific (USAB&VAPAC) organized a detachment in Vietnam, which “contributed 

immeasurably to the PSYOPs effort in the GVN by filling in the technical advisory void” 

that existed in many areas. This detachment acted as the headquarters for teams of five 

personnel deployed on 90 day rotations.  MACV noted discernible progress “in all 

technical fields” and a significant improvement in RVNAF PSYWAR capability as a result. 

Besides the Republic of China and United States PSYWAR advisors, sixteen Filipino 

army officers arrived to help advise on PSYWAR/CA. They were assigned to ARVN 

PSYWAR companies.67  

A ninth PSYWAR/CA Conference was successfully conducted on 7 and 8 

December. Corps, Division, and Sector PSYWAR/CA advisors attended, along with U.S. 

Information Service Field Representatives. Observers came from the U.S. Army Special 

Warfare School and Broadcast and Visual Activity on Okinawa. Speakers included Major 

General Stilwell, MACV Chief of Staff and Major General Xuan, Republic of Vietnam 

Armed Forces Deputy Chief of Staff for Military Political Warfare. Officials from the 

embassy, U.S. Special Forces, and the Philippine PSYWAR/CA contingent spoke as well. 

The goal of this conference was to provide fifty-three incoming PSYWAR/CA advisors 
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“with more detailed information on policy procedures and problem areas.”68 The sixteen 

Philippine PSYWAR advisors had arrived in August to work with ARVN PSYWAR 

Companies in III Corps. They were so successful that sixteen more were requested in 

January 1965.69 

A survey of activities at this time shows the breadth of psychological objectives 

being pursued. At year’s end, the PSYWAR Directorate started a very successful radio 

program, the Da Lan (Sweet Sister) show. Like the North’s Thu Huong, the program used 

a “warm, friendly, female personality who talks to the front line soldier, reads him the 

news, plays music, praises him for his victories over the VC, and generally provides a 

boost to morale.” In just a few weeks the station received over “one thousand appreciative 

letters” from armed forces members. These helped the PSYWAR Director improve the 

program and “maximize its value.”70  

To decrease support for the Viet Cong, the 1st ARVN Division conducted a major 

PSYWAR campaign to exploit the victory in operation Lam Son 136 conducted between 

27 November and 5 December. Later, they exhibited captured weapons in Hue and 

distributed leaflets publicizing the victory throughout I Corps. The 9th Division began to 

organize Chieu Hoi ralliers to enter contested villages to encourage further desertion. 

Throughout Vietnam, 513 rallied, including twenty-two political cadres. Further south, in 

Binh Long Province Medical Civic Action proved very popular. Aimed at building support 

for the government, medical personnel of the 34th Ranger Battalion treated civilians in 

their area of operations. The U.S. Air Force conducted seventeen PSYWAR missions that 
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week across Vietnam. The U.S. Army added thirty-five rotary and fixed wing missions to 

this, the Vietnamese Air Force, four.71 

American authorities specifically assessed the Chieu Hoi program as a valuable 

program to expand and programmed sufficient funds to run it. MACV also considered 

expanding a bounty program that paid for killing Viet Cong. This program, which 

presaged the Phoenix Program, was discussed at various staff levels, but no decision 

had been made by the end of the year. To a degree, this was a necessary part of a 

successful Chieu Hoi program. The carrot of leniency needed a stick. Regardless of how 

skillful the Chieu Hoi appeal, however, desertion depended on other factors. Viet Cong 

were unlikely to rally to a government perceived as losing. The precipitous drop in ralliers 

between 1963 and 1964 bore this out. Additionally, any bounty program for killing would 

naturally be open to potential abuse. 

Whatever the level of progress or balance between the adversaries, PSYOP could 

be dangerous.  Lack of coordination among the various PSYOP organizations, in 

particular, often had tragic consequences. In November, the Ministry of Information 

carried out a national effort to induce ralliers. As a result of successful military operations 

in IV Corps that fall, nearly 4,000 Viet Cong heeded that call. Unfortunately, the province 

administration was not aware of the propaganda campaign and was unprepared for such 

a large influx. With no food, housing, or medical care as promised, “most of the returnees 

decamped within a week,” providing the Viet Cong a “potent psychological victory.”72 

On the down side, there were delays in expanding the psychological operations 

program, in part due to the ongoing instability. At the end of the year much of the PSYOP 
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budget remained unspent. MACV also blamed the delays on a lack of school-trained 

advisors. It also urged that the entire RVNAF civic action program be revitalized. Attempts 

by USIA to spread information included poster boards that were often poorly maintained. 

According to a 1964 study, the boards were often only “empty symbols of community 

deference to external authority.” While aspects such as “entertainment teams and mobile 

film programs were welcome and appreciated” in amusement-starved villages, the 

political vacuum in rural Vietnam meant that tactical, rather than strategic success, was 

the order of the day.73 

The MACV annual history closed with a cautionary note in 1964. It found that the 

Vietnamese concentrated too heavily on “gadgetry such as leaflets and loudspeakers 

while neglecting the advantages of the potentially more productive efforts of Chieu Hoi” 

and the weapons buyback program. MACV Command History criticized the South 

Vietnamese “preference for the cheap, material gadget over the more difficult and 

demanding face-to-face approach with the people themselves.” As a result, MACV 

reported that regardless of the tremendous potential, PSYOP achieved only a fraction of it 

during the year. While MACV blamed the disappointing results on the South Vietnamese, 

American advisors must share the blame, since they provided the gadgets and training.74 

Enemy strength in the South had grown steadily throughout 1964--a truly 

disastrous year for the Southern cause. MACV estimated that 90 percent of the 7,000 

infiltrators that year were North Vietnamese draftees. Along with increased infiltration, 

accelerated recruitment and drafting in the South increased Communist main force units 

by 50 percent to thirty-three thousand in December.  Ominously, PAVN/PLAF soldiers 
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were increasingly equipped with new Soviet/Chinese automatic weapons using 

standardized ammunition, simplifying their logistics and increasing their firepower far 

beyond that of the typical ARVN soldier. As the intensity of combat increased, so did 

ARVN casualties, rising from 1,900 in January to 3,000 by December.75 

While President Johnson continued to fear repeating the mistakes of the Korean 

War and dreaded the thought of Chinese intervention, events were forcing his hand. On 

Christmas Eve 1964, the Viet Cong bombed U.S. officers’ billets in the Brink Hotel in 

Saigon. The explosion killed two and injured sixty-three Americans and thirty-four 

Vietnamese.76 According to a typical Radio Hanoi exaggeration, the explosion killed 

seventy-one and destroyed the nearby U.S. Armed Forces Radio Station.77 Once again, 

after this attack, Johnson did not respond.  Rather, he sought reasons to do nothing. At a 

meeting at his ranch, he listened to various responses put forth by his advisors and then 

sent Ambassador Maxwell Taylor a “response containing almost every conceivable 

objection, some of them bordering on the absurd.” Once again the president and 

Secretary of Defense overrode a JCS recommendation to strike North Vietnam. 

Meanwhile, the Pentagon began contingency planning for Operation Flaming Dart, the 

expanded bombing campaign against a wide array of North Vietnamese targets.78   

As 1965 opened, the American advisory system actively supported the Chieu Hoi 

program, built South Vietnamese PSYOP capabilities and conducted surveys to assess 

the program. U.S. government agencies worked in conjunction with the Vietnamese to 
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expand media facilities, and together the two allies established a system of Corps-level 

combined PSYOP coordination centers. In the coming year, however, this system faced 

unprecedented pressure.79  

On 26 January 1965, Barry Zorthian, Chief of USIS in Saigon, presented his plan 

for USIS activities in the coming year. In this report can be seen the outlines of the U.S. 

psychological objectives. Those objectives included increasing “national unity” and 

creating “confidence in the GVN.” The goal of creating “dissension in the Viet Cong ranks 

and induce defection” was to drive a “wedge between the hardcore and non-hard core 

elements.” Among the intended supporting programs was “a chain letter designed to 

cause confusion in the VC ranks, and to spur the letters onward by means of periodic 

rewards along its chain.”80 

While the Zorthian plan announced a new robust approach to PSYOP, the North, 

too, was intensifying its targeting of U.S. troops. Comparing the service of Americans in 

Vietnam with that of their fathers in World War II, Thu Huong told them that they had 

fought that earlier war “to smash the common enemy of mankind.” This generation, by 

contrast, was fighting an unjust war in contradiction to the “lofty ideals of the American 

people of Washington’s, Jefferson’s, and Lincoln’s times,” she said. Later in the 

broadcast, Huong remarked that Anna Louise Strong, “the noted American writer and 

journalist,” had recently asked American mothers, “Did you raise your sons to be 

dynamiters of babies, rapers and torturers of women, poisoners of grain fields, 

devastators of land beyond the seas that never injured America?” Strong, active in the 

1919 Seattle General Strike, was later a correspondent in Moscow and founded the 
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Moscow Times in 1930. She called on American mothers to end the war. Attacks such as 

Strong’s were unlikely to endear her to the target audience, U.S. servicemen.81  

Huong later read an open letter, ostensibly to President Johnson. “You want the 

Americans to remain in South Vietnam, but public opinion in the states and even in the 

senate keeps on discussing animatedly the possibility of U.S. withdrawal,” she said. 

Those actually targeted in the broadcast, American soldiers in Vietnam, were meant to 

hear the dissension over the war, in hopes of leading them to question their own 

presence in Vietnam.82 The objective of the messages was to create cognitive 

dissonance in the target audience. Introducing the nagging question of popular support in 

the audience’s mind could open them to future propaganda themes.83 According to Radio 

Hanoi, America was split by “the increasingly wide and deep struggle movement of 

progressive people in the United States including youths, students, intellectuals, mothers, 

personalities, and religious men.” To diminish morale in the South, the station also hyped 

the political divisions in the United States. Discussion about the war in American 

newspapers and political circles as well as “struggle movements of peace-loving peoples 

opposing U.S. aggression in South Vietnam and supporting the NFLSV,” indicated a lack 

of support for the Southern government, according to Hanoi.84  

Zorthian and his staff had no choice but to counter charges such as this.  Seeking 

to exploit the psychological vulnerabilities of a traditional peasant society, he employed 

several astrologers to write horoscopes and almanacs for PSYOP use, and also 

interviewed “several magicians ... for possible roving assignments countrywide, with a 
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specific message worked into their performances.”85 He also announced the formation of 

smaller cultural/drama teams. These three to five-member teams, rather than the normal 

twelve to sixteen person teams, were easier to transport. The plan envisaged reformatting 

drama teams to focus on “key themes of successful province achievements” rather than 

the more “popular, but ineffective, name calling anti-VC line which has for too long been a 

standard propaganda technique.”86   

Another way to drive a wedge between the Front and civilians was to have Hoi 

Chanh (Chieu Hoi ralliers) testify in village meetings about life under communism, such as 

pointing out “land reform is illusory—all land will revert to the state under communism and 

the peasants become slaves of the state.”87 Zorthian focused on creating an inevitability 

of defeat syndrome among the Viet Cong by hyping their defeats and ARVN victories. 

Publicizing reports of returned refugee numbers and aid from friendly nations to South 

Vietnam supported this stratagem. Ideologically, Zorthian sought to “reverse the VC 

indoctrination process by identifying psychological vulnerabilities in VC sense of ‘historic 

mission,’ ‘nationalistic orientation’ and ‘upward social mobility,’ then exploit these 

vulnerabilities to re-channel the process.” Targeting the Chieu Hoi effort on the “non-hard 

core elements” seemed more useful. Like the ‘Sweet Sister’ program, or the North’s 

‘Autumn Flower,’ Zorthian wanted a similar female voice directed at the Viet Cong.88  

In a plan reminiscent of George Creel’s World War I “four minute men,” Zorthian 

envisaged creating a “Coffeehouse Lecturers” program, in which small groups would visit 

the countryside, lingering in “coffeehouses, bus stations, market places and other likely 
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points of news dissemination.” Using a “dialogue technique,” the groups would spread 

messages informally.89 In a similar program already underway, Vietnamese Information 

Service cadres assigned to checkpoints explained “resource control measures,” placing 

the blame on the Viet Cong. Another VIS program added information booths and 

loudspeakers at the security check points in Long An province.90 However, all this 

depended on a motivated VIS cadre to implement and that depended on government 

stability and focus. One additional dilemma was that the South Vietnamese military draft 

did not exclude Vietnamese Information Service personnel. Drafting highly trained 

operatives for the infantry often left untrained personnel to run the field programs and 

critical face-to-face operations. They had to hire people not subject to the draft, so “often 

the results were personnel who performed marginally.” The problem became particularly 

acute just as the war heated up and the RVNAF expanded.91 

The USIS office in Saigon reported on a thriving campaign to inform the rural 

populace of successful government pacification activities in Phuoc Thanh Province in 

January. The report’s author noted that prior to the start of this campaign, seventeen out 

of twenty-one villages belonged to the Viet Cong. Most residents believed the 

government was incapable of securing or assisting the poor farmers. USIS proposed a 

program based on graphically illustrating development results in Tan Ba village. A joint 

effort comprised of USIS, VIS, the Province Chief and other elements coordinated by the 

Province and District PSYOP committee turned this around. Because of inadequate VIS 

or PSYWAR support in the area, other U.S. and GVN agencies supported the program 

with printing, publications, films, radio broadcasts and cultural teams to saturate the area. 
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They publicized government activities using leaflets, signs, posters, movies and metal 

signs “erected in front of new clinics, schools, wells, and market places saying: ‘Another 

self-help project with the help of your local government.’” According to the memo, USIS 

measured success by “the rising morale of local citizens, their increased willingness to 

provide information” on Viet Cong activities, and number of returning farmers. The total 

cost of the campaign was about $279.92 

Meanwhile, Radio Hanoi had turned to the issue of increased ARVN recruiting. 

According to their view, the GVN was “unable to recruit enough soldiers to replace those 

lost.” They claimed that more than 6,000 soldiers deserted in the central provinces in 

three months.93 The station continued to persuade the Montagnards to revolt, urging them 

to “Join people’s side.” Using a ranking Montagnard chief, Y Ngong, they played on the 

theme of Vietnamese exploitation of natural resources. This was a long-standing fear 

among the Montagnards.  Y Ngong asked highland soldiers, “How do you feel when your 

brothers are killed by your friends? Are you comfortable wearing heavy clothes and shoes 

and earning much money?”94 This last appears aimed at boosting grievances at having to 

forgo the traditional freedoms, associated with the loin-cloth lifestyle, for the constricted 

army life.  

On 7 February 1965, President Johnson authorized Operation Flaming Dart. This 

came after a morning attack on U.S. facilities in Pleiku killed nine Americans and 

wounded 108, while destroying twenty-one fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters. Senior 

American officials recommended immediate reprisal against the North, and this time the 
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president agreed. Prior to the start of Flaming Dart, the United States had stepped up 

preparatory moves of equipment and supplies in a very open way as a signal to the 

North. The attacks were “not designed primarily for their potential military effect on the 

South Vietnamese military situation, but rather as calculated ‘signals’ to North Vietnam 

and, indirectly, to Communist China.”95 The president carefully graduated military 

escalation, each time communicating to Hanoi, China, the Soviet Union, and France the 

limited scope of its objectives. By considering military action an extension of diplomacy, 

alternate strategies based on military considerations were discouraged. Johnson’s chief 

advisers fixated on the notion that “the use of force should aim to communicate with the 

enemy rather than to inflict destruction.”96  

Built into planning for these and subsequent air strikes were recommendations 

that “the U.S. be willing to pause to explore negotiated solutions.” Using the bombing as 

a form of communication with North Vietnamese leaders, these policymakers believed it 

was imperative that “the prospect of greater pressures to come was at least as 

important as any damage actually inflicted.” In this thinking, the North would rationally 

stop its aggression rather than suffer the greater risks of continuing. To make this work 

however, it was important to ensure there were sufficient numbers of high priority 

targets left untouched that could be threatened.97 This scalpel-like precision was not 

something the Air Force was capable of at the time. The Barrel Roll bombing runs on 

the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos, begun in December, were likewise “considered more 

                                                 
95

 Weapons Systems Evaluation Group, The Flaming Dart Airstrikes, 9. 
96

 H. R. McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, 99, 160. 
97

 Weapons Systems Evaluation Group, The Flaming Dart Airstrikes, 17. 



256 

important for their political value as ‘signals’ to the North than as militarily useful 

interdiction operations.”98 

Despite this, President Johnson told the American people, “We have no choice 

now but to clear the decks, and make absolutely clear our determination to back South 

Vietnam in its fight to maintain its independence.”99 The U.S. administration linked the 

strikes to a “larger pattern of aggression” by North Vietnam, and signaled a “change in 

the ground rules of the conflict in the South.” However, Johnson continued to thread the 

needle between war and peace. The administration’s information policies exacerbated 

the credibility gap, not the press, which only exposed the breach.100 Radio Hanoi 

ridiculed White House explanations for the air campaign against North Vietnam. They 

claimed the response “by the U.S. imperialists was a prearranged and planned act,” to 

expand the war and denied any connection to the attacks. Flaming Dart remained a 

narrowly targeted affair. However, pressure increased on the administration after the 

Qui Nhon attacks killed twenty-three Americans.101 

These strikes were a prelude to Operation Rolling Thunder, which began the 

following month. The bombing campaign marked a change away from merely advising 

the South Vietnamese towards expanded and direct U.S. participation in the war. 

However, both the earlier Pierce Arrow attacks and Flaming Dart represented 

“restrained and discriminating use of force in pursuit of carefully limited objectives.” 

Though the February strikes made the U.S. a co-belligerent due to the expanded target 
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set, those targets were chosen with the idea of equivalence and limited to the “extreme 

south of North Vietnam.” Following the 10 February bombing in Qui Nhon, a second set 

of strikes were characterized more broadly as a response to “continued acts of 

aggression,” such as ambushes and assassinations. The 11 February strikes 

transformed the war and American messaging.102 

Robert H. Shumaker was shot down in the vicinity of Vinh, North Vietnam that day.  

His was the only plane shot down on the eleventh, though Radio Hanoi claimed, “five 

U.S. aircraft were shot down.” With this incident Radio Hanoi began broadcasting the 

names of Americans killed or captured, to U.S. troops in the South.103 On the twelfth, the 

North paraded Shumaker before cameras for propaganda purposes. The sight of 

Shumaker, according to the announcer, “aroused wrathful shouts of ‘Down with the U.S. 

imperialists’ at a recent press conference in Dong Hoi.”104  

Johnson’s refusal to admit to the American people the significant change in 

American policy that he contemplated gave a psychological advantage to the North. In a 

larger sense, the cycle of escalation was seen as a PSYACT by President Johnson and 

Secretary McNamara—using graduated military pressure in hopes of creating just the 

right amount of stress to encourage the North to back down. This idea was based on 

academic theory such as those espoused by Thomas Schelling in his 1960 book Strategy 

of Conflict. This game theory posited a world of rational actors susceptible to the right 

pressures in international conflict. However, real human reactions are often irrational or 

driven by goals less prone to the sorts of bargaining game theorists believed in. By 

initiating the graduated escalation policy, Johnson signaled his fear of widening the war, 
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as well as, perhaps, the limited American determination to win it.105 

These theories failed to take into account the psychological tendency known as 

the ‘boiled frog’ reaction. Raising the heat slowly, by degrees, gave the North the ability to 

adapt physically and psychologically to the pressure. More importantly, it gave time for 

anti-aircraft weapons to arrive along with thousands of Chinese troops. Additionally, it 

took no account of Le Duc Tho and Le Duan’s single-minded goal of unifying the nation, 

regardless of the costs. Ho seemed to receive the signal, warning “his colleagues not to 

underestimate the United States,” at a later politburo meeting. He desired to sustain the 

conflict as a “special war” without American combat forces. However, Le Duc Tho and Le 

Duan had the whip hand, not Ho. As long as they remained in power and had the ability 

to send troops and equipment south, the prospects of Johnson’s messages achieving 

results were minimal.106 

By February, the Johnson administration released a long awaited White Paper 

detailing Communist infiltration to the South. Published in the New York Times, the 

document contained details gleaned from intelligence reports and prisoner or rallier 

interviews. The paper made a strong case for Northern domination of what the NLF 

claimed was a Southern insurgency.107 However, many saw it simply as an effort to build 

support for the war. Procrastination had weakened the report’s impact and the United 

States had already lost the propaganda initiative. The Johnson administration fumbled 

with building the case of North Vietnamese influence over the insurgency. Trying to 
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appear hesitant to escalate, while escalation was visible to press on the ground, mired the 

administration in credibility issues.108 Johnson allowed the North to control the narrative. 

Radio Hanoi responded to the White Paper with mockery. Accusing the Johnson 

administration of actually “stepping up the special war,” they called the paper “a typical 

example of the U.S. trick of calling for help while committing robbery.” Radio Hanoi 

countered these accusations of North Vietnamese aggression by asking how the “old 

slanderous arguments deceive anyone?” They claimed that U.S. public opinion opposed 

the war. However, that claim was based on intellectuals’ letters and the perceived 

legitimacy of academics as a proxy for public opinion. No public opinion numbers 

appeared in the story, perhaps because high support would undercut the divisive theme. 

At this time, Gallup found that nearly two-thirds of the American public supported 

Johnson’s moves. American public opinion did not reach the cross-over point until the fall 

of 1967.109 

However, Hanoi’s claim that the administration had, “uttered deceitful arguments in 

an effort to make public opinion mistakenly believe” the additional troops represented 

“only minor changes in tactics and weapons,” was in fact exactly what President Johnson 

had been doing. Although Northern broadcasts always contained considerable hyperbole, 

Johnson’s pretense enhanced Radio Hanoi legitimacy. Unfortunately for the president, his 

lack of candor played into the Northern propaganda line as the course of the war unfolded 

over the coming months.110  
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In the aftermath of the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, North Vietnam under Le Duc Tho 

rushed forces into battle. The leaders there assumed Operation Pierce Arrow heralded a 

larger American role and endeavored to win before U.S. forces could be decisive. 

Although President Johnson attempted to avoid a response to repeated attacks targeting 

American forces and causing considerable casualties, he eventually authorized the 

Flaming Dart series as a signal to North Vietnam. At each attempted signal, through 

bombing or pausing, the president failed. A combination of misreading and purposeful 

misinterpretation for psychological value marked the Northern response. After a pause in 

operations after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident, SOG increased deception operations against 

the North under project Forae and expanded the SSPL deception. For the South 

Vietnamese, expanded radio opportunities opened and discussion began over building a 

television network.  Organizational problems remained, but the creation of a Political 

Warfare system offered hope for improvement in that area as well. As spring arrived, both 

sides prepared for an expanded war.  
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Map 5 South Vietnam 1965, Chapter 7
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CHAPTER 8 

EXPANSION, SPRING/SUMMER 1965 

By early 1965, the American PSYOP force and its South Vietnamese counterpart 

were struggling to keep up with a rapidly expanding war. The North increased infiltrations, 

hoping to win before the U.S. could bring the weight of its military force to bear. At the 

same time, the well developed Northern propaganda force took the offensive, striking 

again at the sensitive ‘gas warfare’ theme. They also expanded targeting of Americans 

via the press, radio and deepening ties with the antiwar movement. Their integrated 

propaganda system seemed strong, especially in comparison with their leaderless enemy 

program. The entrance of foreign fighters, in both the North and South, transformed the 

battlefield in 1965. However, in the face of increased U.S. combat deployments and air 

support, the Northern invasion stalled. By the summer, the U.S. had augmented its 

PSYOP forces, created a new structure to oversee operations, and contemplated further 

psychological operations growth.  

As the year opened, the American psychological operations effort had grown 

modestly. The USIS Field Services Center was composed of thirteen USIS officers, 

among them Frank Scotton, two USOM and five MACV personnel, along with a staff of 

seventy Vietnamese employees, twenty-three of whom were based in VIS provincial 

offices. MACV had an additional “seventy military American personnel engaged directly in 

psychological operations and civic action—working under general policy and strategy 

developed by USIA.” Most of these were based at the province, division, corps and 

Saigon level. At the field level, USIS had an additional five Americans and fifty-seven 
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Vietnamese producing “films, publications and leaflets designed for Vietnamese rural 

audiences.” Fifty-one Filipino, Chinese and Australian personnel were engaged in closely 

related operations. This number does not include the CIA, military PSYOP or South 

Vietnamese POLWAR units.1  

As discussions over the need to escalate the war continued in the United States 

during the winter of 1965, the role of PSYOP began to assume a higher precedence. 

Debate raged, therefore, over how to manage the information program for an expanding 

war. Furthermore, the need for USIS to explain the American military presence and 

improve the nation’s image in South Vietnam became vital. The uncoordinated nature of 

the developing MACV, USIS, and CIA psychological operations programs clearly 

demonstrated the need for an organization to provide overall direction and to avoid 

competition and duplication of effort. More importantly, they all needed to avoid message 

fratricide. Rowan believed at the time, “the South Vietnam government’s psychological 

efforts were floundering.”2 From the American perspective, a drastic change was 

required. 

The USIS Research Reference Service published the results of a follow-up survey 

of Long An Province in February 1965. It revealed that security was among the most 

important measurable indicators and was, “fundamental to any reversal of the present 

course of events” in Vietnam. To win, the government needed to “offer some credible 

hope for a better future.” Saigon had failed to that point, at least as reflected in Long An. 

As a result, Viet Cong cadres had “the ears of the people.” Front APTs operated in “all but 

the most secure hamlets, fanning the smoldering animosities between Buddhist and 

                                                 
1
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2
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Catholic, and rich and poor; urging the relocatees to leave the fortified settlements and 

return to their ancestral homes; urging all to ‘abandon the government which has 

abandoned them.’” Long An residents testified on the impact of Viet Cong terrorism, 

indicating that “judiciously employed” terror and assassination constantly reminded them 

of the “penalties attached to active support of the central government.”3  

Despite Front efforts to avoid offence to villagers, according to the study, “most 

villagers at first are not happy to see the VC, though in time they may be accepted.”4 

Because the Viet Cong cadre regularly visited the contested villages, inhabitants had 

extensive interaction with them. Additionally, their performance was “quite effective,” in 

contrast to the GVN and reflected careful planning underlying the Front campaign.  In 

summary, the contested villages surveyed indicated that villagers leaned toward the Viet 

Cong in sympathy. Control of over two-thirds of Long An province aided the Viet Cong 

propaganda effort there. In controlled areas, posters, leaflets and indoctrination lectures 

were constant reminders to the populace. Face-to-face contact spread insurgent 

messages in contested areas. Among the most important target audiences were ARVN 

troops and paramilitary forces. Proselyting efforts were continuous.5 

To U.S. troops in South Vietnam, Thu Huong remarked on comments by Oregon 

Senator Wayne L. Morse to President Lyndon Johnson on troop deployments, saying the 

president was “ordering them to their death.” Morse’s consistent statements in opposition 

to the war became a regular feature on the station. Thu Huong expanded on Morse’s 

statements, urging listeners to understand that “President Johnson has no right to send 

                                                 
3
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you, as he has done recently, to your death in larger numbers.” Repatriation was the only 

way, she said, “to bring back happiness to your families who are desperately anxious 

over your safety day and night.”6 The next week, Huong implored American servicemen, 

that although it was honorable to sacrifice their lives in defense of their nation, dying “in 

South Vietnam to protect a regime which enjoys no support of the people is no honor 

either to yourself or to your country.”7 

While maintaining a generally respectful tone in messages to American troops, 

Radio Hanoi attacked the “disdainful and overbearing attitude of the U.S. officers, who 

directly and openly command the units of the southern armed forces,” in broadcasts to 

the South Vietnamese soldiers. The station claimed American behavior aroused a 

“nationalistic spirit among Southern soldiers” and led to decreased morale and increased 

desertion. The ARVN was in the midst of an expansion and they fought the Front for 

control of a critical resource—draft age males. This was a zero-sum game; the side that 

acquired them would have an advantage. Both sides appealed to nationalism in this 

quest.8  

A strong suit for the North Vietnamese propaganda effort was the understanding 

of the inherent political nature of the war. The North never suffered from the delusion 

that the conflict was actually ‘two’ wars, one of pacification and the other of conventional 

forces. In theory, Hanoi integrated all its efforts and subordinated them to Politburo 

political considerations. PAVN/PLAF units were organized with a dual command/political 

cadre system, which ensured political domination of the force. Unlike the ARVN 
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PSYWAR representative who was simply a junior staff member, the Front and North 

Vietnamese fully integrated indoctrination into the force. Front groups throughout the 

South and internationally allowed for varying degrees of control and coordinated 

propaganda efforts towards a single goal. The NLF was only the most obvious of these 

fronts.9  

In the PAVN and PLAF, “the political commissar led and the military commander 

commanded.” The commissar’s duty included motivating “the combat spirit of the 

soldiers through words and deeds.” He acted as a surrogate parent to the troops, 

listened to their “complaints, cajoled and encouraged them, educated them, cared for 

them in difficult situations.”10 A MAVC study of Viet Cong political indoctrination 

activities determined they usually conducted troop political instruction for their units 

immediately prior to attacks, consisting of “political and ideological propaganda 

oriented” towards instilling courage for the impending battle.11 

The propaganda program run by COSVN Political Section consisted of four 

sections, responsible for the ‘Liberation Radio’ station, war zone security, front 

organizations liaison in South Vietnam, and the development of propaganda themes and 

directives for entertainment and political education directed outside the organization. A 

mirror organization existed at every command level down to the village, where mass 

organizations were added to aid in control of the population. These last included groups 
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for farmers, women, youth and self-defense corps, aimed at ensnaring villagers in a web 

of NLF support activities, “in one form or another, unwitting though it may be.”12  

 

Figure 3 COSVN Propaganda Organization13 

A March 1965 Rand Corporation study of the “Effects of Military Operations on Viet 

Cong Behavior” found weak spots in this indoctrination that the U.S. could exploit.  

Discussing leaflet effectiveness based on prisoner interviews, the study found that enemy 

personnel were “especially fearful of detection and attack from the air, and that intensified 

and continuous air surveillance and harassing activities by day and night are likely to 

have a major disruptive effect on Viet Cong living conditions, morale, movements, and 

operations.” This presumably included loudspeaker and leaflet operations. Increased 

ground patrols also produced a disruptive effect. The study argued that “protracted 
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 MAVC Memo, “Orientation Material: Viet Cong,” 4, 9 (quote). 
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 MAVC, “Orientation Material: Viet Cong,” COSVN Propaganda Organization. inc 1 to incl 2. 
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ground sweeps should be assessed primarily in terms of their harassing impact rather 

than according to the casualties they inflict on the Viet Cong.”14  

 

Figure 4 NLF propaganda organization15 

Keeping the guerillas on the run and off balance, even without producing 

casualties, broke down unit cohesion. The study found that Viet Cong units typically spent 

four months of inactivity between operations. This allowed the “cadres time and 

opportunity to propagandize and train their men, to deal with the adverse effects of 

losses, defeats, and bad living conditions, and to build up their confidence in the next 

operation.” Indoctrination was especially required as the force filled with draftees to 

replace lost volunteers. According to these interviews, many of the new recruits were 

“young boys of 16-17 forcibly drafted from hamlets.”16 Viet Cong prisoners said that, 

                                                 
14

 Leon Goure, Rand Study, “Some Impressions of the Effects of Military Operations on Viet Cong 
Behavior,” March 1965, v. LBJL, NSF Vietnam, Box 15, memorandums 1.  

15
 MAVC, “Orientation Material,” National Liberation Front Propaganda Organization, incl 2 to incl 2.  

16
 CIA, Weekly Report, Republic of Vietnam, “The Situation in South Vietnam,” CIA Research, 6. TTVA, 

VAC, Box 5, Folder 561. 



269 

“morale in these units is lower and that some were experiencing difficulty recruiting to 

offset a high desertion rate.” However, USIS in Saigon also noted that less than forty-five 

percent of the interviewed subjects had seen or heard Chieu Hoi messages. Clearly there 

was room for improved targeting by PSYOP.17 

This was not the only difficulty to overcome. During a visit to Saigon that month, 

USIA Director Rowan met with senior Vietnamese and American PSYOP personnel to 

discuss problems and potential solutions. Prime Minister Phan Huy Quat spoke frankly on 

the current psychological situation. Up to now, he acknowledged, “we have failed.” The 

government was unable to present the Vietnamese people with a meaningful purpose in 

personal terms. Ambassador Taylor agreed, pointing out “that an understanding of the 

consequences of a Communist victory was an essential part of this information program.” 

Rowan offered USIA “media and technical training” and requested that Zorthian 

coordinate this with the GVN PSYWAR Director. However, Zorthian soon had a larger 

issue to deal with.18 

The Associated Press reporter Peter Arnett wrote that same month that the ARVN 

had begun to experiment with the use of chemical agents to “temporarily disable 

opposition forces.” During the winter, Radio Hanoi had frequently carried stories 

denouncing the American use of “noxious chemicals” and this picked up after Arnett’s 

story. Other than gratuitous allusions to German gas use in World War I, his brief article 

laid out the potential benefits of such gasses in Vietnam. However, this story unleashed a 

worldwide backlash.19   
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The sensationalized, poorly sourced story by Arnett had set the administration on 

the defensive in trying to explain the non-toxic nature of the gas, in the face of an ongoing 

Northern propaganda narrative. That narrative produced results, restrictions on tear gas 

use and crop eradication missions quickly followed. A 24 March telegram from the State 

Department to the embassy in Saigon suggested stretching out the currently planned 

crop destruction program until the toxic gas story had run its course.20 Ambassador 

Taylor responded that every day of delay would “reduce the effectiveness of the spraying 

since the crop was being harvested then.”  The spray aircraft at Nha Trang were 

supported by Qui Nhon based PSYWAR teams for loudspeaker and leaflet supported, 

Taylor wrote. This preparation was visible and would likely come to the attention of 

correspondents.”21  

FBIS that week reviewed the widespread attacks on the use of gas in Vietnam and 

the tendency towards hyperbole. Moscow referred to it as a violation of the 1925 

agreement to ban the use of “gas warfare,” that “not even Hitler Germany” dared to flout. 

Later the East German paper Deutsche Aussenpolilik wrote, “the West German militarists 

are reemploying former Hitlerite experts in the use of poison and biological gases,” citing 

supposed former Nazi chemists now employed and expected to be sent to South 

Vietnam. Mischaracterization of the tear gas used was prevalent in worldwide press 

reports. Radio Hanoi reportedly used up to one-third of its broadcast time in the days after 
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Arnett’s story on the issue of gas. One claim made by all Communist organs was to imply 

the United States was bound by the 1925 treaty it had not ratified.22  

Claims to the contrary, the U.S. had not supplied or used actual covered chemical 

weapons in Vietnam. The Saigon Embassy post-mortem on the incident concluded that 

“major damage was done by initial AP story which used emotional lead stating U.S. 

experimenting with gas warfare. While our handling after this initial story could have been 

better, fact is we were never able to catch up with impact of worldwide response to initial 

AP lead.” Ambassador Taylor reminded the State Department that Peter Arnett had a 

history of “deliberately negative” stories about U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Arnett had 

failed to even seek a comment from American sources prior to filing a story, “which even 

neophyte journalist would have known, would have worldwide anti-U.S. impact.”23 

In response to White House queries, General Westmoreland answered that the 

first use of “riot control munitions” occurred on 23 December 1964 during an ARVN 

mission to extract American prisoners. The mission used 108 tear gas (CS) grenades. 

Two days later, helicopters dispersed 550 tear gas/adamsite (CN-DM) grenades, 100 CS 

grenades, and 300 lbs. of powdered CS in Tay Ninh Province on an objective that turned 

out to be unoccupied.  The third use, Westmoreland noted, occurred on 28 January 1965 

in Phu Yen Province during a search and destroy mission. A Viet Cong controlled village 

was the target of CS grenades, CN-DM, and bulk CS delivered by helicopter. According 

to Westmoreland, tear gas reached the village with minimal effects and no adverse 

reactions reported. He wrote, “The operation constituting the basis of AP story was 
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conducted March 21 by the [ARVN] 25th Division along the boundary of Hau Nghia and 

Binh Duoung.” The general denied there was any intention of using tear gas in this 

operation. U.S. advisors had convinced Division leadership to forgo it since the troops did 

not have masks or training. However, “certain of the participating units may have had” CS 

or CN grenades.24  

Despite this propaganda set back, the CIA reported that ARVN forces had 

regained the offensive at last. “As for the political situation in Saigon,” the Director of 

Central Intelligence also wrote, “the South Vietnamese government, the military 

leadership, and a substantial part of the informed public have all received a morale boost” 

from recent American air strikes. They welcomed an increased commitment on the part of 

the United States. However, the Air Force was running out of meaningful targets in the 

North. The following week, both enemy casualties and weapons losses exceeded 

ARVN’s for the first time in months. The Viet Cong lost two major engagements and the 

majority of March encounters were initiated by South Vietnamese forces. North 

Vietnamese propaganda in recent weeks had claimed to have shot down six times as 

many planes as were actually lost. A CIA report assessed that “This could indicate a 

growing concern on the part of the regime over the morale of the North Vietnamese 

population.”25 

However, the study also identified regular PAVN forces now operating in the 

northern provinces of South Vietnam. These forces seemed to be avoiding contact in 

preparation for an offensive. Also, Viet Cong units engaged were in larger formations and 
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offered stiffer resistance.26 Ominously, the Front “announced that if the US continued to 

increase the commitment of its forces to South Vietnam, the Front might seek foreign 

assistance in the form of military personnel.” Outgoing CIA Director John McCone 

confirmed that thirty-six Chinese MIG 15 or 17s were already operating out of North 

Vietnam. At least one engagement with American planes took place on 4 April 1965. Fear 

of an expanded Chinese deployment weighed heavily on the president.27 

Coincidently, President Johnson authorized an expansion of USIA activities in 

Vietnam that same day. To fund this expansion the president tasked the USIA to “re-

program funds” and “directed all agencies and departments to provide funds and 

resources as available to the Director of USIA.” The president ordered the deployment 

of 18-20,000 logistics troops, on 9 April, along with two more Marine battalions and an 

air squadron.  However, he ordered minimum publicity of all troop movements to 

downplay the significance of these increases. Despite Zorthian’s professed policy of 

‘maximum candor’, this dissembling in a matter all Vietnam-based reporters could see 

continued to undermine public information credibility. Johnson’s efforts to mask the 

deployments worked for a short time, but they proved a disastrous error in the long 

run.28  

With the onset of the Operation Rolling Thunder air campaign against the North 

that month and the lack of security for aircraft operating out of the South, Westmoreland 

requested additional Marines to guard the airfield at Da Nang. At the same time, Radio 
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Hanoi added a new tool to influence U.S. troop morale, Americans visiting the North. 

Robert Williams recorded a message for later broadcast on Radio Hanoi.29 He had first 

fled North Carolina, due to problems related to Civil Rights activities, and broadcast from 

Cuba on ‘Radio Free Dixie.’ By this point, Williams had moved to China at Mao Tse 

Dong’s invitation. In March, Radio Hanoi broadcast an appeal from Williams, who they 

claimed was a “former Marine officer” who had visited North Vietnam along with other 

Americans. Radio Hanoi replayed a quote from Williams recorded the previous autumn in 

which he told U.S. troops,  

Our enemy is the common enemy, the same man who blows the heads off blue-
black girls in Sunday schools in Birmingham, the same man who blows the heads 
off blue girls in Vietnam in the paddy fields, the same man who rains death and 
destruction on the innocent people here who want freedom, who want to be friends 
to all of humanity.30  
 
With the arrival of Marines, Radio Hanoi asked American troops to recall Williams’ 

words, “at a time when your Negro compatriots are being brutally suppressed by the 

racists in the state of Alabama.”31 Williams appeared in several other broadcasts in 1965. 

This racial wedge theme remained a staple of Northern propaganda throughout the war. 

The North tied the Civil Rights strife ongoing in America to the war, asserting, “the 

American ruling circles have strongly repressed American Negroes and schemed once 

again to launch a new campaign to repress the American communists…the U.S. 

imperialists are the enemy of the American people; the U.S. imperialists are the enemy of 

the world’s people.”32  
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Foreign troops transformed the war at every level in 1965. Chinese arrived in the 

North while North Vietnamese, Australian, Korean and American combat forces landed in 

South Vietnam. By the end of summer, PAVN/PLAF reached an estimated combat 

strength of 221,000 fighters, “including 55 NVA battalions and 105 VC battalions.”33 What 

had been a low-level insurgency had now become a regional war. With the increased 

commitment of U.S. forces, separating the American people from government policy 

became a major Northern psychological objective. To do this, Hanoi amplified antiwar 

activities in the United States in international, domestic and U.S. troop broadcasts. For 

instance, Radio Hanoi praised Nobel Prize winning chemist and peace activist Linus 

Pauling and “420 university professors and 122 renowned personalities” for declaring the 

war lost and urging that the “U.S. administration immediately put an end to this war.” 

Announcers highlighted protests at colleges and universities across the United States.34  

The Committee to Aid the NLF (CANLF) was a good example of this relationship. 

Walter D. Teague founded the CANLF in New York City in April 1965, to “make it easier 

for Americans to turn against the war” and break down fear of North Vietnam.35 However, 

the original overt purpose of the organization was to facilitate sending of medical aid to 

the Front via the NLF mission in Czechoslovakia. Walter D. Teague III, grandson of the 

noted American industrial designer, was a founder and spokesman for the organization 

until its dissolution in 1975.  

The CANLF sold an extensive array of North Vietnamese propaganda through its 

offices on MacDougal Street in New York City. Much of the Hanoi Foreign Language 
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Publishing House catalog, including “AP Bac,” and “Special War, An Outgrowth of Neo-

Colonialism” as well as the Vietnam Courier, were available. The committee advertised 

itself as having “the biggest supply of Vietnamese literature…in the U.S.”36 The 

organization sold individual copies of Vietnam Courier, and listed a one-year subscription 

of forty-eight issues for $5.00. In a February 1967 “Progress Report,” Teague announced 

selling more than eight thousand copies of Vietnam Courier, along with four thousand 

books.37 The CANLF also helped see that college libraries received these products. 

These activities and linkages allowed to North to spread inevitability of defeat 

themes and demoralization using unverifiable but conceivable true themes. In one case, 

Radio Hanoi reported an unsubstantiated case of twelve American noncommissioned 

officers in Rach Gia, 125 miles southwest of Saigon, refusing to take part in combat 

operations. With no names or confirming details, this appears to be an attempt to create 

an ‘emulation’ campaign out of fiction. Supposedly, the soldiers “unanimously demanded 

their repatriation to the United States.” Saying the men had “not blackened the American 

people’s love for freedom, reason, and justice,” Radio Hanoi called on all American troops 

to “refuse to carry out their orders.”  

The real American is brave enough when he strives to defend his own country as 
he did in Washington’s time when he defeated the British oppressors. The real 
American cannot tolerate fighting in the [face?] of aggression against another 
country, to enslave those nations who would like to live on friendly terms with the 
American people.38 
 
Conversely, the PSYWAR campaign against the North was primarily conducted 

through air delivered means- leaflets and radio. The United States officials approved overt 

leaflet drops prior to attacking targets in the North on 9 April 1965. The United States 
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planned to warn inhabitants in the area of potential targets, that “people should evacuate 

all targets” considered military objectives. The first drops of this program began on 14 

April, accompanied by reinforcing radio broadcasts.39 The leaflet drops north of the 17th 

parallel also stressed the themes explaining the purpose of the air strikes as “appropriate 

and necessary response to aggression by DRV against South Vietnam,” and that the 

United States sought “no wider war.” The operation’s goals included increasing 

psychological pressure in the North and driving a wedge between civilians and 

government.40  

Most of the product was ‘gray’ propaganda in that it was produced by the U.S. but 

implied to come from the South Vietnamese Government. Themes included the “Lao 

Dong party is needlessly extending the war,” “destruction in the north will continue as long 

as the North attacks the South,” and “the Ho regime is a puppet of the Chinese.” Later the 

campaign informed people about peace talks to encourage war-wariness. The Fact 

Sheet/Frantic Goat campaign ran through March 1968, after which drops were restricted 

to the southern part of North Vietnam.41 

In June 1965, Washington authorities further delegated to the American 

Ambassador in Saigon and to the Commander in Chief of the Pacific (CINCPAC), in 

charge of the air war, the authority to conduct leaflet drops as part of the total air effort. 

These leaflet operations included two drops per week of about two million leaflets each. 

On 16 July CINCPAC recommended that leaflet operations be conducted on the major 
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North Vietnamese population centers, to include Hanoi and Haiphong. Authorities 

approved this with the proviso that leaflet aircraft could not penetrate a 40-nautical mile 

circle around either city. Leaflet drops for these cities utilized the wind-drift technique, 

calculating a high-altitude release point based on wind speed and direction, along with the 

leaflet descent rate. Until the early part of September 1965 all these leaflet missions were 

executed by F-105 aircraft. This PSYOP onslaught forced the north to carry out an 

extensive counter-propaganda campaign.42  

Just as American deployments began to increase, the Defense Department issued 

a contract to the American University, though the Special Operations Research Office 

(SORO), to produce a PSYOP Study of Vietnam. Laid out in military operations order 

format, it compiled the most recent information of PSYOP relevance gleaned from USIA, 

CIA, Military intelligence, as well as open sources. This study intended to give new 

psyoperators a basic understanding of the country and PSYOP infrastructure available.  A 

second study complied by SORO acted as a companion. It provided a political and 

historical overview of the nation and a breakdown of potential target audiences. The 

annex provided examples of psychologically exploitable situations, giving the background 

for each, how to exploit it and suggested target audience. The annex listed the following 

PSYOP objectives for American PSYOP forces: 

1) Create, build, and maintain confidence in the GVN 

2) Establish a climate of national unity behind the war effort 

3) Expose the true nature of VC objectives and induce disaffection among them.43  
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According to the report, six 1000-watt loudspeakers flown on UH1 helicopters and 

four 250-watt loudspeakers flown by the U.S. Air Force 1st Air Commando Squadron U-

10s were available for support. By June, they expected ninety Tri-Lambrettas equipped 

with loudspeakers, movie projectors and tape recorders to arrive in Vietnam. The systems 

were to be distributed two to each sector. The report stated that in addition to the forty-

four newspapers available in major cities, 182 district level newspapers, published two or 

three times a week on U.S. supplied equipment, existed. These each typically ran 150-

300 copies per issue.44 

By summer, the United States began a rapid buildup of forces. While PSYOP 

teams had rotated into the country for some time, they now began to multiply as well. 

The U.S. Army Broadcasting and Visual Activity Pacific ordered seven officers and 

seventeen enlisted to report to Vietnam for 90-days as the 1st PSYOP Field Support 

Detachment (Provisional) on 22 July 1965. In addition to the U.S. Army and U.S. Air 

Force PSYOP elements arriving to support the expanded mission, the U.S. Navy 

activated Task Force 115 on 30 July 1965, under Rear Admiral N. G. Ward, 

Commander of the Coastal Surveillance Force. While its primary mission was 

conducting Market Time infiltration interdiction patrols by sea, the Task Force also 

performed pacification advisory and PSYWAR missions. The task force mission also 

included PSYOP indoctrination of incoming U.S. personnel. As a result of the remote 

locations the task force elements operated in, the Navy came “in close contact with a 
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large segment of the population not touched by government influence.” PSYOP product 

to support these missions came from the Naval Advisory Group PSYWAR advisor.45  

One of the major projects in Joseph Knotts’ sector that May was moving the 

Vietnamese population from land needed for the Marine base at Chu Lai. This sensitive 

subject had to be handled properly to avoid alienating the families forced to move. Knotts 

stated, “We received prior notification to the landing at Chu Lai and that there was a 

certain area of real estate that they wanted for Marine Corps uses down there.” He acted 

primarily as an advisor to a “totally Vietnamese operation; going in, clearing the area, 

getting the civilian populace out and paying the indemnification.” This was important, 

according to Knotts, in order to maintain government legitimacy.46  

South Vietnamese law provided for mandatory compensation for land requisitions. 

However, this was “not always satisfactory or timely because of the rigid procedures 

involved,” Knotts said. Due to complexities of land ownership, missing owners or 

paperwork, some cases were insolvable. In other cases, such as Phu Cat airbase, 

officials milked the program for personal profit. In that case, “the province chief, 

Lieutenant Colonel Tran Dinh Vong, and the local military property chief, were both 

sentenced to life imprisonment.”47  

The stresses created by the removals and potential corruption opened exploitable 

opportunities for the Front. “According to AP, the U.S. Marines based at Da Nang have 

also planned the grabbing of more than 100 square miles of additional territory west of Da 
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Nang airbase,” Radio Hanoi claimed.48 With the looming deployments, Radio Hanoi urged 

the South Vietnamese “workers, students, schoolchildren, youths, intellectuals, 

businessmen, and industrialists” to unite in opposing “the U.S. land grabbers and their 

henchmen.”49 

The first U.S. Army combat formation sent to Vietnam was the Okinawa-based 

173rd Airborne Brigade. Radio Hanoi carried a story to U.S. troops in Vietnam saying that 

before leaving, eighty soldiers of the brigade “threw stones, pulled down street markers, 

or broke the windowpanes of the inhabitants’ houses to create incidents and give vent to 

their opposition to being sent to Vietnam.” Further, they warned the incoming troops not to 

trust the Vietnamese, asking them to consider why the South Vietnamese “puppet troops” 

do not cooperate in combat.50 Reflecting on the French defeat, they claimed,  

Your authorities are treading the path of the French colonialists by relying on the 
puppet army for waging the special war in South Vietnam. You, servicemen, are 
fighting here for the interests neither of the American people, nor of your family, 
nor of yourselves. You are risking your lives uselessly in a very deadly war. Is it 
worth your sacrifice? Just think it over.51  
 

To further attack American morale, the station highlighted a growing anti-war movement 

“among American youths” that was “sweeping the campuses of universities and colleges 

in the United States.” 52   

In the meantime, an opposite message went out to ARVN soldiers. Radio Hanoi 

pled with them to turn their weapons on the U.S. soldiers. They made the accusation that 

U.S. Marines were sent to “South Vietnam to massacre directly our compatriots.” In light 
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of the use of “chemical weapons such as napalm bombs and poisonous gas to 

barbarously kill children, old people, and women, including your family members,” the 

peaceful Southerners had no choice but to take action.53  

As the military PSYOP effort grew, so too did the civilian aspect. Rowan notified 

the president of the increase of ten USIA personnel in Vietnam and training of forty-two 

Army officers to take over as provincial PSYOP/CA advisers at the district level. USIA had 

worked with the U.S. Defense Department and the GVN to install a 50-kilowatt radio 

station in Hue to broadcast into North Vietnam, as well as transferred three 50-kilowatt 

shortwave transmitters from Liberia to the Philippines to support broadcasts to Vietnam. 

The agency had expanded Voice of America broadcasts to Vietnam to five and a half 

hours daily, recruiting additional Vietnamese broadcast personnel to support this. This 

new radio system offered “competitive coverage of North Viet-Nam unless the 

Communists resort to jamming.” Although he stated a megawatt medium wave station 

was needed to compete with Beijing, such a station could not be operational in less than 

eighteen months.54  

One major problem Rowan noted was negative press stories derailing the mission, 

such as the earlier Arnett story. For instance, according to Rowan, Washington Daily 

News stories were “the products of reporters who go out into the field, gain the confidence 

of our soldiers and then pick up bits of information which they turn into stories that are not 

at all helpful to our over-all mission.” Rowan believed those sorts of reporters were 

susceptible to little American influence, but he urged the president to allow Zorthian and 
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the other USIA officers “be free to make whatever effort they can to inform and given [sic] 

guidance to American newsmen.”55  

A lack of synchronization between words and deeds also hurt the PSYOP 

campaign. Upon the entrance of the American forces in 1965, “troops were to be briefed 

on the importance of saving civilian lives.” This included clearly delineated free-fire zones 

avoiding populated areas, rules of engagement and “joint operations with South 

Vietnamese troops…to avoid the appearance that U.S. forces were at war with all 

Vietnamese.”56 However, troops did not always implement these restrictions. Rowdy 

behavior by the incoming Americans proved a lucrative propaganda target. For instance, 

a “bloody brawl involving only the leathernecks,” evolved into a street fight involving about 

fifty Americans. It was “touched off by a fight between a white marine and a Negro 

marine,” according to Radio Hanoi.57 Later they equated this incident with unruly French 

colonial troops, who “gathered for depraved activities and often engaged in bloody brawls, 

too.” Coupled with reports of the U.S. Marines conducting “a scorched-earth operation in 

the rural areas south of Hue city,” Radio Hanoi attempted to deepen the wedge between 

U.S. and ARVN troops, between Southern civilians and U.S. troops, and among U.S. 

troops themselves, noting “they indulge in racial discrimination and look down on their 

Negro fellows.” To U.S. troops the station asked,  

Why did your mates, the U.S. Marines, use a strong hand to burn these peaceful 
South Vietnamese villages to ashes? What do you think about such things being 
done on orders of your government, in the name of your country with its tradition of 
freedom and justice, in a country half the globe away from yours, against a people 
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who harbor no hatred towards the American people, who include your loved 
ones?58  
 

This was a classic example of creating cognitive dissonance in a target audience. There 

is no record of the events described, but the charges still opened nagging questions. 

Along with the deployment of U.S. and Republic of Korean combat troops, 800 

Australian combat troops arrived that summer. Operating first in the Bien Hoa area, the 

Australians later assumed responsibility for Phuoc Tuy Province and fielded the 1st Psy 

Ops Company.  Radio Hanoi attacked the Australian deployment announcement in strong 

terms. They accused the Australians of “conniving” with the United States in “the 

aggressive war in South Vietnam,” against the “sovereignty and independence” of the 

nation.59 In early June, the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (RAR), which 

included 161 Battery, New Zealand Artillery, joined the 173rd Airborne Brigade as a third 

maneuver element, This was welcome news. Years of fighting in Malaya had taught the 

Australians “the importance of jungle warfare tactics.” However, one battalion member 

was critical of the 173rd Airborne, observing, “Our patrols do not fire off ammo or shoot up 

flares like the Yanks-they listen and move quietly.”60 

In May 1965, Major General Nguyen Ngoc Le returned from POLWAR study in 

Taipei and recommended establishing a Special Commissariat for PSYWAR. The next 

month, RVNAF began to reorganize with “psywar, troop morale, civic affairs and social 
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services.”61 To support this, MACV created the Political Warfare Advisory Directorate, “to 

advise and support the General Political Warfare Department (GPWD) of the RVNAF.”62  

The following week, President Johnson approved the formation of a Joint U.S. 

Public Affairs Office (JUSPAO) to oversee and coordinate all American psychological and 

information activities in Vietnam, as well as manage the development of the South 

Vietnamese governments programs.  Zorthian and JUSPAO assumed responsibility for 

approximately fifty-million leaflets per month targeting North Vietnam, 500-million leaflets 

per month targeted against the enemy in South Vietnam and nearly fifty-million towards 

friendly targets in the South. Through USIS, four cultural centers and a book translation 

program were included, as well as field support to the VIS.63 

Upon the formation of JUSPAO, the first tasks Zorthian set for the organization 

were to develop a country wide PSYOP plan with an effective monitoring system to 

ensure proper implementation. JUSPAO issued this in December. Zorthian also sought to 

create a handbook for psyoperators, identify “charismatic symbols and of slogans capable 

of serving as an alternative to the ideological vacuum,” and suggest programs capable of 

inspiring the people of Vietnam. Among the publications JUSPAO prepared were 200,000 

copies each of a weekly troop newspaper and monthly troop pictorial magazine, and 

20,000 copies of a monthly magazine for officers. The JUSPAO Pictorial Center 

distributed commercial entertainment films and newsreels, ARVN training films and 

Vietnamese-dubbed U.S. training films. The PSYWAR Department also “produced the 

‘Voice of the Army’ program for broadcasting over ARVN radio.” In addition, Regional 
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Forces had PSYWAR/CA teams in each province to conduct operations. JUSPAO 

requested fifty-seven PSYOP trained advisors to support the expansion of the RVNAF 

political warfare structure and activities.64  

Almost immediately after being formed, JUSPAO began issuing guidelines for 

conducting PSYOP in Vietnam. In a decentralized operation such as this, these were 

essential to ensure message discipline and training for new PSYOP soldiers. These 

directives bound all U.S. military and civilian PSYOP, but not RVNAF. One titled 

Exploitation of VC Vulnerabilities discussed the negative effect the increasing intensity of 

United States attacks was having on Viet Cong morale, based on prisoner interviews. 

“Many complained of being exhausted and discouraged by the frequent moves, the 

disruptions of their rest and cooking and by the constant fear of being detected and 

attacked.” The interviewees indicated their casualty rate had increased recently. The 

tremendous psychological effect of B-52 bombing was “widespread and not confined only 

to the areas which have experienced them.”65 The aircraft had a devastating effect on 

morale, with Front cadre noting, “that in recent months the soldiers speak more often of 

dying in the next battle, of never seeing their families again or benefiting from a victory.”66  

By the end of summer it seemed the tide had shifted, if only slightly. Through 

August, 23,115 Viet Cong had rallied. Defectors were offered food, shelter and an easier 

life. After up to sixty days in a Chieu Hoi camp, they were resettled. On occasion people 

would be counted twice, or ‘defect’ several times. In addition, some agencies inflated their 

numbers to look better. Even still, by 1965, the numbers defecting were straining the 
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ability of the Chieu Hoi centers to handle. With increased combat in 1965, peasants 

began to see the PLAF as bomb magnets, often blaming their presence for attracting air 

strikes. Additionally, the large numbers of Northern cadre present in the South caused 

cultural clashes within the Front. The newcomers spoke a different dialect and “did not 

understand local customs,” which antagonized the Southerners. Under pressure to fill 

units that year, the Viet Cong abandoned a program of having units serve in home areas, 

further contributing to increased Chieu Hoi rates.67  

A study of insurgent motivations and morale found cognitive dissonance infecting 

regroupees as they came face-to-face with realities incongruous with the Northern 

propaganda they had been fed. Northerners in particular “found they were not universally 

welcomed as liberators in the South and that they were fighting other Vietnamese,” 

contrary to what they had been told. Those who surrendered and rallied were particularly 

impressed with the military superiority of ARVN and U.S. Forces. Constant Front 

propaganda recounting Viet Cong victories with no casualties disillusioned them further. 

They knew the reality was different. Regroupees also found the liberated zone much 

smaller than they had been led to expect, as well as better than expected living conditions 

among the Southerners. For instance, one regroupee who rallied in March 1965 stated 

that after a visit to Ban Me Thuot on a propaganda mission, he saw “that the living 

conditions of the people were not that bad, [and] I realized that the party had lied to us.”68  

People rallied for a host of personal and professional reasons, not all to do with 

rejecting the NLF aims. One campaign specifically targeted mid-level cadre with access to 
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radios. Messages stressed “obstacles to advancement in the Viet Cong based on merit,” 

as well as loss of popular support for the movement. Some left the Front over failed 

promises of family support. One discouraged member stated he was hurt most because 

Viet Cong “cadres did nothing to keep their promise that they would take care of my 

family. During my absence, they didn’t give even one grain of rice to my family.”69  

Surprisingly, Front cadre counterpropaganda was another source of information for 

ralliers. A Viet Cong propaganda specialist learned about the harsh conditions in the 

North, especially the food rationing, by talking to returned regroupees. He stated that 

rather than the ‘fair’ system the Northerners tried to portray, “this system is only designed 

to oppress the lives of the people and to impoverish them.”  He said he “understood very 

well the VC method of indoctrinating the people.” As a result, support for the Front 

attenuated. However, this did not automatically translate into support for the 

government.70  

Incessant Front and North Vietnamese propaganda proclaiming imminent victory 

set fighters on an emotional roller coaster as the contemplation of protracted war settled 

in. They faced aggressive American troops who fought, “even in a tight situation, usually 

inflicting considerable losses,” which further harmed spirits.71 Front propaganda 

persistently portrayed Americans forces as “brutal, sadistic killers who are indifferent to 

Vietnamese lives” to Southern listeners. Captured Viet Cong, to the contrary, found U.S. 

troops treated “captives well and that they generally behave well towards the population.” 

To counter this, the Viet Cong routinely mutilated and killed American captives. JUSPAO 

assessed this as an attempt to brutalize the war, spur U.S. troops to respond in kind, and 
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to “provoke the U.S. forces into behaving in a manner which would give substance to VC 

propaganda claims so as to deter defection of VC soldiers to Americans and 

fraternization of Vietnamese civilians with them.”72  

Viet Cong most frequently cited leaflets and aerial broadcasts as the media 

through which they became aware of the Chieu Hoi program. However, they still had 

problems understanding the loudspeakers. Some also indicated the importance of radio 

and appeals from family members to their decision to rally. That last method had the 

greatest credibility and became an intermediate target audience for future Chieu Hoi 

campaigns. However, despite the increase in ralliers in 1965, the influx of Northern forces 

outpaced it, leaving a stalemate on the battlefield.73  

Front social control was important in preventing desertion. The three-man cell was 

vital to this power, along with close supervision by cadres and political officers. Positive 

psychological support from cell members and higher cadres reinforced these negative 

approaches, inhibiting rallying. As for morale in the North, the long war and the 

mobilization of the economy necessary to support it opened exploitable opportunities for 

propaganda. An increasing percentage of the Northern rural population departed for 

military service in the South. The diversion of productive capacity devastated the DRV 

economy and the nation avoided mass starvation only with generous rice shipments from 

China.74  

In the summer of 1965, North Vietnam began a propaganda program to “mobilize 

manpower and resources” under the theme “Motivating the peasants” to “stir up 

resentment in people” against “landlords, the Americans, or the GVN.” Hatred helped to 

                                                 
72

 JUSPAO, Exploitation of VC Vulnerabilities, 5. 
73

 Carrier, Viet Cong Motivation and Morale, xiii, 22. 
74

 Ibid., 50; Duiker, Ho Chi Minh, 553. 



290 

unleash an emotional reaction less susceptible to reason, and thus to the American 

PSYOP program. For instance, in My Tho district a cadre described indoctrination 

sessions in which “we were told to write denunciations against the imperialists and the 

feudalists...we had to remember all our ancestors’ sufferings and make them known to 

other participants.”75 Effective PSYOP had to overcome these barriers. 

With the advent of the political warfare structure in the RVNAF, the training center 

was redesignated as the Political Warfare School, under the indoctrination directorate of 

the General Political Warfare Directorate (GPWD). The school had “increased its resident 

student capacity from 80 to 150 when it was moved to Camp Le Van Duyet in Saigon in 

October 1964.” During the coming year, the school graduated about 430 personnel as 

well as conducted shorter courses for enlisted and one POLWAR instructors class. 

Political Warfare cadets were sent to the Infantry School to receive basic training, and 

then began their POLWAR training. The school assumed the mission of providing a two-

year college level course to train professional POLWAR officers after it moved to Dalat 

the next year.76 

Organized along Nationalist Chinese lines, the GPWD consisted of the POLWAR, 

Political Indoctrination, Military Security, Social Welfare and Commissary departments, 

and directorates for Roman Catholics, Buddhists, and Protestants. It eventually controlled 

five POLWAR battalions, one for the Joint General Staff and one for each corps area. 

POLWAR staff members were incorporated into all levels of command. However, not until 

the nation regained a measure of stability in 1965 did the regime revive indoctrination in 

the RVNAF. This began with the Popular Forces under the title “morale rearmament 
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program,” since their morale suffered the most during the 1963-1964 period. The program 

“sought to impart anti-communist ideology on PF troopers, teaching them the art and 

techniques of winning popular support and appealing for the enemy to rally.”77 

The PSYWAR Directorate of the GPWD also administered the RVNAF Civic Action 

Program. The program included sections for information and education, entertainment, 

gifts, repair and construction, and indemnification for damages and losses due to combat 

operations. Although the incoming U.S. forces immediately began conducting Civic 

Action, South Vietnamese soldiers carried out most of these early missions. For instance, 

with U.S. Navy help, the Vietnamese Navy converted a Landing Ship-Medium to use as a 

mobile hospital with helicopter pad. The ships crew treated thousands of civilians, and a 

“psywar team was often on board and gave cultural shows and other types of 

entertainment. Soap, food and clothing were also distributed.”78  

That summer, Thu Huong discussed Anna Louise Strong, then heading the 

delegation to the Second Conference of the International Trade Unions Committee for 

Solidarity with the Workers and People of Vietnam Against U.S. Imperialist Aggressors.  

Huong told American troops that the “80-year old American grandmother” was an 

“untiring peace fighter.” Thu Huong said the renowned writer, “voiced the sympathy and 

support of progressive Americans for the Vietnamese people’s struggle against foreign 

invasion.” In the interview broadcast to American troops, Strong denied Americans were 

“naturally imperialistic.”  

No American likes to believe that his country is imperialist. Yet in these years I 
have seen my country change from an anti-imperialist nation to the strongest 
imperialism on earth. In our land, which we love as other people love their native 
lands, lives a savage beast that threatens the human race.  
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She further accused President Johnson of using “U.S. jets and pilots for massive 

bombings, adding poison gas and the fire storm to the murder weapons.”79  

A further technique to attack morale among the arriving troops was to highlight 

soldiers who refused to serve. One example was a Hanoi report on an AP story 

describing how Lieutenant Richard B. Steinke of Wisconsin “refused to take command of 

a South Vietnam puppet Ranger unit as ordered by his superior.” The 1962 West Point 

graduate “declared that he did not agree with the U.S. policy in Vietnam” and that it was 

“not worth an American life.” According to Radio Hanoi, he was later investigated, but “the 

hearing was later adjourned because the tribunal could not produce enough charges 

against him.” This was meant to insinuate to listening American soldiers that refusal 

would not draw a heavy penalty. In fact, he was convicted and sentenced to dismissal 

and forfeiture of pay and allowances.80 

Liberation Radio began broadcasting ninety minutes per day in February 1962. 

The station used mobile transmitters, but its main facilities were in Tay Ninh and Kien Hoa 

provinces. Reportedly, “the antenna cable was buried underground and water to avoid 

aerial detection.”81 By late 1964, programming ran 5½ hours daily. The GVN jammed the 

signal in Saigon, but “a survey revealed that up to 60 percent of Liberation Broadcasts 

were still available there.”82 The Front used radio to disseminate party doctrine, news, 

commentaries and entertainment. One goal of NLF broadcasting was to “link mass media 
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channels to interpersonal [face-to-face] ones.”83 The Front instructed village and cadre 

propagandists “to listen to broadcasts and follow up further dissemination of themes.” 

One captured document ordered cadre to guide “people to listen to our broadcasts to be 

aware of current events and the general policy lines of the party.” Listeners could then act 

as message disseminators. The Front posted propaganda agents at places such as 

barbers, tailors, bicycle repair and coffee shops to encourage “broadcast listeners to [act 

upon the] propaganda.”84 However, the Front also used Radio Liberation as a means of 

sending operational messages to distant or underground groups. 

Broadcasting in South Vietnam was a non-commercial government monopoly 

under the GVN Ministry of Information. Prior to 1965, the government of Vietnam placed 

an emphasis on local and provincial broadcasting. However, as centralization continued 

after Diem, more content originated in Saigon. The British Broadcasting Corporation, 

South Vietnamese radio, television, Voice of Freedom, U.S. Armed Forces Vietnam 

Network, Radio Liberation and Hanoi, and various covert stations were the primary 

competitors for radio listenership.85  

While these other forms of communication developed, combat operations 

intensified over the summer. The 173rd Airborne and the Australian 1st Royal Australian 

Regiment (RAR) conducted operations in Phouc Thuy Province, attacking a suspected 

Viet Cong supply route into the heart of III CTZ.86  The operation began on 28 July, 

supported by a PSYOP team. According to Captain Icenhower, the Brigade S-5, “We flew 

four loudspeaker missions in helicopters broadcasting to the individuals in the villages” on 
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a self-protection theme, requesting that listeners help “us so that we can find the VC and 

not harm the villagers.” The team also flew five leaflet missions distributing 15,000 

“terror,” 40,000 “surrender,” “show of force,” 30,000 “protect yourself,” and 2,000 

“friendship” leaflets. The friendship leaflets were part of an ongoing series to convince 

readers that the Viet Cong was being defeated. Icenhower said, “We are also helping the 

civilian population to rehabilitate their town and put it back into good working order again.” 

Additionally, thousands of pounds of grain were distributed, along with 3,000 gallons of 

cooking oil. One tactic used was to distribute 20,000 candy packs wrapped with leaflets to 

children. This technique used the kids as a distribution channel to remote families, 

informing them of civic action locations. Captain Icenhower stated that in the Ben Cat 

area, people were starved for information because the Viet Cong had cut them off for so 

long. He noted they particularly enjoyed the 850 magazines distributed.87 

Lieutenant Colonel George Dexter, Commander of 2nd Battalion, 173rd Airborne, 

discussed unit operations in Phouc Tuy Province that July. This was among the first major 

American combat operations of the war. The unit found civilians dominated by, and given 

little choice but to cooperate with, the Viet Cong. The Americans had entered the area, 

hurt the enemy, conducted Civic Action, but Dexter had no doubt that “as soon as we 

walked out, the VC moved back in and continued to dominate them.” Dexter asked the 

assembled brigade leadership, “Why do we run an operation when we don’t have a 

government to move in behind us?” Without security, everything else was a band aid.88  
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General Williamson, Commander of the 173rd Airborne Brigade, added a word of 

caution in his operational summary.  

We do not burn villages. That is a terminology I would like never to hear again. We 
destroy some VC camps that we find out in the jungles. We do not burn villages. 
Psychologically that’s a very poor term, and as far as we’re concerned it runs 
counter to what we are trying to do with the local people. If it’s an established 
village, we leave it to the RVN to make the decision whether it is to be maintained 
or destroyed. We destroy VC camps, we do not burn villages.89  

 
Precise descriptions and naming were important in a political war such as Vietnam.90  

Shortly after the Phouc Tuy mission, the 173rd Airborne deployed to Pleiku due to 

increasing Viet Cong pressure on the Special Forces CIDG Camp at Duc Co, five 

kilometers from the Cambodian border.91 Peter Arnett reported on Americans casualties 

in the 8 August operation. According to Radio Hanoi, he described the “bewilderment and 

weariness of the American troops at Duc Co.”92 On the other hand, the 5th Special Forces 

quarterly report noted a successful counterinsurgency effort to break the siege at Camp 

Duc Co in August. Units there “conducted an extensive program consisting of civic action, 

[PSYOP], intelligence, and military operations.” The results included resettling 2,300 

civilians from Front to RVN controlled areas “and 139 VC surrendering through the Chieu 

Hoi appeal.”93 The 173rd Airborne assisted by visiting fifty villages and treating over 5,000 

patients.  In addition to the friendship and good will engendered, the operation produced 

“concrete results when a befriended Montagnard” led the unit “to a large arms cache of 
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carbines, shotguns and ammunition.” The brigade commander noted “Civic Action is just 

plain good business for the military.”94  

In a series of increasingly sensational claims that fall, Radio Hanoi accused the 

United States of sending a “Bacteriological warfare unit” to South Vietnam. The unit, the 

406th Medical General Laboratory, was actually the blood bank/preventative medicine 

unit coming from Japan to help with disease prevention among U.S. troops as well as to 

oversee the increasing need for blood.95  

According to a New China News Agency (NCNA) report presented on Radio 

Hanoi, Japanese magazines “revealed that the Americans have a bacteriological warfare 

unit in Kanagawa Prefecture in the vicinity of Tokyo” that sent a detachment to South 

Vietnam. Over the next few weeks, Northern propaganda morphed the “406th Medical 

Experimental Unit of the U.S. Army Medical Corps,” into a biological warfare research 

institute. According to NCNA, the unit conducted “research on germs, biology, and 

chemical poisons.” The report added, “The Americans recently spoke brazenly of the 

possibility of using bacteriological weapons.”96 They insinuated that America planned to 

carry out biological warfare in Vietnam. The unit became the “406 bacteriological and 

chemical warfare team,” in later broadcasts, proving “that U.S. planned to use Vietnam as 

a testing ground for bacteriological war.”97  

By 10 September, the station referred to the unit as the “406th Bacteriological and 

Chemical Warfare Task Force,” in a domestic report.98 Later reports twisted the meaning 

                                                 
94

 Headquarters, 173
rd
 Airborne Bde. (SEP), “Commander’s Combat Note Number 78,” 2, 3. 

95
 FBIS, 25 August 1965, JJJ11, Radio Hanoi to RVN, “Bacteriological Warfare Unit Sent to South.” 

96
 FBIS, 25 August 1965, JJJ11, Radio Hanoi to RVN, “Bacteriological Warfare Unit Sent to South.” 

97
 FBIS, 9 September 1965, JJJ3, Radio Hanoi Int. in Eng., “In a story about U.S. use of Poison Gas.” 

98
 FBIS, 10 September 1965, JJJ3, Radio Hanoi Domestic, “Dispatch of Chemical Warfare Team 

Protested.” 



297 

of AP reports to make official statements sound sinister. Radio Hanoi stated that at a 

press conference on the use of “toxic gas in South Vietnam, the U.S. military spokesman 

in Saigon stated overtly that Westmoreland, U.S. Armed Forces commander in South 

Vietnam, had the right to order the U.S. troops to use toxic gas to massacre our 

compatriots.” Contrary to the facts, Radio Hanoi claimed that Westmoreland admitted to 

using toxic poisons, and the station demanded that U.S. troops “withdraw from South 

Vietnam the mobile institute belonging to the U.S. bacteriological and chemical warfare 

task force, which takes the pseudonym of unit 406.”99  

The next installment of this propaganda campaign came at the end of September. 

Radio Hanoi claimed that “the mobile research institute affiliated with the U.S. 

bacteriological and chemical warfare corps” came to Saigon in order “to intensify the use 

of poisonous chemicals as a war weapon in South Vietnam.” The announcer said U.S. 

troops in the South Vietnam were “equipped with cans of toxic gas, which are considered 

to be part of their ordinary equipment for carrying out raids.” The Northern propaganda 

system continued using the toxic chemical theme throughout the year in all media organs. 

They relied heavily on reinforcement from Americans, Front groups and friendly 

communist news agencies in spreading this story.100 

As the U.S. 1st Cavalry Division arrived in September, Radio Hanoi began an 

attack on American psychological operations, labeling them “specialists in committing 

unrighteous acts.” The station warned cadre of the importance U.S. PSYOP personnel 

placed on “psychological warfare designed to deceive public opinion in the world and the 

United States and to promote their bellicose and aggressive policy.” PSYOP was a key 
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tool in the American strategy, according to the announcer. The station read an extensive 

Nhan Dan analysis of the American PSYOP effort in mid-September. This 

counterpropaganda study was meant to indoctrinate and inoculate cadre. The author 

warned readers that the cunning “psychological warfare tricks of the U.S. aggressors” 

included “propaganda by means of broadcasting systems, dropping tons of leaflets and 

‘psywar boxes’ containing children’s clothes and toys to tempt them, ordering spies to 

stealthily launch false rumors to cause confusion, using aircraft and warships to carry out 

indiscriminate strafings and shellings, and launching flares to create tension and arouse 

fear.” This litany captured most of the programs then in use. Nhan Dan listed the 

American psychological objectives as: 

1. Increase fear of and respect for the United States 

2. Increase desire for peace among Northern civilians 

3. Increase dissension among civilians, the DRV and the PAVN. 

4. Isolate the DRV internationally, especially from China.  

5. To change white into black and blur the line between the just cause and the 

unjust one and between the warmongers and aggressors.101  

Except for the last item, this was actually a more precise listing of objectives than the 

Americans had published for their own people. 

To implement the U.S. program, Nhan Dan wrote, American PSYWAR used 

techniques such as “distorting and sensationalizing the truth to attract attention” and 

creating “vain illusions to tempt and arouse personal desires.” To fight this, cadre needed 

to “imbue everybody with a vigorous hatred of the U.S. aggressors.” Only those in who, 
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“the flame of hatred has not been kindled in his heart,” would be affected by the PSYOP. 

Emotions trump facts. Cadre had to “pay constant attention to propaganda among the 

people and permanently explain to them the party and government policy and lines and 

disclose the enemy plots and methods,” to prevent the messages from taking hold. This 

task was more important than “combat and training.”102  

That same month, Hoc Tap (Studies), the North Vietnamese ideological organ, 

published an article titled “Against the U.S. Psychological Warfare.” According to the 

author, “Thousands of old foxy politicians of the U.S. giant ‘PSYWAR’ complex in 

Washington,” racked “their brains to find a way to ‘undermine the morale’ of the 

Vietnamese people.” These people sought, “to bribe, deceive, divide and intimidate our 

people, and to sow fear and confusion among our people in hopes of weakening our 

people’s determination to fight the U.S. for national salvation.” Reflecting on internal DRV 

politics, Hoc Tap also attacked Ho Chi Minh supporters. The article argued that the U.S. 

sought to use PSYWAR to increase “the rightist and opportunistic tendency.” Weak 

people become confused and are “easily conquered by the ‘peace’ theory, ‘weapons’ 

theory and other ‘psywar activities of the U.S. imperialists,” according to the Hoc Tap 

writer.103  

The weakness of the North’s PSYOP effort was that Southern villagers exposed to 

Viet Cong control and policies grew disappointed with them. Repeated studies 

demonstrated this fact. At the same time, intensified GVN/US operations resulted in a 

belief the Viet Cong would lose and made them appear to “many villagers in the role of 
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ruthless exploiters of the population and as a constant source of danger.”104 The Dinh 

Tuong Province Viet Cong Military Affairs Committee concurred, saying that “These 

psychological warfare [Chieu Hoi] activities of the enemy have affected the morale of the 

people and of our armed forces (especially the guerrillas).105 One Front message to 

propaganda cadre suggested increasing “control over the thoughts of the unit members,” 

through the three-man cells and requiring fighters to report on family contacts.106 A Rand 

Corporation study of Viet Cong morale determined several potentially useful themes for 

the Allies to stress in the coming months. Themes like “the Viet Cong have been foiled in 

their objectives, that their timetable has been disrupted, and that their forces and political 

position have been weakened by their efforts to expand the struggle,” now came to the 

fore.107 

Similar morale problems arose among the PAVN soldiers, who saw no way out of 

their predicament. Northerners did not think the Chieu Hoi program applied to them. 

These soldiers also believed defection “would preclude them from ever returning to their 

families and that it could result in reprisals against their families.” At least 26,000 had 

infiltrated through 1965, nearly all were ethnic North Vietnamese.  This offered two 

psychological avenues for the U.S. to exploit: encourage surrender or increase inter-

group suspicions with the Viet Cong.108  

Liberation Forces executed two Americans, Master Sergeant Roraback and 

Captain Humbert Versace, on 26 September 1965. The next day, Radio Hanoi reported 

that “the NFLSV has always implemented its policy of leniency toward the aggressors,” 
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but as a warning to the United States, the Front was determined to “punish the U.S. 

aggressors and their lackeys for having massacred our compatriots indiscriminately.” The 

Front used the execution of three Viet Cong in Da Nang on 22 September to justify this 

action.109  

NLF propaganda had to thread a narrow needle to market its message. Marxist 

ideology did not sell well among the bourgeois-oriented, largely undereducated rural 

Vietnamese. A JUSPAO study of Front propaganda revealed they depended on ‘us 

versus them’ and ‘bandwagon’ techniques to arouse the population. Bandwagon themes 

insinuated that the NLF represented the future, so people should jump on board. Agit-

prop cadre narrowly focused each target audience on specific grievances to harness the 

social unrest and ongoing social change as the entire region struggled to find its place in 

the technologically modern world. Using a “loud, harsh, hortatory style of writing,” 

propagandists dogmatically vilified the United States and South Vietnamese 

governments. To these villagers, the Front blamed “all ‘your’ troubles, [on] the U.S.-

Saigon clique.” By 1965, the Marxist line began to emerge slightly in messaging.110 

Newsweek in October carried a story about Barry Zorthian and the American 

PSYOP effort. The story noted the use of Air Commando loudspeaker broadcasts over 

remote jungles. “To their astonishment,” the story said those below heard “the eerie 

squeal of Buddhist funeral music followed by the thunderously amplified voice of a little 

Vietnamese girl pleading: ‘Daddy! Daddy! Come home with me. Come home with 

Mamma. Daddy! Daddy!’” The author identified one man who turned himself in a few days 

later, holding a leaflet. Newsweek also referenced the supposedly “black” program to 
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drop gift kits in the North. American planes flew above the seventeenth parallel on 10 

September, dropping “thousands of plastic bags each containing a piece of perfumed 

soap, pencils and three plastic toys along with the message: ‘Happy child’s festival from 

the children of South Vietnam to the children of North Vietnam,’” Newsweek revealed. 

Perhaps the SOG program did need to be surfaced. Radio Hanoi reportedly ordered the 

gifts destroyed. This was, “in the view of Saigon’s PSYWAR men, a sign of the project’s 

success.”111  

The fall saw a great increase in available PSYOP support. The I Corps PSYOP 

Committee formed its Joint PSYWAR/Civic Action Center at the South Vietnamese Army 

3rd PSYWAR Battalion Headquarters. Composed of ARVN, U.S. Marine and Army 

officers, and receiving input from JUSPAO, the embassy and Vietnamese Information 

Service, this was a PSYWAR fusion cell to coordinate all PSYWAR/Civic Action projects 

in First Corps. The arrival of more and more American forces greatly expanded PSYOP 

capabilities. Most recently, the 24th PSYOP detachment formed at Fort Bragg, NC and 

shipped to Vietnam with thirty troops in September. The detachment’s mobile printing 

facilities “reduced the response time for large quantity production of leaflets from three 

weeks to only 36 hours,” as well as improved their quality. The 25th PSYOP Detachment 

also arrived in September, initially based in Nha Trang, between Saigon and Da Nang.112 

 The U.S. Air Force activated the 5th Air Commando Squadron at Nha Trang as 

well, to support the burgeoning PSYOP requirements. This action provided a squadron 

specifically to conduct psychological operations with aircraft strategically located 
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throughout Vietnam by the end of the year. The unit’s U-10 aircraft mounted new Ling-

Tempco-Vaught university loudspeaker systems, and the squadron’s five C-47s each had 

Altec loudspeaker systems. The new speakers improved message understandability. 

These aircraft greatly augmented the “handful of Vietnamese light planes” that had been 

the mainstay for leaflet and loudspeaker operations up to that point in the war.113  

Allied operations in the fall focused on securing base areas for incoming troops. 

These operations depended on PSYOP to mitigate the implications of moving large 

numbers of civilians. To support this, the U.S.1st PSYOP Detachment, assigned to the 

PSYWAR/CA Advisory Team 1, published a leaflet product catalog on 18 October 1965 

for I Corps personnel, including the Province S5s and Marine Corps III MAF. The 1st 

PSYOP Detachment also provided support to the incoming First Cavalry Division as it 

conducted Operation Happy Valley, twelve miles northwest of the division’s An Khe base 

camp. Elements of the 2nd Viet Cong Regiment and the 95th PAVN Regiment had 

occupied the Vinh Thanh Valley, forcing refugees out of the valley, on to the coastal plain. 

This search and clear operation was followed by pacification of the Viet Cong controlled 

area. An air assault into the valley preceded saturation patrols and the seizing of Viet 

Cong rice caches. This was a joint/combined operation including U.S. and South 

Vietnamese Special Forces, the U.S. 101st Airborne and 1st Cavalry Divisions and the 

ARVN 22nd Division.114   

PSYOP elements used loudspeaker helicopters “to encourage the people to 
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return to their villages, explain curfew and disseminate items of interest.” Accompanying 

Civil Affairs teams, they conducted leaflet distribution and “medical treatment, 

distribution of CARE clothing and repair of buildings and roads in the hamlets.” Leaflets 

used in the operation also urged civilians to remain in “the vicinity of homes, not to 

move on roads, and to observe the district curfew so that they would not be mistaken for 

VC and fired upon.” The measure of success of these operations, according to the 

report was the increased flow of intelligence and volunteer informants pointing out local 

Viet Cong members. Additionally, two-thirds of the valley’s 10,000 inhabitants had 

returned by the end of the operation. In the meantime, Civilian Irregular Defense Group 

(CIDG) forces were recruited, equipped and trained at Binh Khe to move into the valley 

to secure it.115  

Displaced refugees were not happy, but had no desire to return to Front control 

where conditions were worse. This discontent exposed grievances for PSYOP 

exploitation. Quoting a Viet Cong cadre in a Rand Corporation study of Viet Cong 

motivations, “those who left to go to GVN areas met GVN cadres who educated and 

explained to them what the opportunities of life in both areas were. The villagers could 

see for themselves that life in GVN areas bring them freedom and comfort and so, they 

passed the word on to others.” Whoever controlled the population had an advantage in 

the information war.116 

Although Happy Valley was labeled a “complete success,” the author warned that 

more cooperation from villagers would have been forthcoming, “if tighter steps had been 
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taken initially to preclude unnecessary property damage and person injury.” The division 

subsequently allotted considerably more time to PSYOP and civic action programs 

because leadership understood that it “shortened the time for domination” of an area. 

After the clearance and eventual pacification, the Luc Luong Dac Biet (LLDB) South 

Vietnamese Special Forces and CIDG took responsibility. A major factor in the 

operation’s success was the Special Forces focus on increasing the number of PSYOP 

trained soldiers. With a small U.S. military PSYOP contingent, the solution was to train 

locals. This was a potentially more effective method because of their intimate cultural 

understanding.117  

By December, United States Special Forces were advising a force of 60,000 CIDG 

Forces, often in conjunction with the LLDB, in an attempt to secure the Highlands. 

Originally conceived by the CIA as a local defense force, the Special Forces had 

expanded the CIDG into a mobile strike force. The arrival of large numbers of American 

troops enabled shifting these camps to more remote areas. With the expansion of Special 

Forces activities, the number of personnel involved in PSYOP increased as well. One 

novel use for these forces was to indoctrinate incoming U.S. forces in Vietnamese 

traditions and customs.118   

In Operation Clean House that month, the First Cavalry Division’s Third Brigade 

received support from two PSYWAR teams of the ARVN 22nd Division. Throughout the 

region, the 1st Cavalry Division conducted Civic Action projects such as school, clinic and 

refugee camp building and medical treatment programs “designed to win acceptance of 
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US personnel and support for the GVN from Vietnamese citizens.”119 In the preceding 

three months, the division reported dissemination of 847,200 leaflets. The Division 

commander, Major General Harry O. Kinnard, lauded the “close coordination with 

JUSPAO and the Vietnamese Information Service” saying it provided “great assistance in 

the division’s psychological warfare effort.”120  

Outside the 1st Cavalry Division base at An Khe, an American 3-man HE team 

assigned to the G-5 Section sponsored movie showings in the area. The Division PSYOP 

plan included leaflets designed to induce Viet Cong defection and warn them “not to fire 

on helicopters,” as well as to explain the U.S. presence in Vietnam in support of the 

Republic and to “appeal to Vietnamese citizens to furnish information on VC activities.” 

American forces captured, evacuated, and delivered to Binh Khe district headquarters 

2,800 pounds of rice during the operation.121 The 1st Cavalry Division, in an indication of 

the priority placed on PSYOP, included a PSYOP annex in all of its operation orders.  

General Kinnard and his Assistant Division Commanders endorsed this concept. Despite 

these successes, the JUSPAO representative complained of “a serious, sometimes 

stultifying, lack of equipment such as loudspeakers, microphones and tape recorders 

within the Division.”122  

 Increased combat and psychological operations over the summer had blunted 

Northern plans, but this was hardly sufficient. The U.S. PSYOP doctrine, developed in 

peacetime, was found lacking in specifics for counterinsurgency warfare. Additionally, 
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equipment shortages and breakdowns plagued the Americans. Perhaps most glaringly, 

the units lacked cultural knowledge and had minimal PSYOP training. U.S. forces could 

surmount these obstacles, but in the face of ongoing combat, time was not a friend. While 

they overcame some of these problems in the fall and winter, the U.S. forces expanded 

their target audiences. Likewise, the North built tighter relationships with antiwar 

movement leaders. Increasingly, degrading support for the war became a prime 

psychological objective. 
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CHAPTER 9 

REFINED AND EXPANDED TARGETING, FALL, 1965 

By the autumn of 1965, both sides had augmented their psychological operations 

programs and each targeted a wider array of groups. Throughout the fall, the North 

coordinated its messaging with the American antiwar movement and a series of 

scheduled protests. These culminated in a November demonstration in front of the 

Pentagon. This event, widely covered by North Vietnamese media organs, included the 

arrest of several protestors and a self-immolation outside Defense Secretary Robert 

McNamara’s office window. Back in Vietnam, direct combat between U.S. and North 

Vietnamese troops increased the need for tactical PSYOP support. Among the American 

psychological programs, U.S. Special Forces took the lead in utilizing PSYOP to help 

secure the Highlands by mobilizing the tribes as a hedge against infiltration. By the New 

Year, the U.S. Army activated the 6th PSYOP Battalion to manage the mushrooming 

tactical PSYOP programs in support of combat operations. That same month, JUSPAO 

issued its first psychological operations plan in an attempt to manage the hydra-like 

structure.  

FBIS editors noted that beginning on 7 October, all North Vietnamese propaganda 

organs began to carry “an extraordinarily high volume of material relating to the NFLSV 

appeal on the occasion of the first anniversary of the execution of Nguyen Van Troi.” This 

was the one year anniversary of his execution for the 1963 assassination attempt on 

Secretary of Defense McNamara.1 Liberation Radio parroted the call, linking this attempt 

to the “glorious” Ap Bac victory. This praise illustrated the high status accorded him. Like 

the veneration of that battle, Troi became a propaganda device for the North. “The death 
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of hero Nguyen Van Troi and his last words are appealing to the South Vietnamese 

soldiers and people to rise up and kill the enemy more vigorously,” Radio Hanoi 

broadcast.2 In broadcasts to South Vietnam, Hanoi announced, “a minute of silent respect 

for the memory of Nguyen Van Troi beginning at 1000 hours on 15 October and a general 

strike.” FBIS editors noted that this call, “repeated in approximately every second 

monitored Liberation Radio broadcast,” contained demands to sabotage communications 

lines, roads, and depots. All target audiences received tailored appeals. Buddhists, 

Chinese, workers, and youth groups were each called upon to emulate Troi and, “rise up 

and struggle against ‘the enemy’ and to respond to the NFLSV appeal for a general strike 

on 15 October.”3 

The Front Peace Committee sent an open letter to the American people in 

connection with this campaign. The emotional appeal linked the fates of Vietnam and the 

peace movements in the United States. The committee warned that President Johnson 

“and his collaborators…relied on your name and on that of the world people to provoke 

bloodshed in our country.”[sic]  Tapping in to notions of ‘American exceptionalism,’ the 

Front noted “the American people, the descendants of Jefferson,” would not allow the 

U.S. authorities to use “your money and the blood of your children to carry on their 

aggressive war in South Vietnam.” According to Liberation Radio, the war tarnished 

America’s image “throughout the world.” This ‘City on a Hill’ premise appealed to deep 

currents in American political discourse and therefore worked well as a manipulation tool. 
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The broadcast praised friends in America and people such as Alice Herz, who immolated 

herself to protest the war.4 

Radio Hanoi covered the American protest movement throughout the fall. This was 

part of an extensive campaign, which linked internal and external propaganda with 

worldwide front groups and the mobilization of youth across America, timed for the 

anniversary of Troi’s execution. Norman R. Morrison set himself on fire in front of 

McNamara’s Pentagon office that November as the finale of the protests. The 31-year old 

Baltimore Quaker and antiwar activist emulated Herz’s actions earlier in the year. Radio 

Hanoi hailed him as “a freedom and peace-loving American,” proclaiming his “torch will 

blaze forever.” According to the announcer, Troi’s wife wrote to Morrison’s widow to 

profess her admiration.5 The station proclaimed that, by “all forms of struggle, including 

noble self-immolation…the American youth and peace-loving people have clearly shown 

that their hearts are with the Vietnamese people, not with Johnson.” Troi became such an 

international celebrity as a result of this campaign that Jane Fonda even named her son 

after him.6 Radio Hanoi also reported on 10,000 protest participants in Berkeley yelling 

the slogans such as, “To Hell with the Imperialist War!” and “U.S. Pull Out of Vietnam!” 

Additionally, student draft card burnings in New York City, Yale, Boston, and Portland 

received wide play on Hanoi’s domestic and Southern service.7  
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The DRV and Front groups praised the assistance of Americans from the Vietnam 

Day Committee, the National Coordinating Committee to End the War in Vietnam, and 

“American intellectuals, youths, students, and other American peace and justice-loving 

people who are taking part in the movement of protest against the aggressive war waged 

by the Johnson administration in Vietnam.”8 A month of protests peaked with reports on 

the “March on Washington for peace in Vietnam on 27 November,” by the “progressive 

people of America.” Among those leading the protests, Radio Hanoi singled out writer 

Arthur Miller, who “pointed out that the aim of the march is to mobilize the conscience of 

the American people to call upon their government to stop bombing North Vietnam and 

bring to an end the U.S. aggression in South Vietnam.” Statements at the protests 

mimicked themes in North Vietnamese propaganda and helped reinforce and legitimize 

the messages through rebroadcasting.9 

The CANLF and Walter Teague were prominent during the fall protests. Teague 

gave an 11 November speech at Columbia University entitled, “Why the American People 

Should Support the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam (Falsely Labeled the Viet 

Cong).” This was part of a lecture series sponsored by the Bertrand Russell Humanist 

Club.10 Teague also advised the National Coordinating Committee on policy for protests 

scheduled later in the month. Seeking unity among the various factions making up the 

committee, CANLF advocated a policy of actively supporting Front victory, rather than 

simply pulling U.S. support for the Republic of Vietnam. However, Teague’s stance 

encountered push back from some groups who did not support this extreme policy. In 
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response, the CANLF defiantly wrote, that at upcoming protests, “we shall fly the NLF 

banner and make known their position through distribution of literature.” They handed 

these out, becoming a lightning rod for counter protestors.11  

 Both China and USSR adopted the antiwar movement and attacked the claim that 

the North controlled the National Liberation Front. A Moscow broadcast in Mandarin to 

China called on all socialists to spur the antiwar struggle in America. “We can see with 

our own eyes how imperialist forces in the capitalist world have been employing all 

possible means to halt the advance of history.”12 Being on the ‘right side of history’ was a 

consistent propaganda slogan designed to derail opposition to the socialist vision of the 

future. Any opposition was deemed on the wrong side of history, as if history moved in a 

predetermined course. The USSR touted the broad-based front composed of the 

“Democratic, Social Radical, and People’s Revolutionary parties,” representing 

businessmen, landowners, intellectuals, and the working class.13  

An example of that support was a letter President Ho Chi Minh received from 

Noble Prize chemist Linus Pauling. In response to the letter, Ho scorned President 

Johnson’s claim that America did “not intend to expand the war and is ready to negotiate.” 

Ho attacked the “horrible massacres” and “devastation,” the American military caused “in 

order to compel the Vietnamese people to lay down their arms and give up their 
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legitimate aspirations.” To the South, Radio Hanoi focused on the protests to show 

American inconsistency and internal divisions.14  

Like Ap Bac and Nguyen Van Troi, after 1965 Ho Chi Minh became a propaganda 

tool for North Vietnam. The Politburo continued to defer to him on the world stage, but his 

primary role was putting a gentle face on the revolution. The kindly, old ‘Uncle Ho’ visited 

“schools, factories, and collective farms to promote the cause of socialism and national 

reunification,” while standing strong in the face of the aggressive imperialists. He 

represented a powerful tool in the Northern propaganda bag, but no longer had much real 

authority. Internationally, Ho became a symbol of a weak nation set upon by an 

international bully. He had become trapped in a propaganda system of his own creation.15  

As the war expanded, Radio Hanoi not only targeted propaganda at American and 

ARVN troops. In Korean language broadcasts to South Vietnam, it appealed “to the 

officers and men of the South Korean Army” to “oppose the schemes and intrigues of the 

Americans to make Asians fight Asians!” The station asked them to “take no part in the 

U.S. war of aggression.” As in broadcasts to American troops, the station suggested 

Koreans refuse orders. Those who defected could be “sent to the DPRK” if they desired. 

Assessing the impact of these broadcasts is difficult. In the case of American troops, only 

two deserted to the enemy throughout the war. As seen below, however, overall 

American desertion numbers did rise worldwide, and after 1968, so did indiscipline.16 
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While the North made great strides in targeting international audiences, the war for 

control of the population in South Vietnam continued. American Special Forces were at 

the forefront of U.S. activities in this regard, especially in the strategically important 

Highlands. In late October, the U.S. Special Forces conducted a comprehensive PSYOP 

campaign in conjunction with conventional operations in Plei Mei area of the Highlands. 

The plan involved coordinated leaflet and loudspeaker missions along with rapid 

intelligence exploitation, in order to harass the enemy and encourage surrender. The 

major units involved were the II Corps G-5, the 5th Special Forces Group G-5 and 

Detachment C-2, the 25th PSYOP Detachment (U.S.), and the U.S. Air Force 1st Air 

Commando Squadron.17  

A Viet Cong attack on Plei Mei Camp on 19 October initiated this campaign. Three 

days later, intelligence sources reported Chinese advisors on the battlefield, as well as 

PAVN soldiers found chained to their machine gun. Special Forces quickly produced a 

leaflet showing an overbearing Chinese adviser yelling at a hapless, chained PAVN 

soldier. Further analysis of prisoner reports helped to refine and expand the message. 

PSYOP elements used the leaflet to thrust a divisive wedge between the Chinese and 

Vietnamese soldiers, based on historically relevant fracture lines.18  

On 24 October, U-10 aircraft from the 1st Air Commando Squadron arrived on 

station and dropped 70,000 leaflets over Chugo Mountain south of Pleiku and in the area 

north of Camp Plei Me. The aircraft broadcast loudspeaker messages until 2200 hours 

that night and resumed the following morning. At 1100 hours, a PAVN 32nd Regiment 

soldier rallied. Under interrogation, the soldier claimed that the night prior, his unit had 
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listened to Radio Hanoi claims of a great victory in Plei Me. He knew this to be a lie. The 

rallier further stated that more soldiers would defect if they had clear instructions on how 

to do so and knew they would get medical care and good treatment. Based upon this, the 

PSYOP team developed a loudspeaker message: 

Vietnamese Brothers, You are now very hungry, tired, and sick, and you will have 
many more killed. It is not necessary. The government will welcome you, brothers, 
with food, medicines and a peaceful life. Leave your units, go north to highway 19 
and follow it to the government post at [Thanh Binh]. Now is your chance to leave 
this miserable war.19  
 
In conjunction with this message, 80,000 leaflets on the theme of the recent 1st 

Cavalry victory in Bong Son were dropped throughout the evening. Additional messages 

were broadcast in local languages to urge listeners to provide intelligence on the North 

Vietnamese troops. Dropping requests for information has a deeper purpose, however. It 

is likely that PAVN troops would encounter such leaflets as well. Knowing that every 

civilian they met represented a potential informer served to exacerbate already existing 

frictions between Northerners and Southerners. Whom could they trust? The cycle of 

drops and broadcasts continued until U.S. forces lost contact when the 32nd Regiment 

fled to Cambodia on October 27. Though generally considered a success, operators also 

found that the loudspeaker broadcast coverage area was less than anticipated, requiring 

better planning for future operations.20  

Throughout the operations, Americans seized “2,200 pounds of rice, 300 pounds 

of clothing, 1,000 pounds of medical supplies, and 400 surgical instruments.” The U.S. 

forces destroyed most of the rice due to transportation shortages, with the remainder 

given to GVN officials for distribution to needy civilians. Approximately 2,700 refugees 
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were transported from insecure areas to the Le Thanh district headquarters. Medical 

personnel treated 777 Vietnamese patients during the operation.21 

A USIS assessment of the operation noted staff confusion over tactical PSYOP 

planning responsibilities. Regardless, close coordination between the U.S. 25th PSYOP 

Detachment, the ARVN 2nd PSYWAR Battalion, and the JUSPAO representatives 

resulted in a skillfully implemented program. While the after action report contained no 

specific number of ralliers, USIS reported that the surrender of 100 PAVN soldiers holding 

safe conduct passes and many more passes found on bodies indicated success. One 

adviser noted, “the potentiality of PSYWAR is such that no American tactical unit can 

afford to ignore it.”22 

Special Forces operated not only in the Highlands. On 3 November 1965, guerillas 

attacked the hamlet of Nhon Hoa, eight kilometers north of Ap Bac. Thanks to intelligence 

provided by locals, government forces laid an ambush in advance. The Viet Cong 

withdrew after a short firefight, leaving two homes destroyed and several injured or killed 

civilians. In response, the province chief directed a tactical operation to the village as a 

planned psychological action. Three companies of infantry provided area security as a 

show of force on 5 November. Simultaneously, a team of medics, PSYWAR and Civil 

Affairs personnel moved into the village to provide medical treatment, pay a death gratuity 

to the families of those killed, and hand out food. At about 1100 hours the VIS 

representative assembled hamlet leaders and government welfare representatives and 

held an anti-Viet Cong rally, making speeches “discrediting the VC.” Captain Howard 
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Simister, the 5th Special Forces Group CA/PSYOP officer for the area, reported that the 

“rally was considered a great success.”23 

Product distribution by Special Forces PSYOP personnel that quarter alone 

included “over two million leaflets and more than 150,000 publications, such as bulletins, 

magazines, and local newspapers.” Special Forces found CIDG unit CA/PSYOPs 

activities in hamlets and during military operations so successful they “initiated a program 

to organize and train CA/PSYOPs squads” at each Special Forces ‘A’ detachment camp. 

In December, fifty-two Montagnards completed a ten-week course and forty-two more 

began another at the Pleiku Montagnard Training Center. The course consisted of 

“practical training in motivation indoctrination, field expedient printing, loudspeaker 

broadcasts, agriculture, animal husbandry, carpentry, masonry, and blacksmithing.” The 

influx of 21,444 refugees to the vicinity of USSF camps was one measure of the 

effectiveness of these efforts.24  

One successful U.S. Special Forces PSYOP campaign to clear the enemy out of 

the Plei Me area occurred near Duc Co Camp. Additional goals of the campaign were “to 

enhance camp security” and to “gain and maintain contact with the population.” The first 

phase consisted of indoctrinating CIDG troops “not to loot or steal from the people.” 

Treating the population fairly helped to counter Viet Cong propaganda themes. Medical 

treatment of civilians, wounded Viet Cong prisoners and Chieu Hoi’s also demonstrated 

“the good faith and intentions of the CIDG,” according to the report. 25 

As was typical, loudspeaker broadcasts and leaflets called on the villagers to 

assemble, after which the senior LLDB officer explained the program. Families of 
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individual Viet Cong members were contacted and relatives sent to “encourage them to 

surrender.” Available Hoi Chanh’s were “present at the formation where the LLDB or 

CIDG congratulate him and publically pay for his weapon if he had one and turned it in.” 

Solders offered to resettle the rallier’s family if it feared Viet Cong reprisal. Making the 

program work required dedicated CIDG soldiers not distracted by any additional duties. 

An added requirement was close coordination among intelligence, PSYWAR and civic 

action program personnel. The population in this area was split between Vietnamese and 

Jarai. The operation proved successful with both ethnicities, encompassing “over 6,000 

people in different locations,” with excellent potential for expansion. In just four months, 

over 120 personnel had rallied, “many with weapons and grenades.” The Duc Co team 

warned, however, that for such a program to be successful “promises made in the leaflet, 

loudspeaker or person to person appeal must be honored.”26  

By the fall of 1965, the U.S. was actively involved in combat, attempting to drive 

the PAVN out of the Highlands to reduce the threat to the coastal population centers. 

Among the first battles directly between the PAVN and U.S. Army was the Battle of Ia 

Drang. The campaign resulted in significant casualties for both sides and ended with the 

PAVN troops escaping into Cambodia. Radio Hanoi termed the fighting in the Ia Drang 

Valley that November a resounding victory for the Liberation Forces. The station 

maintained the battle, “demonstrated the irremediable collapse of the combat spirit of the 

U.S. troops fighting in South Vietnam.” As proof, they claimed that General Westmoreland 

sent 2,000 “puppet paratroops to save the U.S. troops” in order to limit American 

casualties. In reality, ARVN airborne troops simultaneously conducted a separate, related 
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operation. As a consequence of the “victory,” Radio Hanoi began to refer to the First 

Cavalry as the “Running Cavalry.”27  

The U.S. 24th PSYOP Detachment, “blessed with resourceful and energetic 

personnel,” attached teams with ARVN PSYWAR counterparts to each U.S. battalion 

during the operation. The detachment’s newly established production center ran three 

press shifts daily working with ARVN counterparts to provide leaflets for the operations. 

Despite Northern claims, JUSPAO indicators of effectiveness included more than forty 

surrendered PAVN troops. The majority of the soldiers confirmed hearing loudspeaker 

missions and carried surrender leaflets, using them as “safe conduct passes.” Soldiers 

also found leaflets on many dead PAVN. The resulting ralliers were in turn used to record 

tapes and to write statements for further appeals to their still fighting comrades. The 

inconclusive nature of the battle, a large number of PAVN soldiers killed even though the 

unit escaped to Cambodia, began the MACV shift to relying on body counts to measure 

progress.  MACV collected a vast array of data and devised other metrics, but only body 

counts could indicate when the war of attrition General Westmoreland was fighting had 

reached the crossover point.28  

In response to the increasing military pressure throughout the South, Radio Hanoi 

began a counter propaganda campaign. The campaign belittled the battlefield successes 

of the ARVN/U.S. forces, saying, they represented “a few drops of tonic” to a dying 

patient. Attacking the “psychological warfare organs of both the Americans and puppet 

authorities,” Hanoi claimed that the gains were a “product of their imagination.” According 
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to the station, three-fourths of South Vietnam was liberated, comprising a “population of 

over 10 million people.” In spite of the claims, the overall tone of the story belied an 

attempt to minimize setbacks for the North.29  

The station also attacked “the depraved, obscene, U.S. cowboy culture” that 

poisoned the nation’s youths and brought the “humiliating scourge” of prostitution. 

Charges such as these often contained enough observable truth for the average South 

Vietnamese civilian to believe. Just one soldier doing something wrong was sufficient to 

lend credibility to the charge. The broadcast also attacked those who worked for or 

assisted the Americans by “bidding for construction contracts for roads, bridges, barracks, 

warehouses, bases, posts, and airbases and for the exploitation of forests so that the 

Americans might have the means to exterminate our compatriots.” Those who refused to 

heed the warning would suffer once the Americans were defeated, according to 

Liberation Broadcasting.30 

The American propaganda war also faced self-imposed setbacks. In Quang Ngai 

and Quang Tin Provinces, the PSYOP adviser reflected on the ubiquitous use by the Viet 

Cong of themes related to collateral damage due to air and naval gun strikes. One 

adviser had “the clear feeling that little consideration if any, is given to the psychological 

consequences of air strikes and artillery and naval bombardments in many cases.” This 

pointed to a problem with relying on attrition in a counterinsurgency fought within a 

populous district. Tight rules of engagement were necessary in order to maintain popular 

support. The widespread use of heavy weapons opened America up to credible 

propaganda charges, even in cases where the allegations were not, strictly speaking, 
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true. On the other hand, limitations on firepower often gave the guerillas the chance to 

fight another day. The dilemma over when and when not to rely on firepower was never 

fully resolved.31 However, to manage coordination between PSYOP and combat 

formations, MACV issued Directive 525-3, emphasizing “discrimination in the application 

of firepower and the use of all available PSYOP resources during each operation.”32  

During the fall, the U.S. Army authorized a study on improvements in the training 

of American psychological operations personnel. A report issued in December pertained 

specifically to officers. The Special Warfare Center and School at Fort Bragg had 

responsibility for producing MOS qualified officers. It was scheduled to begin a short six-

week course for Military Assistance Training Adviser Psychological Operations 

Orientation in January 1966. Some officers were trained at Fort Bragg while others 

trained at civilian colleges. However, due to the specific multi-disciplinary needs of 

PSYOP training, college training was not seen as an optimal solution. Regardless of the 

training received, once an officer completed an assignment in a PSYOP unit, he returned 

to his original career track in the Army. Unless he volunteered for another assignment in 

PSYOP, the Army lost his experience since there was no official career path. The study 

recommended creation of a specific PSYOP career path along with progressive training, 

concluding with a graduate degree for senior officers.33  

The last quarter of 1965 saw an increase in the number of personnel assigned to 

PSYOP slots in Vietnam. The 5th SF Group table of organization contained a PSYOP 

section comprised of two captains, three lieutenants and a senior NCO to organize, plan 
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and oversee PSYOP programs throughout the Republic of Vietnam. Additionally, many 

Special Forces camps now had school trained PSYOP officers. However, none of the 

forty-two recently assigned non-commissioned officers had PSYOP training. A four-day 

course in Vietnam conducted in January 1966 stressed the “practical ‘nuts and bolts’ of 

Civic Action and Psychological Operations at the district and hamlet level,” for these 

soldiers. In order to overcome the shortage of PSYOP support at the camp level, the 

Group expanded the CIDG agit-prop training program, creating Civic Action Squads 

(CAS) to work at the grassroots level.34  

The 5th SF Group closed the year praising the “Integration of CA/Psy Ops into all 

aspects” of its operations. The operations exemplified the strong linkage between Special 

Forces, Civil Affairs and PSYOP in counterinsurgency operations. Among the important 

markers were 773 civic action projects begun, 79 percent of which were completed. This 

total comprised nearly all the U.S. Army civic action projects carried out in Vietnam at that 

time. Additionally, U.S. Special Forces trained village health workers who “treated 76,632 

civilians at local dispensaries and on medical patrols,” while gaining civilian support . The 

integration of local officers, LLDB and CIDG as the face of these projects was the most 

important aspect. They planned and implemented the program, serving to buttress RVN 

legitimacy as propaganda of the deed.35  

The Broadcast and Visual Activity on Okinawa became the 7th Psychological 

Operations Group on 20 October and assumed responsibility for all American PSYOP 

throughout East Asia. The Group consisted of the 14th PSYOP Battalion and several 

detachments, including the Vietnam Detachment. With the additional PSYOP personnel 
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in Vietnam, the entire system became much more nimble.  Additionally, a new 55-KW 

radio station in Ban Me Thuot was nearing completion. That power would make it “the 

most important Vietnamese radio station outside of Saigon.”36 

The South Vietnamese program was improving as well. In Quang Tri Province, the 

VIS joined with cadre from the Rural Construction, Social Welfare, Provincial Health 

Service, Police, Office of Education, Chieu Hoi, and province officials to conduct a 

concerted campaign to provide food, blankets, and information to refugees. One aspect of 

this program was labeled Operation Harelip. The program combined American and 

Vietnamese doctors to conduct a series of cleft lip restoration operations, publicized by 

VIS. With JUSPAO’s assistance, a poster on the successful program was developed.37  

One event indicating the increased capability to exploit Viet Cong atrocities 

occurred on 12 December 1965. The Viet Cong forces massacred twenty-five unarmed 

canal workers at Tan Huong, near My Tho. VIS and JUSPAO channeled the resulting 

anger and indignation, “resulting in a large and impressive” anti-Viet Cong demonstration. 

According to JUSPAO, the VIS District Chief and the American sub-sector advisor 

photographed the massacre scene. Robert Dickerman, JUSPAO representative, 

“reported that their photos showed not only the tragic dead lined up in the pagoda yard, 

but the shocked grief of the survivors.” One photo showed a nine year old boy orphaned 

by the “massacre being comforted by a GVN official,” as well as “a young woman and her 

baby who had also lost a loved one.”38  
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Rapid work by the VIS and JUSPAO personnel included a special helicopter to 

transport the prints to Saigon. This quick response enabled the photos to be released to 

the international press the next morning, “resulting in worldwide coverage of the incident.” 

A follow-up rally organized by VIS cadre included an anti-Viet Cong banner. Government 

officials provided funerals, “obtained the services of bonzes to pray for the dead, and 

obtained gifts and emergency funds for the survivors.”  They also placed a memorial 

plaque to remind inhabitants that the Front’s objective, stopping the canal construction 

and progress, had been thwarted. In another incident, seven persons, including five 

children, were killed and forty-one wounded when NLF personnel tossed a grenade into 

the crowd of 600 people at a VIS film presentation on 17 December 1965 in Vinh Long 

Province. The VIS film operator, the target of the attack, was killed as well. Villagers 

rallied the next day to protest the attack.39 Elsewhere the Phu Yen Province adviser was 

“impressed with VIS activity,” noting “two bulletin boards were observed in Tuy Hoa with 

up to date news written in chalk upon them.” The PSYOP staffs in Long An and An Xuyen 

Provinces organized a “Letters-to-the-North’ campaign.” School children wrote over 

30,000 letters to be air dropped in the North.40  

Despite this successful campaign, VIS never did achieve nationwide consistency. 

Attracting and maintaining quality personnel in the face of violence as well as South 

Vietnamese bureaucratic inefficiency and counterproductive policies remained a problem. 

As one adviser remarked, VIS representatives in Binh Thuan continued “to have good 

ideas very poorly executed by incompetent personnel.” The cultural team there appeared 

to the advisers as, “just another body of cadre slouching arrogantly and ineffectually 
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about the hamlets.” The cultural team in Ninh Thuan Province was “endowed with skill 

and musical talent,” as witnessed at a “farewell party for the departing Sector Advisor.” 

However, in the hamlets, the team lapsed “into its dull repetition of poker-faced singing.”41 

In the wake of the Plei Me fighting, some PSYOP advisers sounded an exasperated tone 

regarding VIS activities. Passive VIS cadre had to be needled into “using loudspeakers to 

announce the news,” one wrote. In Binh Dinh the adviser referred to “VIS Inactivities.”42 

The service remained a fickle force. 

Notwithstanding Northern advances and successes in targeting international 

audiences, messages targeting civilians in the South began to depend more upon fear 

than any positive program to support. In IV Corps, USIS advisers found Front propaganda 

to be “shrilly anti-American and heavily doctrinaire.” One rumor campaign in Ba Xuyen 

Province passed “word that American and ARVN medicine was poisonous or had 

fishhook embedded in it.” This campaign reduced participation in MEDCAPs until a 

“corpsmen started breaking up pills to show people that our medicine was completely 

unadulterated.” The lie exposed, attendance resumed. Civilians in that area were also 

instructed by the Viet Cong to destroy their government identity cards or face punishment. 

Another campaign sought to portray district officials as “totally corrupt,” which an adviser 

reported in this case was false. He remarked, “In both Ba Xuyen and Chuong Thien 

[provinces] they appear to direct most of their abuse towards honest and effective officials 

and leave the rest alone.” Good administrators were a great threat to the Front, so they 

had to be marginalized or destroyed.43 
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By this time U.S. troops began to figure in Northern propaganda. On 28 

September 1965, the Viet Cong captured Marine Private Robert Garwood. The precise 

events leading to this, whether he defected or only subsequently became a supporter of 

the Front, are still in question. A U.S. Navy study later found that Garwood had “drifted 

steadily from collusion to defection, beginning with the making of propaganda tapes in 

exchange for preferred treatment and eventually wearing a Viet Cong uniform, 

interrogating and guarding his own countrymen, and, according to some reports, fighting 

alongside the VC.” Garwood was eventually declared a deserter.44  

On 5 December, the first reported leaflet containing Garwood’s signature 

appeared, targeting American troops. The leaflet said, “We hope that you, too, find 

yourself, as a human being, unable to tolerate this nightmare war, and we hope that you 

will oppose it. A growing number of GIs have already refused to fight in Vietnam and have 

been court-martialed.” The leaflet urged soldiers to talk to one another about the war and 

referred to their responsibilities in light of the Nuremberg Trials. This was an attempt to 

urge soldiers to spread the propaganda further and refuse orders. Although Garwood 

later admitted to signing the leaflet, the writing and content indicate it was not his 

composition. As a Marine, he would never refer to himself as a ‘soldier’ and the text 

included several misspellings and incorrect dates. Additionally the leaflet listed him as a 

Chaplain’s Aide, rather than his correct position as a motor pool driver. The following 

year, Radio Hanoi used the leaflet and the text of the letter in broadcast propaganda.45  
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Claude McClure and George Smith, who had been captured in the 1963 Hiep Hoa 

attack, were released in December 1965. After the execution of fellow captive Roraback, 

the prisoners agreed to sign statements against the United States. Nhan Dan said, “The 

statement of these two U.S. servicemen also expressed the aspirations of the American 

people who are resolutely opposing the aggressive war of the U.S. imperialists and 

respecting the independence and sovereignty of the South Vietnamese people.”46 Radio 

Hanoi claimed Smith said, “I believe that the American people will understand the real 

situation in South Vietnam and that the U.S. Government can by no means gloss over the 

realities I have met.” The soldiers were later charged with treason, but not convicted.47 

American operations in December extended the reach of U.S. forces in III Corps. 

Between 21 November and 17 December 1965 the 173rd Airborne Brigade launched 

Operation New Life. The effort had three objectives: to destroy local Viet Cong units, to 

ensure that the farmers could harvest and sell their rice, and to help restore government 

to the La Nga valley. Since the mid-1950s the area in Long Khanh and Binh Tuy 

Provinces had been a major rice-producing area. Until the early 1960s the hamlets in the 

valley had supported the central government, but in 1963 the Viet Cong arrived in force, 

seizing about one-half of the rice crop that year and all of it the next. In addition to road-

clearing, “air assaults, night patrols, and other actions to secure the sector and provide 

protection for the harvest,” U.S. Army and Filipino medical, dental, psychological 

operations, and civil affairs teams worked to break the villagers’ ties to the Viet Cong. “In 
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the end, the farmers harvested their crops without interference” and reinstalled the 

district-level government.48 

Operations such as this were fine, but gaining control of contested villages 

required more. People’s Action Teams (PAT) were seen as a potential counter to Viet 

Cong APTs in the hamlet level battle. By 1965, Brigadier General William DePuy, 

Westmoreland’s Operations officer, recognized the government’s failure to “capture the 

psychological initiative in the competition for peasant loyalty” in the hamlets. Though 

initially hesitant to accept CIA leadership in pacification, observing the “performance of 

PATs in II Corps and Quang Ngai Province” overcame this. That fall, DePuy proposed 

that General Westmoreland “recognize the PAT as the psychological and political 

adjunct to the U.S. military operations now enjoying considerable success.”49 One 

technique to attack the Viet Cong Infrastructure (VCI) in the hamlets was to disseminate 

“false information in order to discredit them in the VCs eyes.” Rumors that the individual 

spied for the GVN, put their lives at risk from Front justice. An alternate method was to 

shower the cadre and their families “with gifts to encourage neighbors to suspect that 

they were working for the Allies.”50 

Peasants were becoming tired of war by 1965 even as attacks thwarted the 

PAVN in areas like Ia Drang. Ground combat intensified near populated areas, 

reinforcing a “climate in which popular sentiment seems to have been shifting away 

from the insurgents.” One study found almost all of the 200 Viet Cong interviewed 

agreed with this statement, “which they attributed not only to allied sweep operations 

                                                 
48

 John M. Carland, Combat Operations: Stemming the Tide, May 1965 to October 1966, United States 
Army in Vietnam (Washington, DC: United States Army Center for Military History, 2000), 92. 

49
 Thomas L. Ahern, Jr., Vietnam Declassified: The CIA and Counterinsurgency  (Lexington: University 

Press of Kentucky, 2010), 179 
50

 Moyar, Phoenix and the Birds of Prey, 150; Ahern, CIA and Rural Pacification, 193. 



330 

and B-52 bombings but also to an easing of popular hostility toward the GVN.”51 Even 

Viet Cong land reform programs proved less effective over time. Besides being 

“unwilling to accept land which had belonged to fellow villagers,” the high land taxes on 

top of NLF taxes and perceptions of favoritism to “Viet Cong cadres in the distribution of 

land” lessened the impact.52 

The JUSPAO National Psychological Operations Plan issued in December noted 

that PSYOP “cannot live up to their full potential unless committed to the offensive.” 

Technical capabilities were desirable, but not sufficient or essential to success. On the 

other hand, endlessly repeated “clear and simple approaches to elemental emotions and 

reasoning,” by key communicators could “spread like wildfire.” Overly sophisticated 

appeals could “doom the effort.”53 The plan stated that despite a Maoist doctrine based 

on voluntary popular support for the revolution, by the end of 1965 the Viet Cong were 

boxed in. They could no longer avoid taking actions that alienated the populace, due to 

increased U.S./ARVN military pressure. As a consequence, the message to the Viet 

Cong that “all hopes for victory are doomed,” had credibility.54 Likewise, the plan sought 

to convince South Vietnamese citizens the nation would “win its struggle against 

aggression and subversion.” However, this theme depended on credible statements that 

the Americans would continue to support South Vietnam.55  

  Priority target audiences under the JUSPAO plan included “opinion makers and 

key communicators: village chiefs, members of village councils, officers of village social 

                                                 
51

 Ahern, Vietnam Declassified, 169. 
52

 Chandler, “U.S. Psychological Operations in Vietnam, 1965-1972,” 86 
53

 JUSPAO, National Psychological Operations Plan Proposed for Vietnam (JUSPAO Office of the 
Director, December 1965), 1.  USASOC Archives, PSYOP Papers 1961-1968, Box 3.  

54
 Ibid., 13-14. 

55
 Ibid., 3. 



331 

organizations,” persons with widespread influence. Additional target audiences included 

“civil servants, mass media personnel, educators,” students, military members and 

businessmen. Parents of those serving with the Viet Cong and sympathizers were the key 

target audience for the Chieu Hoi program. The preferred technique was face-to-face 

communication.56 

While the military had a difficult time assessing the value of the overall 

psychological operations effort, the cost-benefit ratio of the Chieu Hoi program was 

becoming clear. Between 1963 and 1965, 27,789 had rallied, at an estimated 1967 per 

capita operational cost of $250. In 1965 alone, 11,123 Viet Cong defected, an estimated 

5 per 1,000 soldier desertion rate for 1965. However, this is only an estimate since NLF 

strength was not precisely known. Another way of looking at it, the neutralization of the 

17,671 guerillas that rallied in 1967 would likely have cost over 3,000 friendly lives at the 

then current ratio of combat deaths. A later study found “the military effectiveness of the 

GVN,” among the key reasons fighters rallied. The operational tempo put pressure on the 

target and provided opportunities to escape NLF control procedures. Any program that 

could remove enemy from the battlefield at this scale was worth pursuing. American 

officials decided to give Chieu Hoi a higher priority and greater commitment of resources. 

By 1967, the government had created the Ministry of Chieu Hoi and employed 1,615 

personnel and 132 advisers to manage the program.57 

In contrast, according to the MACV Command History, the ARVN desertion rate for 

the year was estimated at 14 per 1,000 soldiers and for Popular Forces 28 per 1,000. 

However, many of the ARVN deserters were soldiers who would be classified as AWOL 
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under American standards. None the less, raising morale and loyalty among the troops 

fighting on behalf of the government was another important task. MACV worried that the 

U.S. reporters gave Americans the “False impression that the total RVNAF was 

incompetent, corrupt, and ineffective.” By comparison, a Congressional study found that 

40,000 U.S. military throughout the world deserted in 1967. Most of these deserted for 

personal reasons. The report noted a few may have had political reasons, but no solid 

numbers were ascertained. Interestingly, courts-martial and indiscipline in Vietnam 

dropped through 1967. In light of this, there seems to have been little recognition that 

American soldiers might be susceptible to enemy propaganda and as a consequence, 

little troop indoctrination was conducted. One example of indoctrination was the actor 

Glenn Ford narrated film The Unique War produced by the U.S. Army Pictorial Service. 

This film, designed to be shown to incoming American soldiers, clearly laid out the 

PSYOP and Civic Action responsibilities of these soldiers. This was based on an episode 

of The Big Picture television show discussed below.58  

Radio was another important medium to spread news and PSYOP messages into 

remote hamlets. By 1966 the earlier North Vietnamese advantages had been overtaken 

thanks to American aid. Vietnamese Radio (VTVN) had three channels based on target 

audiences, A for civilians; B for ARVN; C for minority groups. The American operated 

Armed Forces Vietnam Network (AFVN) began broadcasting in August 1962. Broadcasts 

typically interspersed music, news and command information for American troops. 

Examples included health and safety alerts such as “Take malaria pills, practice fire 
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safety or beware of venereal disease.” AFVN Radio covered 91 percent of the Southern 

population by 1970. Typically, these were low power stations of 1 to 25 KW, except for 

the 50KW AM, 100KW FM stations and later the TV station. The Korean Army had radio 

stations as well.59  

Discussions had been ongoing regarding development of a South Vietnamese 

television system as well. In mid-October 1964 the U.S. Mission Council received a 

briefing on possible proposals, putting off a final decision. Premier Nguyen Cao Ky 

recalled later that at the Honolulu planning meeting in the fall of 1965 he had asked 

President Johnson for television to help “build a national consensus and maintain political 

stability.” According to Ky, Johnson turned to his assistant, Jack Valenti, and said, “don’t 

we have a flying TV studio that we could send?”60  

The aircraft President Johnson referred to were part of Project Jenny. This project 

consisted of U.S. Navy NC-121J Super Constellation aircraft under the code name Blue 

Eagle. The U.S. developed the project to introduce television broadcasting in Vietnam.  

Three aircraft arrived in time to provide airborne radio broadcast support for the 1966 Tet 

Campaign. Each aircraft contained all necessary broadcast equipment and a small studio 

for live production. Two Tan Son Nhut based aircraft broadcast AFVN and South 

Vietnamese THVN television four hours per night. However, the American and 

Vietnamese systems had competing goals. AFVN pre-screened its programming content 

to remove material thought culturally objectionable for Vietnamese. While “AFVN 

television was geared to help the GIs forget the war, THVN aimed to help Vietnamese 
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remember it.” A third aircraft based in Da Nang flew SOG PSYWAR missions over the 

Gulf of Tonkin beginning 1 June 1967 as part of Project Humidor. This airplane broadcast 

PSYOP radio to the North.61  

TV broadcasting began on 7 February 1966, eventually encompassing eight 

ground stations. The ground television stations began to come on line in October 1967, 

after which the Tan Son Nhut aircraft shifted to broadcast in the Mekong Delta region. 

Entertainment comprised 81 percent of the programming. To support the system, the 

USIA distributed community TV sets to villages; however, viewership was concentrated in 

urban areas. Television proved very popular for those within broadcast range and to 

some degree acted as an effective and broader counter to Viet Cong face to face 

communication.62 

Although only a small percentage of civilians eavesdropped on AFVN radio, a 

substantially higher percentage watched American TV shows, which were popular with 

urban Vietnamese. Not formally part of the PSYOP effort, these stations became part of 

the broader information environment in Vietnam. The Voice of America also broadcast to 

Vietnam. Among the most respected radio stations among Vietnamese was the BBC, 

though.63 

JUSPAO conducted numerous public opinion surveys to determine Vietnamese 

viewing and listening habits. The results indicated the most popular program types on 

South Vietnamese television were Cai Luong dramas telecast on Friday and Saturday 
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evenings. These melded Vietnamese and French drama styles with Southern folk music. 

Surveys indicated they “attracted the largest Vietnamese audiences even when up 

against the American television program Wild, Wild West on the AFVN channel.” 

Occasionally, political messages were conveyed through the Cai Luong shows.64 

In the information battle, both sides sought to prevent the spread of the other’s 

messages, often with dubious results. The South Vietnamese government jammed Radio 

Liberation to limit the signal in Saigon. Likewise, listenership in Front-controlled areas was 

high enough to require a continued stream of directives banning this activity. To counter 

black radio broadcasts, Radio Liberation notified its listeners to beware, “The enemy 

recently set up a false self-styled Radio Liberation using our frequency and sign on 

music…and it has been broadcasting false news and distorting arguments about the 

struggle of the South Vietnamese people.”65  

The Oliver Quayle Company conducted another Vietnam public opinion survey in 

late 1965 under JUSPAO contract. Over an eight week period, Vietnamese trained by Dr. 

Robert Sullivan of USIA completed 974 interviews with citizens. The survey authors first 

set the attitudinal base line by analyzing studies done since the fall of 1964. Among the 

most striking findings of the review was a pervasive apathy in 1964, “caused in part by a 

lack of education and communication and in part by the sense of hopelessness that 

inevitably grows out of a quarter of a century of armed conflict.” Additionally, the absence 

of security led many citizens to sit on the fence awaiting a clear outcome. This hesitancy 
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was exacerbated by a perception that the ARVN was guilty of petty crimes. A final aspect 

revealed by the survey was a sense of government failure at all levels.66 

Although difficult to achieve a good survey sample during a war, the authors wrote, 

“the final sample represented about 75 percent of the population of South Viet Nam, 

excluding the Montagnards.” They believed the final report was an accurate 

representation and the respondents were honest. By 1966, the apathy level had waned, 

83 percent felt the war was important and they could influence events. In a series of 

questions designed to indirectly elicit their opinion on communism, 81 percent expressed 

negative views. A clear majority of those surveyed viewed the Front as a “communist 

effort to rule South Vietnam” while 54 percent had a positive view of Americans. Less 

than 21 percent expressed strongly anti-American views. Three-quarters or more of those 

with an opinion disagreed this was an American war or that Americans should leave. 

However, the lesser majority that disagreed with the statement “The Americans should 

stop their bombing,” indicated work needed to be done in this area. As well, the 30 

percent without an opinion on whether America should stay involved in the war 

represented a pool of undecided’s susceptible to both sides’ propaganda. Given the 

results of this survey, the Republic of Vietnam had its work cut out for it in transferring the 

lost Front support from apathy to active government support.67 

The NLF recapped their military achievements for the previous year in a January 

broadcast. The story claimed they fought nearly 40,000 battles, “put out of action 227,500 

enemy troops, including 19,200 American aggressors killed, wounded or captured,” in the 
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previous year.68 However, Viet Cong documents captured in 1966 revealed developing 

moral problems in their organization as well. The Viet Cong noted the Chieu Hoi program 

“has brought us a lot of difficulties and great losses.”69 The communists credited enemy 

PSYOP with deepening “schools of thought of enjoying life, balking at making sacrifices 

and enduring hardships.” They blamed this on “inadequate ideological indoctrination and 

lax political activity which make some people vulnerable to enemy propaganda.” Calls for 

intensified indoctrination grew throughout the year.70 

Morale problems infused the North as well. Occasionally, documents stressed the 

ineffectiveness of US/GVN propaganda. For instance, an editorial in Hanoi’s Army 

newspaper proclaimed PSYOP a complete failure.  

The army and people in North Vietnam who, under the leadership of the 
Vietnam Workers Party and President Ho Chi Minh, have long been 
tempered in revolutionary struggle, have not only displayed matchless 
bravery in the armed struggle but also high vigilance in the political struggle 
with the enemy.71 
 
 However, the efforts spent on counterpropaganda belie these claims, which seem 

more like exhortations of expected action and an attempt to ‘condition’ North Vietnamese 

civilians on how to respond to enemy propaganda. For instance, another document stated 

that “many children have torn to pieces the leaflets dropped on fields by enemy aircraft. 

Whenever the enemy dropped toys or clothing, the people immediately collected them 

and brought them to the local administration or fighters of the People’s Security Armed 
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Forces nearest them.” This again illustrates proposed actions for the target audience to 

take.72 

At the same time, North Vietnam expanded its linkages with those overseas 

groups opposed to the war. They then used these connections to reinforce messages 

targeting U.S. troops and the South Vietnamese. These themes supported the objectives 

of demoralizing the troops and proving the lack of American commitment to the South 

Vietnamese. For instance, Herbert Aptheker, a Marxist American historian, visited Hanoi 

and broadcast to American troops via Radio Hanoi, hailing the self-immolation of Norman 

Morrison the previous fall.73 Aptheker said he “read with great interest and deep feeling” 

Ho Chi Minh’s New Year’s message to America, and was impressed with his “references 

to his country’s struggle for national independence and freedom.”74 The professor 

traveled to Hanoi along with activists Staughton Lynd and Tom Hayden. Lynd was an 

antiwar protestor and History professor colleague of Howard Zinn. Later, according to 

Radio Hanoi, after Lynd returned to America he “gave a talk on his recent visit to North 

Vietnam together with two other Americans at a mass meeting organized by the Women 

Strike for Peace Movement.” Lynd told the group “about the war escalation, the use of 

gas, the destruction of crops and…the scorched earth tactics by the U.S. forces in 

Vietnam.”75  

In coordination with groups in the United States, Radio Hanoi broadcast “Radio 

Stateside” to American servicemen for the first time in January. The thirty minute 

program, recorded in Los Angeles, was “an effort of a group of students and young 
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working people to bear testimony to a radical militant friendship in America’s youths.” The 

self-identified far left hosts, Steve Fisher and Joe Epstein, played rock and folk music. “Hi, 

guys, this is Radio Stateside coming to you from Watts,” they opened, as they played the-

then popular Donovan song, “The Universal Soldier,” written by Native American folk 

singer and political activist Buffy Sainte-Marie. They claimed it was number one on the 

charts; however, this was a lie. Asserting the antiwar song was number one, while it only 

reached number fifty-three on the charts, was meant to imply the movement was 

mainstream. Regardless, the speaker claimed this song “is appealing to you, our GIs in 

Vietnam, to lay down your arms, to refuse to fight, to go on hunger strikes, to become 

reclassified as conscientious objectors, and to return here to liberate your own country, to 

bring about a little bit more civil rights and civil liberty here in America.” They referenced 

the Nuremberg Trials and an individual’s responsibility to refrain from war crimes.76  

Epstein said, “One of the reasons why this broadcast comes to you from Watts, 

the ultra-left Negro ghetto in Los Angeles is because this is where we show to the world 

that we don’t have liberty, when we are sending hundreds of thousands of American 

troops to Vietnam and billions of dollars to deny another nation its liberty.” Steve Fisher 

then read an “interesting article” about tear gas, which he called “inhumane,” and 

exclaimed, “the United States should never do anything like this.”  Overall the initial show 

reflected amateur propaganda techniques and a poor understanding of their target 

audience. Still, it was an improvement over Radio Hanoi broadcasts to U.S. troops. 
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Additionally, it was consistent with DRV propaganda objectives and themes. The show 

appeared several times in the coming year with improved quality.77 

Most of the U.S. military operations in 1966, and by extension tactical PSYOP, 

centered on clearing routes and bases for arriving units. The U.S. Marines had 

incorporated Civic Action into their operations since their entry, conducting medical 

treatment, supporting orphanages and building schools. However, they quickly 

discovered that without PSYOP support, “providing immediate assistance to the local 

populace would not provide the necessary essentials to give the peasant a positive 

identification with his own government.”78 The measure of success they used in these 

activities was the “willingness of the peasantry to give information about VC activity.”79  

On 8 January 1966, the U.S. 173rd Airborne Brigade initiated Operation Crimp, 

designed to destroy the political-military headquarters of Viet Cong in Military Region 4. A 

region long held by the Front, the inhabitants were thoroughly indoctrinated and willingly 

supported the Viet Cong. Operation Crimp involved removing the inhabitants to clear the 

region for military operations. Removal was similar to the conventional war concept of 

clearing the battlefield, but made far less sense in a counterinsurgency. Simply removing 

people was not workable in a war focused on the population.80 

PSYOP flew seven loudspeaker and leaflet missions over the area, “emphasizing 

the overwhelming strength of the Allied Forces and the ultimate destruction of the VC if 

they continued to resist.” After evacuation, all refugees were briefly interned at the 
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Brigade POW collecting point. At the collection point, they were fed and given medical 

aid, and U.S. personnel distributed 150 pounds of clothing, including 394 T-shirts marked 

“173d Airborne Brigade, Airborne All the Way” given to children. After interrogation, the 

forced refugees were sent to the processing center located at Trung Lap. There, “it 

became evident that adequate foodstuffs, housing and means of control did not exist at 

the District and Province level to continue their evacuation,” leading Vietnamese officials 

to cease further refugee evacuation.81  

MACV began the largest coordinated PSYOP campaign to date in support of the 

Tet Holiday (Lunar New Year). Using a “nation-wide, all-media campaign by all GVN, 

RVNAF, and US civilian and military PSYOP agencies,” the campaign’s goal was to use 

the Chieu Hoi themes extensively during a period fighters would be homesick, to 

encourage ralliers.82 The effort consisted of 92 million leaflets printed locally and 69 

million printed and shipped from Okinawa. USIS assisted the South Vietnamese 

government by printing additional materials in the Philippines as well as conducted “an 

extensive multi-media command information program” to indoctrinate commanders and 

troops about the Chieu Hoi Program and the Tet Campaign.83  

During Tet, Marine Corps CA/PSYOP teams worked closely with “Vietnamese 

revolutionary development in an attempt to convince the people of the importance of 

allying themselves with the government.” The Marines integrated civic action, 

psychological warfare, and cordon and search operations into efforts called “County 

Fairs,” to destroy the hamlet Viet Cong influence and restore government control. 

Typically, Marine units assumed blocking positions on the outer cordon of a selected 
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hamlet in the early morning. At day light, ARVN troops and government political cadre 

“would enter the cordoned area and move all of the civilians to a pre-designated 

collection point where they would be fed, counted, and identified, given propaganda 

lectures, drama presentations, and shown movies.” The Marines deemed these 

operations so successful that by the end of March 1966 they became the model for 

Marine operations. County Fair operations were also called Hamlet Search and Go 

Team by other units as the idea spread, leading to the operation in Chanh Luu 

discussed at the beginning of the dissertation.84  

The PSYOP support for Marine operations often came from ARVN PSYWAR 

Battalions. The February 1966 arrival of the 3rd Marine Division Band and Drum and 

Bugle Corps provided another tool for entertainment during these operations. The band 

used a drum head image of United States and Vietnamese flags, “with a hand shake 

symbol and the words ‘Friendship through Music,’ written in Vietnamese.” They reportedly 

received a “warm response” from inhabitants. Band members also taught music 

appreciation and English classes at local schools, “in an attempt to appeal to the 

Vietnamese interest in music and drama.”85  

Despite the positive view MACV described, USIS Officer Frank Scotton found 

them culturally insensitive. He may be right in a strict sense that they could have been 

conducted in a more culturally appropriate way. Quoting one Vietnamese, “How would 

you feel if a bunch of burly foreigners invaded your hamlet, took away your men, and 

played weird foreign music to ‘entertain you’?” while others described the operations as 
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“ham-handed and clumsy attempts to win over the people.” However, the overriding 

military goal was rooting out Viet Cong. The music was simply a way to mitigate the 

discomfort for civilians in the midst of conflict while the medical aid provided a positive 

counter to the Viet Cong program. There appear to be no surveys of how the villagers 

actually felt, and it is possible that both MACV and Scotton were at least partially 

correct. PSYOP hoped to shift the inhabitants from Viet Cong support to acquiescence 

to and possibly later even to support for the government.86 

Regardless, Marines found that the combination of increased security, PSYOP and 

Civic Action were “a potent force in combating the guerrilla and destroying the VC 

infrastructure within the village and hamlet.” This was especially important given the 

population density during operations southwest of Da Nang and south of Chu Lai, where 

CA/PSYOP teams contributed to success. This achievement culminated in the 

development of Marine Combined Action Platoons (CAP), stationing platoons in villages 

to work with local forces to spread security.87 

Throughout the fall of 1965 the U.S. Army had rapidly built up its PSYOP forces in 

Vietnam to meet tactical and advisory needs. The estimated U.S. military PSYOP 

presence in South Vietnam by then was about 500 personnel, not including other 

agencies and local hires. PSYOP detachments fell under the “the operational control of 

senior CTZ advisors,” both to work with and professionalize ARVN PSYWAR units, while 

helping Americans overcome the shortage of Vietnamese language and cultural 

experience. The Joint Chiefs of Staff approved the activation of the 6th PSYOP Battalion 
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in Vietnam in mid-December. The unit formed from existing PSYOP detachments in 

Vietnam. This completed the gradual buildup of U.S. Army PSYOP detachments, and 

provided command and control for U.S. Army PSYOP units in the South. On 10 February 

1966, U.S. 6th PSYOP Battalion activated in Saigon, comprised of three tactical 

companies. The battalion headquarters formed from elements of the 7th PSYOP Group 

Vietnam Detachment.88 [See map 12] 

The 1st PSYOP Field Support Detachment (Provisional) at Da Nang and 27th 

PSYWAR Detachment at Quang Ngai merged to form the 244th PSYOP Company, with 

initial headquarters at Da Nang. The company’s mission was to assist the ARVN 3rd 

PSYWAR Battalion and combat units in 1 CTZ. The Headquarters Detachment was 

collocated with Provisional Detachment 1, which consisted of two each loudspeaker, 

audio-visual, press, and mobile propaganda and research teams at Da Nang. The 

similarly structured Provisional Detachment 2 was based at Quang Ngai.89  

The 24th PSYWAR Detachment at Qui Nhon and Nha Trang and the 25th 

PSYWAR Detachment at Pleiku merged to form the 245th PSYOP Company. The 

company had a small headquarters element based at Nha Trang and an FC Team 

(current intelligence), loudspeaker and audio-visual elements at Qui Nhon. The remainder 

of the company comprised Detachment B based in Pleiku to provide print and field 

support to American combat units, the ARVN 2nd PSYWAR Battalion, and a radio station. 

The 245th PSYOP Company also supported the Republic of Korea PSYOP Company as 

well as ARVN combat units. Further south, the 20th PSYOP Field Support Detachment 
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(Provisional) and 26th PSYWAR Detachment merged to form the 246th PSYOP Company, 

located at Bien Hoa, near the Saigon based 6th PSYOP Battalion headquarters.90 

It must be noted that then current U.S. Army doctrine had no specific organization 

for a PSYOP battalion or company. They were based on the cellular structure described 

earlier, and tailor-fit to the circumstances. Among the early problems identified were a 

shortage of intelligence and analysis personnel in the table of organization, a critical 

requirement for more interpreters, and the impending loss of many personnel due to 

temporary duty rotations. Most of the detachments that formed the companies and 

battalion were on temporary duty in Vietnam and due to leave soon.91 

Each company was authorized two press teams, two light mobile teams, four 

each 3-man HB loudspeaker teams and 3-man HE Audio-Visual teams, as well as 

broadcast radio advisory and propaganda analysis teams. The loudspeaker teams used 

the AN/UIH-5 loudspeaker with a range of up to two kilometers. Additionally, each U.S. 

infantry brigade had an ARS-4 public address system as a supplement.92 In response to 

a request from 2nd PSYOP Group at Fort Bragg for information on the performance of 

the UIH-5 loudspeaker system, Captain Howard Holiday, 6th Battalion Adjutant 

responded, “In general, the loudspeaker sets performed very satisfactorily in field 

operation.” A set of eight cones mounted on a helicopter could be heard clearly up to 

1,350 feet in the day, 1,600 feet at night. A set of twelve cones could be heard clearly 

up to 1,750 feet during the day and up to 2,000 feet at night, one level of jungle canopy 

did not appreciably affect range. Local innovations had to be devised to mount speakers 
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on helicopters, however.93 

Supporting the entire 6th PSYOP Battalion, the 5th Air Commando Squadron had 

detachments at Nha Trang and Pleiku to provide leaflet drop and aerial loudspeaker 

support, using four U-10 and two C-47 aircraft. During the previous three months, this unit 

alone dropped over 112 million leaflets and conducted 463 hours of broadcasts. Among 

the operations they supported was Operation WINDY, targeting North Vietnamese 

soldiers along the border. This campaign reinforced the messaging from the Trail and 

North Vietnam campaigns with safe conduct passes, and dropped sixteen million leaflets 

in nine aerial missions, targeting a depth of fourteen miles into Cambodia.94 

Themes directed at infiltrating PAVN troops, “made basic but often effective 

psychological points.” For instance, one with a B-52 bomber image, stated:  

As you leave home to kill the peaceable people in South Vietnam, you leave 
behind burdens which the women, the old ones, and the children will have to bear. 
They do not complain, but they know that they must prepare themselves to mourn 
your death and shameful burial in an unmarked grave. During your three-month 
march to South Vietnam, either you or one of your two nearest comrades will be 
stricken with malaria. If you take your malaria pills regularly, you may live to die in 
South Vietnam. You will never see one of these and probably won’t hear it. It is a 
B-52 bomber which carries 29,700 kilos of bombs and can drop them with pin-
point accuracy.95  
 
During this period, the U.S. military command element for II CTZ, 1 Field Force 

Vietnam (1FFV), began advocating PSYOP support to reach remote villages via the U.S. 

Navy Swift Boat and Vietnamese Navy Junk Fleet interdiction programs. U.S. Navy 

Beach Jumper Unit 1 (BJU-1) headquartered at White Beach, Okinawa, began rotating 

teams through Vietnam in 1966. The first BJU-1 element to deploy to Vietnam was 
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Detachment Alpha, consisting of 2 Officers and 10 enlisted men, assigned to the 

operational control to the U.S. Navy Amphibious Ready Group Bravo in support of Marine 

Special Landing Force operations. The detachment conducted psychological operations 

as one of its primary missions, coordinating leaflet drops and loudspeaker broadcasts, as 

well as face-to-face. The report revealed plans to provide loudspeaker capabilities to both 

the Swift and Junk fleets and to coordinate the arrival of boats with leaflets and 

loudspeaker mission. PSYOP later provided an unclassified cover for covert and 

deception operations BJU-1 undertook.96 

Meanwhile, in the Rung Sat Special Zone southeast of Saigon, the U.S. Navy 

Advisory Group coordinated with the RVNAF PSYWAR Department to initiate “an all-

media PSYOP campaign,” to explain security measures in the zone. Further north, after a 

series of 1st ARVN Division and combined Marine/ARVN victories in operations such as 

Lien Ket 26 in early March, I Corps PSYOP personnel “launched an all-media PSYOP 

campaign” publicizing these “important and decisive victories.”97 PSYOP was present in 

the operations and planning of all U.S. military services in Vietnam to some degree. 

As an example of how to provide advice and assistance to a host nation fighting a 

counterinsurgency, the period of 1960-1965 in Vietnam offers many useful lessons. The 

innovative use of aerial loudspeakers was one positive example. U.S. forces and ARVN 

used them to assist stranded refugees, take part in humanitarian actions, encourage 

surrender, spread national-level themes and messages, and harass the enemy. Printed 

matter was ubiquitous, with U.S. and allied forces disseminating millions of leaflets, 

magazines, posters, and other products. But the development of the Vietnamese 
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psychological operations capability was the most important achievement. Training was 

widespread, from short classes for Montagnard tribesmen to months-long training for 

RVNAF officers at schools in the United States. Training included development of the all-

important face to face component, breaking the Viet Cong monopoly in this crucial area. 

Expansion of television and radio also blunted the Front’s propaganda. 

A harsh lesson was that black psychological operations had a high potential 

payoff, even though they were difficult to conduct. SOG dropped more than 209 million 

leaflets and tens of thousands of gift kits over North Vietnam. Even as agent operations 

continued in the North, the inherent difficulties in running these missions in the sealed 

North meant that most teams were unsuccessful. However, U.S. officials judged these 

missions successful based on North Vietnamese government reaction. Hanoi had to 

admit that in recent months “some ‘backward elements’ had been enticed by the gifts and 

duped by the broadcasts,” and that “some inquisitive people had become propaganda 

disseminators.” Democratic Republic of Vietnam officials were concerned over countering 

“deceitful propaganda arguments,” aimed at the North. Increased repression there 

showed the counter-propaganda reflected a real fear the messages would be effective. 

MACV also surmised that the selective nature of the Allied bombing campaign against the 

North helped lower morale there. It was not so wide spread as to cause the ‘rally effect.’ 

Coupled with “the hardships and dislocations caused by such bombings, and the factual 

data contained in the leaflets” MACV believed the PSYWAR was effective.98  

Another lesson began to emerge by this time. Effective psychological operations 

were not simply an extension of the marketing techniques familiar to advertising 
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immersed Americans. Information was useful. However, motivating action and short-

circuiting enemy propaganda required more. Leading someone to make a call to a tip line 

to turn in an enemy, an action that could potentially result in the caller’s death, required a 

deeper understanding of various behavioral motivators and levers. While sharing many of 

the same techniques and technologies of typical advertising, PSYOP was not exactly the 

same. Psychological operations required detailed knowledge of the target audience and 

culture. Hatred was a powerful motivator. This was an area in which the North and its 

agit-prop tactics excelled. Effective PSYOP also required the willingness to embrace an 

idea that no advertiser ever could, sending men to certain death in the North to achieve a 

psychological goal.  

Diem had been able to hold the country together in a way his immediate 

successors could not. This control allowed the pacification campaign to move forward, 

however haltingly, and allowed the persuasive effect of PSYOP to transform actions. After 

two years of political instability distracting the nation and preventing focused PSYOP, the 

government made a move in the right direction with the series of elections. Nguyen Van 

Thieu became head of state with Nguyen Cao Ky as Premier. Though imperfect, this 

change stunted the negative drift at last. Looking at the trend of Chieu Hoi ralliers during 

the period is instructive of this change. Between Tet 1963 and the end of the year, 

roughly 11,200 people took advantage of the program. In the entire year 1964, less than 

half that number rallied. Despite tremendous success in building South Vietnamese 

PSYOP capability throughout 1964, it could not overcome the inherent instability of the 

nation after November 1963. Without the coup, it is questionable if the situation would 

have degraded so quickly. [See chart in appendix, documents] Not until 1965 did rallier 
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numbers approach those of 1963.  

As the Tet holidays faded into the past, the war continued to expand. JUSPAO 

began to develop longer term plans, more detailed studies and provide message 

guidance on a wider scale. The Special Forces and CIA programs looked promising and 

utilized APT concepts that the Viet Cong formerly dominated. The creation of the 6th 

PSYOP Battalion gave the expanding tactical PSYOP program a clear command and 

control organization. An especially promising new front in the psychological war had 

opened as well, television and expanded radio coverage. For the North and the Front, the 

international campaign looked favorable. All sides had expanded their target sets and 

capabilities to prepare for a monumental struggle. 
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Map 7 Television Broadcast Range 
This map displays estimated broadcast range over the HES hamlets. Most of the 

population was within range by 1967. Based on Hoffer, “Broadcasting in an Insurgency 
Environment.” 
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Map 8 AFVN Broadcast facilities 
Millions of South Vietnamese lived within range of these low-power stations by 1967. 
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Map 9 Chapter 9 Locations
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CHAPTER 10 

SECOND REPUBLIC SURGE, SPRING AND SUMMER 1966 

 

By the beginning of 1966, the United States was poised to conduct the most 

intense PSYOP campaign in its history. That spring, the U.S. military went on the 

offensive, seeking to clear a region long held by the Front, and the new 6th PSYOP 

Battalion stepped off quickly to support the expanded combat operations. The formation 

of American PSYOP companies and a PSYOP battalion proved the benefits of the 

cellular doctrine in adapting to local circumstances. However, the organization was unable 

to keep up with demand despite augmentation. By summer, it was clear one battalion was 

not sufficient to meet the needs.  

As fall approached, both sides could claim improvements and some successes. 

The North and NLF had tightened their linkage to the antiwar movement. They were 

successful with that audience, but questions lingered over the degree to which that 

campaign would influence decision makers in the United States. Likewise, the effects of 

the American program targeting the North were still in doubt. President Johnson’s 

misplaced attempts to send political signals via bombing continued to backfire, while the 

North was clearly losing the battle to attract Southern civilians to its cause. By the end of 

the period, indicators that morale within the Viet Cong was struggling had become more 

commonplace. Missing until this point had been an ideological attractor for the 

government. The September Constituent Assembly elections offered the possibility of 

further collapse of the Front’s position in the South.  

To manage the American psychological operations program, the United States had 
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created the Joint U.S. Public Affairs Office (JUSPAO) the previous May to oversee the 

PSYOP programs. By the opening of 1966, the organization expanded and refined the 

psychological operations program. The administration’s decision to create JUSPAO was 

novel, but it was not an unprecedented organization. It contained many similarities with 

the Office of War Information structure from World War II, but with greater integration and 

message discipline at all levels. Civil control and guidance over semi-independent military 

PSYOP organizations was a hallmark of the American system. Perhaps the most 

controversial aspect, the inclusion of the embassy Public Affairs Office in the system, 

created the perception on the part of some that it was spreading propaganda into the 

news cycle in the United States. However, it must be remembered that USIS had been in 

control of the news output from the embassy for some time and that the MACV Public 

Affairs Office remained independent.1 

Organizationally, JUSPAO consisted of a number of branches. The Policy and 

Planning Branch issued PSYOP guidance’s to coordinate messaging among the 

American operators. The Survey and Research Branch produced target audience 

analysis studies and managed “systematic surveys of Vietnamese attitudes and 

reactions” to improve the program effectiveness. The Evaluation and Analysis Branch 

evaluated PSYOP products and conducted post-tests to determine product effectiveness, 

using an “evaluation panel composed of ordinary Vietnamese citizens representing 

various segments of Vietnamese society.”2 The Field Development Division produced 

products and developed, coordinated, and supported campaigns such as the Chieu Hoi, 

Refugee, Public Safety, and Revolutionary Development, as well as economic and 
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agricultural programs. Among the publications JUSPAO prepared, Free World targeted 

adults with a digest of U.S. magazines. Quest, targeting students with popular science 

articles, ran 100,000 copies per month and was so popular that this free magazine was 

reportedly resold on the Saigon black market for about sixty U.S. cents each.3 

The office also had responsibility for cultural exchange programs, providing 

“scholarships, libraries, English instruction, visiting lecturers and professors in 

Vietnamese universities,” as well as informing the Vietnamese people about American 

society and policy. Perhaps in an overextension of its mission, JUSPAO also embarked 

on the task of explaining South Vietnam to the world, a problematic endeavor since it 

undercut the theme of an independent, self-reliant South Vietnam. By this time the 

JUSPAO psychological objectives in the South included increasing the “Vietnamese 

people’s identification with and participation in their government in the war against 

communist subversion and aggression” and promoting the development of political 

institutions at all levels.4  

JUSPAO’s North Vietnamese Affairs Division planned and directed PSYWAR 

aimed at North Vietnam as well as PAVN units anywhere, in close coordination with the 

MACV PSYOP Directorate and other Republic of Vietnam and other U.S. government 

agencies. Initially, Operation Fact Sheet targeted leaflets at North Vietnamese citizenry to 

cause dissension and pressure the Lao Dong Communist Party “to cease its aggressions 

against the RVN.” The goal of this program was to drive a wedge between the Northern 

population and the government and Party, by informing them “of the true nature of the 

aggressive war in South Vietnam and relating their hardships and privations to the 
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continuation of the aggression.” The program stressed American efforts to find a 

“peaceful settlement.” A supporting objective was to convince the people of the futility of 

the ‘liberation’ war in South Vietnam, and that Northern “defeat in the South is inevitable 

and that unification, a common aspiration of both North and South Vietnamese, can only 

be achieved through peaceful means.”5  

In this goal, the Fact Sheet campaign was a failure. In order to be effective, the 

target audience needed to influence events. The people of North Vietnam were an 

inappropriate target because they could not affect government policy. It did, however, 

serve another purpose. The program forced the DRV to expend resources in the fear that 

it would be effective. Indicators of this occurring quickly emerged. However, due to the 

extension of President Johnson’s Christmas bombing pause, Fact Sheet paused as well. 

In response to a 7 January 1966 query from the State Department, the embassy Mission 

Council in Saigon “recommended that, except for a special Tet Greetings drop,” 

operations should restart only after the bombing pause ended, along with a mass leaflet 

drop upon termination of the pause. However, the Secretary of State did not approve the 

embassy’s plan due to hopes of a “favorable response from Hanoi to US peace 

initiatives,” and recommended that leaflet printing cease as well. The Johnson 

administration continued to place hopes in its messaging/action policy, to which North 

Vietnam clearly did not respond.6 

In January, President Johnson devoted a considerable portion of his State of the 

Union speech to discussing the Vietnam War. He laid out again his quest for a peaceful 

resolution of the conflict, as long as it took into account the desires of South Vietnamese. 

                                                 
5
 JUSPAO, General Briefing Book, 27 (quote), 28. 

6
 MACV, Command History, United States Military Assistance Command, Vietnam: 1966 (Saigon: 

MACV Military History Branch, 19 April 1967), 571. 



358 

He noted the bombing pause as a symbol of that desire. Radio Hanoi commented on the 

speech, saying, “Johnson’s deceitful peace argument cannot conceal his dark intention of 

pursuing the escalation and expansion of the war of aggression in Vietnam.” They began 

a full court press to attack Johnson’s peace moves on all media. The vitriol indicated a 

fear that the message would affect morale and so required a hard response.7  

Analysts on both sides struggled to refine their own psychological objectives and 

themes while at the same time they attempted to understand and counteract the other 

side’s program. Analysis of North Vietnamese and Front propaganda indicates the 

development of the following psychological objectives by this point in the war.  

1. Divide United States and South Vietnamese military personnel. 

2. Decrease the U.S. public’s support for South Vietnam. 

3. Reduce the effectiveness of the Government of Vietnam. 

4. Increase world support for the Democratic Republic of Vietnam as the legitimate 

representative of the Vietnamese people 

5. Gain international support for the NLF as an independent movement 

representing the true Southern aspirations.8 

To South Vietnam, the Hanoi exposed the high cost of war to insinuate America 

would not continue to fight. “Surely the U.S. people will not stand idly by and let Johnson 

strangle them and extort money from them and send their children to South Vietnam to 

serve as cannon fodder,” Radio Hanoi said.9 Meanwhile, the Liberation Broadcast Service 
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took the opportunity of the New Year’s cease fire to state, “those enlisted men and 

officers who abandon their ranks to return to their families and to the revolution will be 

guaranteed their rights to freedom and will be helped to find jobs.”10  

Meanwhile, the ground war relentlessly expanded. Operation Masher began near 

the end of January 1966 when elements of the U.S. 1st Cavalry Division, an ARVN 

division, and a South Korean battalion “engaged in the first division-size search and 

destroy operation of the war.” This six week operation cleared the enemy around the 

village of Bong Son, located between Qui Nhon and Quang Ngai. PSYOP soldiers 

coordinated U-10s from the 5th ACS, dropping leaflets and broadcasting messages, with 

ground and air strikes. After each battle, the planes “broadcast funeral dirges and wailing 

sounds to play on the enemy’s superstitions.” However, due to concern over the 

aggressive name, the operation became White Wing during phase two.11 

A good example of successful Special Forces “propaganda of the deed” occurred 

during the Plei Me campaign begun in the fall. In conjunction with the 245th PSYOP 

Company, JUSPAO and the Vietnamese Information Service, the operation sought to 

return the area around Duc Co Special Forces camp in Pleiku Province back to the 

government from its current ‘contested’ category.  An expansion of the program 

discussed earlier, this unified effort targeted all hamlets within three miles of the camp, 

supported by MEDCAPS, face-to-face, USAID, and CARE (then: Cooperative for 

American Remittances Everywhere). The VIS team held internal training sessions prior to 

the events, emphasizing local and national goals for its members to spread. The primary 

theme was that the government was working for peace, while the Front prevented this. 
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The teams held sick-call and met with local officials while delivering PSYOP materials to 

the people and schools. These included distribution of Huong Que magazine and posters 

showing ARVN victories.12 Teams found exploitable “resentment toward Viet Cong 

methods of recruitment and forcing attendance at interminable propaganda sessions,” as 

well as anger at increasing Front rice confiscation from inhabitants.13 

At the same time, Special Forces continued to improve the quality of its PSYOP 

personnel. In January, a class was held for forty-two U.S. Special Forces Non-

Commissioned Officers serving in CA/PSYOP positions throughout the 5th Special Forces 

Group. It was designed to give them “a practical understanding of civic action and 

PSYOP activities” at the camp level. The Group also coordinated with the Vietnamese 

Political Warfare School for Vietnamese Special Forces to attend a six week CA/PSYOP 

course. The 5th SF Group further endeavored to ensure future Non-Commissioned 

Officers (NCO) assigned to PSYOP positions were trained at the Fort Bragg PSYOP 

course prior to assignment to Vietnam. The lack of a Military Occupational Specialty 

(MOS) for enlisted personnel in the PSYOP field was a limiting factor. Any Intelligence 

NCO, could be sent to fill a PSYOP slot, regardless of prior training and experience.14  

The First Cavalry continued operations to systematically clear the area around its 

An Khe base, often in conjunction with Special Forces. Operation Jim Bowie sought to 

clear the long time Viet Cong held valleys of Binh Dinh Province. Not many civilians were 

expected in the area. Beyond a few ‘slash and burn’ tribesmen, the area was nearly 
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devoid of villages. As such the message focus was on surrender. The 245th PSYOP 

Company provided leaflets and HB teams and the 5th Air Commando Squadron provided 

U-10 aircraft for leaflet and loudspeaker missions in support of the operation. PSYOP 

elements for the operation included the 1st Cavalry JUSPAO representative, who 

“provided professional advisory services and interpreter capability.” Special Forces also 

provided interpreters and personnel to test PSYOP appeals on tribal groups in the area.15  

As part of this operation, the First Cavalry Division’s 1/9 Cavalry, “conducted 

deception operations in the Suoi Ca Valley with the objective of misleading the enemy as 

to the division’s area of operations.” The deception consisted of rifle platoon false 

insertions and reconnaissance operations supported by aerial rocket artillery and 

PSYWAR activities. One loudspeaker mission on the theme “Don’t Fire at Aircraft,” 

coupled with six leaflet missions, supported the deception. The operations kept the 

guerillas guessing as to the point of attack. This showed a successful way PSYOP could 

support deception missions, integrating into the tactical plan, and helping cover the actual 

assault point. Additionally, 1st Cavalry conducted thirty-nine loudspeaker missions totaling 

fifty-seven hours during the operation. Primarily using Chieu Hoi themes in North and 

South Vietnamese dialects and tribal languages, forty-three separate leaflet drops totaling 

1,675,000 leaflets were conducted during Operation Jim Bowie.16  

Interrogators during the operation found it best to emphasize good treatment, food 

and medical aid and avoid the term surrender in future broadcasts. To diminish the 

stigma of surrender, the fighters were not told to raise their hands, merely to wave their 

shirt to get the attention of helicopters. Hoi Chanh reported the loudspeakers were more 
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effective than leaflets. Loudspeaker surrender instructions were very clear, telling 

listeners where to go, how to carry their weapon and so on. During the morning of 23 

March 1966, the Brigade captured a Viet Cong cadre who “had read the instructions on a 

safe conduct pass and was observed standing on a bald hill, weapon slung muzzle down, 

waving a towel at passing aircraft.”17 

Captured Viet Cong Party Province Committee documents indicated morale and 

recruitment problems as a result of these operations. A March document captured in Binh 

Dinh stated that, the “fierce sweep operations conducted by U.S. and ROK troops,” 

seriously affected cadre morale.  Many left for government controlled areas “or 

surrendered to the enemy.” Another document, from this same committee, noted the 

need to “stabilize the morale of the population in the areas already cleared by enemy 

operations and where pacification activities were in progress.” Ongoing recruitment 

difficulties reflected low youth morale, according to the committee.18 Higher-ranking Viet 

Cong ralliers included a PAVN First Lieutenant and a Viet Cong Regional Force platoon 

leader. At this time, the Liberation Press Agency issued a quarterly review of the war. 

They attacked the ongoing pacification effort. According to the agency, the United States 

“put into effect the Lodge-Lansdale plan of indiscriminate raids and bombings to raze to 

the ground one region after another and of large-scale sprays of chemical poison along 

with intensified psychological warfare to realize their rural pacification scheme.” Front 
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attacks on Chieu Hoi centers also spiked, indicating their perception of the defection 

threat. In response, South Vietnam increased Chieu Hoi center construction.19  

During the spring, domestic unrest struck South Vietnam again. In the midst of the 

Buddhist protests, a third propaganda source in Vietnam arose. Groups of Buddhist 

supporters took over radio stations in Da Nang and Hue, using them to rally supporters 

against government policy. By the end of March the situation became critical. Hue Radio 

announced protests against Marines for tearing down an English-language banner 

denouncing the United States. The station later broadcast an apology from “the major 

general commanding the U.S. Marines,” for this action.20  

Saigon domestic service broadcast a message from President Thieu denouncing 

the takeover of stations that had spread to Dalat, Nha Trang, and Ban Me Thuot in the 

following weeks. After the burning of one station, Thieu said this situation could not 

continue. Meanwhile the North stoked the flames, stating, “What is noteworthy is that 

day by day the movement has manifested more and more clearly its anti-U.S. character, 

and become more active.”21 In May a crowd torched the USIS Library and Cultural 

Center in Hue. 

At the same time Liberation Radio opportunistically encouraged anger at inflation 

in South Vietnam. “Let everybody rise up and ask for salary increase, living cost 

reduction, and a solution to the food shortage problem,” the broadcast said in story that 

blamed the problems on America. “The 200,000 U.S. expeditionary troops who have 
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invaded South Vietnam for a year” drove up the prices, according to the Liberation 

Broadcast Service, seeking to exploit economic issues to divide Vietnamese from 

Americans.22 In orders sent to cadre broadcast over LBS, the Front praised the 

successful “revolutionary proselyting among the soldiers of the puppet armed forces.”23 

Meanwhile, Radio Hanoi once again denounced the American use of “gas.” 

Returning to the bio-warfare theme, they accused “U.S. ruling circles” of bringing the 

“Mobile Research Institute of the U.S. Bacteriological and Warfare Corps No. 406,” to 

South Vietnam. This institute was helped by “West German militarists,” in producing 

“combat gases,” according to the station. This story seems to have been a reference to 

the pending deployment of a West German hospital ship to Saigon to aid civilians.24 

During the first three months of 1966, the 5th Special Forces Group enhanced the 

development of CIDG CA/PSYOP teams to provide them with “additional and effective 

means of conducting civic action and psychological operations.” Success with the test led 

to the authorization of one team per camp.  By April, 140 more troops had graduated the 

10 week course at the Montagnard Training Center in Pleiku and the POLWAR School 

planned to present a six-week course in July.25 Organized into 12 five-man units, these 

Motivation Teams were “capable of training 680 men per month.”26 The teams included a 

Team Leader, Assistant, and two each medical, CA/PSYOP, intelligence and survey 

members. Civic action was essential to team success. By the end of April 1966, U.S. 

Special Forces had completed 4,261 civic action projects, mostly in the Highlands. 
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Among these, they constructed or repaired forty-seven schools, fifty dispensaries, 118 

wells, ninety-seven bridges, and forty-six roads. They had also provided relief supplies for 

over 18,000 refugees and conducted numerous medical patrols and other projects 

“designed to gain the support of local civilians.” Given that the camps were mostly located 

in the sparsely populated Highlands, the numbers represent a significant percentage of 

the inhabitants.27  

The 5th Special Forces Group PSYOP increased the intensity of psychological 

operations along with civic action, dropping over 23 million leaflets and distributing “over 

185,000 publications such as bulletins, magazines, posters and newspapers.” 

Furthermore, the Group issued “portable loudspeakers, tape recorders and mimeograph 

machines” to all detachments to “carry out more timely and effective propaganda in the 

local villages and hamlets.” For instance, the Camp Tien Bien CA/PSYOP NCO produced 

a bi-monthly newspaper named Truth that targeted the Viet Cong and he reported “five 

VC returned to GVN control carrying a copy of the newspaper.”28 

Captain Frank J. Leach, assigned to An Lac, Darlac Province based team A-234, 

used his CA/PSYOP team to transform village behavior. Leach noted that upon arrival at 

An Lac in April, he “found the local inhabitants completely hostile toward the American 

and Vietnamese soldiers.” The people openly supported the Viet Cong and inhabitants 

avoided all contact with Americans. “Whenever an American entered a village, the people 

would run to their homes and close the doors” and even the “children were even afraid of 

the Americans.” Leach devised a four step program to overcome this hostility. The plan 
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began with a dinner for the village chiefs at which the team explained, “we were here to 

help in any way we could,” promising “protection from the Viet Cong.”29  

Leach’s activities were a solid example of the importance of developing 

relationships for effective PSYOP to occur. The team proposed to elders a plan to send 

medical patrols to the area and distribute “clothes, toys, soap, salt and food to the needy 

families.” Next, Leach contacted USAID in Dalat and Ban Me Thout and asked for support 

and CARE packages. During each medical patrol, the camp commander “talked with the 

people explaining that we wanted to help.” Because the people refused to come out of 

their homes, the team left supplies with the village chief. According to Leach, “The next 

time we visited the villages we found a few people who would come out to see us but they 

were very suspicious.” After repeated visits, the ice melted and “soon the children were 

accepting candy and clothes from us” and “villagers were looking to our next visit.”30 

The security phase entailed placing an American advised squad in each village. 

They helped build houses, dig wells, and plant gardens during the day and provided 

protection. “Soon villagers were inviting us to their homes for meals and local 

celebrations,” he wrote. This program resulted in the active and willing support of the 

villagers and “smiles and laughter” greeted the team’s visits. Sincerity and perseverance 

were required, according to Leach, as well as a willingness to “accept and honor their 

customs and habits.”31  

Often consequence management fell to PSYOP as well. The Ben Soi Civic Action 

team dealt with a refugee problem resulting from American airstrikes and ground 

operations conducted in the area. They initiated mitigation efforts for the unintended 
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consequences of the strikes, which “destroyed approximately 100 homes, killed 15 

civilians, and wounded an additional 19,” and left approximately 300 people temporarily 

homeless. The team coordinated with a VIS loudspeaker team “to assemble the people to 

a designated temporary refugee center,” and used money supplied by USAID for 

immediate relief. The Province and District Civic Action staff supplied cooking utensils.32  

Special Forces Detachment A-321 helped move 218 families to GVN controlled 

hamlets during this mission. Despite the negative circumstances, many of these refugees 

provided valuable information on the enemy, which in turn aided the war effort. This camp 

was located in a formerly Viet Cong controlled region, but the team increasingly found 

people voluntarily seeking the protection of the camp. The author stated that “Civic action 

projects such as these show that winning the peoples’ hearts and minds is not just a 

useful cliché but a meaningful phrase.” Working at the grass roots level and showing 

government interest in their welfare paid dividends.33  

In March 1966, the U.S. Army Staff produced a report titled “A Program for the 

Pacification and Long-Term Development of South Vietnam,” normally referred to as 

PROVN for short. This study reevaluated the American strategy and operations in 

Vietnam. It urged a single manager concept for pacification, which was largely 

implemented that year. Although MACV incorporated some of the ideas, they opposed 

recommendations to take over internal South Vietnamese affairs. MACV believed this 

would backfire and undercut RVN legitimacy. According to the PROVN study, impressing 
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on villagers that hardships were the fault of the Viet Cong and focusing on the “light at the 

end of the tunnel,” would be effective themes.34 

The study noted the great increase in PSYOP capabilities in South Vietnam and 

the quality of the overall plan. However the authors warned, “the whispered word from an 

NLF cadre, plying enlightened self-interest, is more effective than a bank of airborne 

loudspeakers blasting the merits of greater sacrifice from 3,000 feet. Unkept promises 

and empty clichés constitute the core problem.”35 A coherent “national ideology” alone 

was not sufficient, according to the authors. An effective pursuit of needed social reforms, 

“can motivate and polarize the peasants. Nothing less will succeed.”36  

By spring the South Vietnamese decision to create a Political Warfare system 

required a change in the American advisory effort. MACV issued Directive Number 515-1 

regarding American support to the ARVN POLWAR system on 26 April 1966. This 

document established POLWAR advisors at all command levels down to company size 

units and delineated their staff responsibilities. Among the objectives of the POLWAR 

system were establishing and maintaining a “high degree of loyalty, discipline, and morale 

within RVNAF,” and gaining “support of the civilian populace by improving the civilian-

military relationship.” The system consisted of five POLWAR battalions made up of four 

POLWAR companies and one Civic Action company each. The 10th POLWAR Battalion 

was located in Da Nang, the 20th in Pleiku, the 30th in Bien Hoa, the 40th in Can Tho and 

the 50th POLWAR was located in Saigon. Within each battalion, the POLWAR companies 
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were numbered sequentially from one to four. For example, Tenth Battalion had 

companies 101-104. Each company had six audio-visual teams. The Republic of China 

was responsible for the organization and initial training of the POLWAR units.37 

While JUSPAO focused on the strategic level and MACV Psychological Operation 

Directorate (MACPD) the tactical level, there was some overlap. The Director of the 

Psychological Operations Directorate reported to the Commander of MACV and served 

as the Senior Advisor to the General Political Warfare Department (GPWD) of the 

Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces. This included all aspects from training and doctrine, 

equipment procurement, to message dissemination. The MACPD had operational control 

of the 6th PSYOP Battalion and conducted its own research and target audience analysis.  

Poor political indoctrination of U.S. troops, however, often hampered attempts to 

build positive relations needed to succeed in pacification operations. AFVN radio did 

offer some indoctrination. However, U.S. troops “received virtually no political 

guidance,” in contrast to Front and PAVN soldier’s continual indoctrination from “the 

political cadres who accompanied every unit.”38 One Viet Cong cadre captured in Cu 

Chi told interrogators that although U.S. operations hurt Front recruitment, this was 

mitigated to some degree by “nearly daily incidents concerning bad road discipline on 

the part of American vehicles, resulting in injuries or damaged crops.” Overall guidance 

to soldiers stressed the need to maintain positive relations with the Vietnamese but 

more emphasis was needed.39 The ideas found in the film The Unique War needed 
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wider diffusion. 

Additionally, counterproductive motivators often sent mixed signals to soldiers. 

For instance, the U.S. 25th Infantry Division awarded platoons “ten points for each 

‘possible body count,’ one hundred points for each enemy crew served weapon 

captured, and two hundred points for each tactical radio captured.” For every U. S. 

soldier killed in action, the platoon lost five hundred points. Using those metrics, the 

division identified “productive platoons.” As such, soldiers carried out actions necessary 

to boost their ratings.40 Without claiming any soldier specifically targeted civilians to 

earn points, the measurement system may well have caused some to err on that side. 

Americans were not the only ones using body count as a measurement of success, 

though. The NLF also rated units by the number of enemy killed, and a soldier “who 

killed five Americans or the individual guerrilla who killed three was awarded the 

prestigious title of ‘Heroic American killer.’”41  

American troop awareness of PSYOP also needed to be raised.  One lesson 

learned in this regard was that, “friendly troop units must be aware of the purpose of the 

broadcast and of any part they may be expected to play.” One solution was 

broadcasting a translation of the message in the “language of the friendly troops, 

English or Korean, explaining at the same time what is expected of ground units.” This 

was especially useful when giving specific surrender instructions and it ensured that the 

friendly ground troops acted accordingly. Doing this also offered the “benefit of providing 

an on-the-ground check of loudspeaker effectiveness,” to determine the best flight 
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path.42  

Meanwhile targeting of American troops became more varied and the themes 

more likely to hit home. Shortly after the U.S. conducted Operation Birmingham in War 

Zone D, Nhan Dan announced a “mutiny” of an American battalion. The story said 

officers and men of a unit in Lai Khe refused orders on 24 April to go into the rubber 

plantation. Nhan Dan claimed these soldiers had sustained “stinging blows” previously, 

and 

on that day made quite a din outside the battalion headquarters, scattered their 
guns on the ground, and refused to board the planes. Many of them ran back to 
their barracks and sat there weeping bitterly; others took refuge in the houses of 
the local people or hid in trenches. 
 

 Nhan Dan claimed this mutiny was a sign of collapsing American morale. The LPA 

carried the same story under title “A new phase of development of the antiwar 

movement among U.S. servicemen” in a broadcast to the South.43  

One broadcast replayed a November antiwar speech by Duncan Scheer in 

Berkeley. Another read a statement attributed to deserter Robert Garwood, urging “troops 

to stop fighting.” “I am calling on you to stop terrorizing and massacring the people of 

South Vietnam. Don’t burn their villages, bombard their rice fields and homes or run tanks 

into the fields,” said Garwood. He said he was well treated, and that soldiers who refused 

to fight would be “sent back to the United States where you belong.”44  

In May, Radio Hanoi broadcast stories of American pilots shot down over the 

North, including one in which Charles Boyd recounted what happened to him. “Although 
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hatred was reflected from the eyes of my captors, to my surprise the people and local 

authorities immediately gave me decent food and medical attention for my right arm, 

which had been seriously hurt on ground contact,” he said. Boyd admitted, according to 

the broadcast, to committing a crime by attacking the North and begged for 

forgiveness.45 The station also read from a story in the Japanese paper Akahata (Red 

Flag) containing a statement from another captured U.S. Pilot. According to Akahata, 

Colonel Robinson Risner said,  

I now realize that the air strikes against North Vietnam are illegal and that they 
are only helping to steadily heighten the morale of the Vietnamese people. I have 
learned from my own experience how high is the morale of the Vietnamese 
people and how firm in their determination, and I believe that these are the main 
factors that have enabled you to carry on your resistance war for more than 10 
years.46 
 

As usual, Radio Hanoi laundered one of its own stories through an overseas group to 

provide reinforcement and legitimacy. 

Excerpts from an article by Gen. Vuong Thua Vu, a high-ranking officer of the 

Vietnam People’s Army, read by Hanoi Hannah, urged U.S. servicemen to consider why 

they fought. “At this point some of you would shrug your shoulders and laugh: ‘Hanoi 

Hannah again talks fiction and gives fishy facts,’” she joked. She urged her listeners to 

use their own minds, arguing that “military technology is no match for LAF morale.” 

Hanoi Hannah closed by saying that although listeners may not agree at the moment, 

“Discuss his ideas and see whether they are correct or not.” All these stories and 

reinforcements were designed to sap American troops’ morale and make them less 

likely to risk their lives. Although designed to produce cognitive dissonance, as 
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exemplified by Hanoi Hanna’s questioning, it is difficult to determine the degree of 

success.47 

Binh Dinh Province had long been a Front stronghold. In fact, Ho Chi Minh had 

lived there for a period before leaving for France. Pacification of the province fell 

predominantly to the First Cavalry from its base in An Khe. In an after action review for 

Operation Crazy Horse in the Vinh Thanh Valley, 1st Brigade commander Colonel 

Hennessey stated, “The ‘talking’ helicopter is a must, in connection with PSYOPS.” 

Despite this praise, technical and coordination issues hampered these operations. He 

urged that a pre-configured helicopter and team be stationed at the division forward 

headquarters. After the next major 1st Cavalry operation, Davy Crockett, Colonel Harold 

Moore, Commander of 3rd Brigade recommended that each brigade receive its own 

loudspeaker set. “Often the requirement for psychological operations is so immediate that 

normal support units cannot react,” he said.48  However, this high demand did not take 

into account the scarcity of men and equipment for support. The Pleiku Detachment of 

the 245th PSYOP Company that supported the operation, conducting sixty loudspeaker 

missions and dropping nearly six million leaflets, was at its limits.49   

An attached psychological warfare team conducted a leaflet drop shortly after 

Operation Davy Crockett began. This covered the entire sector, emphasizing the Chieu 

Hoi program and Viet Cong hardships. During the operation, the 5th Air Commando 

Squadron aircraft dropped leaflets within hours of B-52 strikes, covering the “radius of the 

bomb-blast noise envelope to exploit the fear and disorganization resulting from the 
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raid.”50 Loudspeaker broadcasts and another leaflet drop followed. “Two specific missions 

were conducted using an airborne interpreter” to urge entrenched Viet Cong to surrender, 

resulting in twelve fighters surrendering. One lesson reinforced during the operation was 

that Viet Cong preferred to rally to ARVN forces due to the language barrier with 

Americans. Another lesson was that some ralliers felt that the Viet Cong cadre did not 

take the same risks as they forced the soldiers to take, indicating another potential 

fracture line.51  

As U.S. commanders increasingly requested PSYOP support, MACV ordered a 

comprehensive analysis “to determine whether the current MACV PSYWAR organization 

was adequate” to satisfy requirements. This was necessitated by the introduction of 

massive PAVN forces into the South, and “by the many changes created by the US 

military buildup and the expanded advisory effort.” By this point, PAVN troops out 

numbered NLF regular forces nearly two to one in South Vietnam. American PSYOP 

expansion lagged behind the rapid tactical force deployments by both sides.52 By the end 

of March, MACV staff and field commanders “confirmed the need for more PSYOP 

personnel” at all levels and agreed to expedite augmentation of Field Force [Corps] 

PSYOP staff sections.53 

Likewise the NLF began to expand its programs, especially internationally. During 

Operation Junction City in 1967, U.S. Army units captured a COSVN Sub-Committee of 

Foreign Activities propaganda analysis and guidance memo prepared for Hanoi 
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authorities in June 1966.  While acknowledging the bulk of COSVN’s propaganda support 

came from North Vietnam, the author urged, “we must use all the available means of 

propaganda to kindle a widespread anti-war movement among the [American] people,” 

which required motivating them to protest against the United States crimes and request 

an “end to the war of aggression in South Vietnam.” The author called for specifically 

targeting American soldiers’ family members to “launch anti-war demonstrations and to 

request repatriation.” This presaged a radio program begun by the Committee to Aid the 

NLF, the following spring, in which Walter Teague sought out deployed soldiers’ families 

to tape messages for broadcast over Radio Hanoi and Liberation Radio.54  

Another COSVN report to Hanoi noted the great help provided by the international 

press. They reported investigating “the possibility of employing the propaganda 

‘capabilities’ of the world’s organizations, newsmen, writers, and officials in foreign 

countries,” and had arranged schedules for visiting foreign reporters. After the reporters 

returned home, the story noted they “helped us a great deal in propaganda.” The Front 

also “furnished information, documents, films to a number of major international 

organizations and foreign personalities who sympathized with the revolution in South 

Vietnam.”55  

To support this key NLF and North Vietnamese psychological objective, the 

Hanoi Foreign Language Publishing House printed a series of Vietnamese studies 

pamphlets in English and distributed them to American university libraries. The target 

audience included educated Americans opposed to the war or who might be 
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questioning U.S. involvement. The series consisted of at least forty-seven pamphlets 

employing classic propaganda techniques, designed to inform opinion leaders so that 

they could properly indoctrinate and agitate the masses. The booklets contained 

detailed information on the North Vietnamese view on a given subject, such as, The 

Failure of the Special War 1961-65, Initial Failure of the U.S. ‘Limited War’, The N.F.L. 

[sic] Symbol of Independence, Democracy and Peace in South Viet Nam, and They 

Have Been in North Viet Nam, which detailed visits by foreigners opposed to the war. 

English language quality tended to be good and normally not overly bombastic, 

although each contained some grammatical errors and used British spellings. 

Pamphlets ranged from 88 to 200 pages in length, printed in 5x7-inch format. The paper 

quality was slightly better than newsprint and printing quality was good.  

Like the Vietnam Courier newspaper, these pamphlets found their way onto the 

book shelves of at least fifty-six university libraries from North Texas State to Harvard. 

At least twenty-eight pamphlets remain today at the Willis Library at the University of 

North Texas. Due to changes in library check-out policies, it is impossible at this point to 

gauge how often library patrons read these pamphlets or how the libraries acquired 

them. However, the themes stressed in the booklets coincided with much of the 

messaging of the antiwar movement, spotlighting, for example, that Diem and the RVN 

were illegitimate puppets of the United States or that the ARVN was “a puppet army” 

composed of “inveterate criminals, capable like Hitler’s SS troops of committing all kinds 

of crimes who burned down villages, disemboweled victims to take out their livers, 
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ruthlessly massacred women and children.”56  

The CANLF bookstore in New York sold copies of most of these booklets. In May 

1966, the CANLF received a telegram from Ho Chi Minh wishing the organization “good 

success,” in the “struggle against the U.S. imperialist aggressors.” In fact the CANLF 

consistently followed the North Vietnamese propaganda line during its various shifts.57 

The organization also attempted to leverage its member’s knowledge of American culture 

and political discourse themes to build an emotional connection between the movement 

and Americans. For instance, the CANLF symbolically linked the antiwar movement, the 

National Liberation Front and the American Revolution. Teague ensured an American 

Revolutionary War thirteen star flag always flew beside an NLF flag at protests, “to 

prevent police from demanding we take down the NLF flag.” It also had the possible effect 

of creating cognitive dissonance in viewers, questioning America’s right to be involved in 

another nation’s war for “independence.”58   

The North utilized British philosopher Bertrand Russell to further isolate the U.S. 

from perceived world opinion. Radio Hanoi announced an upcoming “international 

tribunal” by Russell to “try Johnson and other war criminals.” Among the tribunal members 

was Thich Thien Hoa, NLF member and president of the South Vietnam Buddhists 

Association.59 Russell appealed directly to American servicemen in South Vietnam, “to 

accept personal responsibility for the criminal acts which are occurring every [day] against 

the Vietnamese.” He accused the U.S. Air Force of “bombing hospitals, tuberculosis 
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sanatoriums, leper clinics, old-age homes, schools, and villages” and using poison gas.60 

Russell claimed the United States already controlled “60 percent of the resources of the 

world, but only has 6 percent of the world’s population,” and fought the war to gain more 

control. In his 1967 autobiography, Russell admits to advising the North Vietnamese on 

propaganda messaging.61  

In a message meant to encourage resistance among American soldiers, Radio 

Hanoi read a letter sent to the Chicago Women for Peace Club. It appears that the club 

then forwarded the letter to Hanoi for its use. The letter alleged a torture incident 

witnessed by the unnamed author. In response to seeing this occurrence, the soldier 

wrote that he hit the interrogator, “struck it to the back of the guy from intelligence.”[sic] 

“Ever since that day I have been sick in the stomach and haven’t been out on patrol or 

anything. My sergeant tells me I am suffering from battle fatigue and might get sent 

home,” the soldier wrote.62 The non-standard English indicated an invented letter, or 

one that had perhaps been translated back and forth. 

Later, the station accused the West German Defense Minister Kai-Uwe von 

Hassel of providing the United States with arms “worth 300 million marks for the war in 

Vietnam,” and of allowing West German pilots to join the U.S. Air Force in Vietnam. 

Hanoi attacked the “dispatch to South Vietnam the so-called hospital ship Helogoland 

[sic] provided with special military equipment and under command of a former Hitlerite 

naval officer who served aboard a Nazi minesweeper.” This attack was part of a 

consistent theme in the construction of the chemical warfare narrative, tying the United 
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States to Hitler’s Germany. As noted above, the ship’s real mission was to provide 

healthcare to poor people in Saigon.63 

As Buddhist unrest arose again that summer across South Vietnam, the Hue 

Voice of Buddhist Salvation broadcast an appeal from Venerable Thich Tri Quang for 

families to move family “alters to the streets,” burn incense, and chant prayers. The goal 

was to provoke a violent response by the “Thieu-Ky clique,” destroying alters that 

blocked the roads.64 Radio Hanoi claimed this happened. Supposedly, Vietnamese 

Marines  

penetrated into the Buddhist compatriots’ houses, smashed the altars, 
intimidated entire households, broke open closets and trucks, and engaged in 
pillaging, thus creating a [terrible] and sorrowful scene of disorder. A number of 
First Corps soldiers who witnessed this heartbreaking scene shed tears and 
turned away.65  
 

However, this is disputed by other witnesses. On the tenth, President Thieu sent 

POLWAR forces to seize the Hue station and establish a curfew to restore order. 

Liberation Radio claimed “the Thieu-Ky clique had sent a psywar group to Hue to use 

the radio station to release false news and many fake communiqués.”66 As the unrest 

continued, a new station came on line. It claimed, “A number of people still erroneously 

consider the Vietnam Unified Buddhist Church as representing all Buddhist faithful in 

the country.” The Voice of Anticommunist Buddhist Force, a clandestine station, began 

broadcasting in mid-July. However, this appears to be a covert government station 

meant to suppress the ongoing turmoil. The station argued that religious leaders 
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needed to get out of politics.67 

At the end of June, the United States stepped up bombing of the North as part of 

continued attempts to signal the regime. President Johnson authorized attacking 

petroleum and oil distribution facilities. Although the United States specifically kept the 

extensive North Vietnamese dyke system off the target list, any time bombing occurred, 

Radio Hanoi accused the raids of purposely targeting the irrigation system. The North 

Vietnamese labeled the denials by the “Johnson-McNamara-Dean Rusk warmongering 

clique,” an attempt to “cover up its crimes by its deceitful offer for peaceful negotiation 

and its slanderous campaign about North Vietnam’s aggression against South 

Vietnam.”68  

Hanoi trotted out Captain Murphy Neal Jones, a U.S. Air Force pilot shot down 

on 29 June, for a press conference on the intensive air attacks. “The air pirate still wore 

his khaki flying dress as he was brought into the conference hall,” according to Radio 

Hanoi. “I am very much sorry for my criminal act against the Vietnamese people,” Jones 

said. The station reported that Hanoi dripped with anger as Neal was later paraded 

through the city. “This towering 28-year-old American captain, who was supposed to 

represent the U.S. air superiority, stood meekly on an uncovered truck, his head bent.” 

On 1 July, Hanoi followed up the story in broadcasts to the South.69 

Peking’s New China News Agency discussed the “atmosphere of preparedness” in 

Hanoi as a result of air strikes. “The antiaircraft units have begun an emulation drive to 

[defeat the enemy] and become ‘invincible fighters’ in defending the capital,” the agency 
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said.70 Captured pilots were marched handcuffed in pairs “under armed escort through 

the streets…drooping their heads in the face of menacing fists and the formidable 

screams of a human sea which constituted a form of street tribunal to try the peace 

disturbers and child killers.” Among those paraded through the city were Robinson 

Risner, James Stockdale, Kile Berg and Gerald Coffee, most of whom had been captured 

more than a year prior but were now dragged out for propaganda purposes.71  

An article in the North Vietnamese magazine Tuyen Huan (Propaganda and 

Education) discussed the “struggle against U.S. imperialists’ PSYWAR in the province of 

Quang Binh,” North Vietnam. Ho Nhu Y, the province deputy propaganda chief, 

acknowledged that “it should be said that the U.S. imperialists’ war of destruction carried 

out by aircraft is essentially a PSYWAR act,” aimed at demoralizing the citizens on North 

Vietnam. The article contrasted these stepped up attacks with the incessant calls for 

peace by President Johnson.72 The U.S. had recently restarted the Fact Sheet campaign. 

Among the leaflets dropped over cities in the Red River Delta at that time, one asked, 

“What is the Future?” posing alternate courses of “either more bombs and more dead 

sons and brothers, or an honorable negotiation.” The theme meant to sap the will for 

continued sacrifice in the face of RVN/U.S. “willingness to negotiate.”73  

Ho Nhu Y singled out letters sent from the South “conveying their ‘regards’ and 

‘sympathy’ to the compatriots and children in the North.” These likely refer to the letters 

collected by the VIS chief discussed earlier. Ho especially attacked the “American pirates 

and their lackeys” for dropping “psywar goods” over his province. The goods included 
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things such as “thread and needles, soap, toys, cloths, American butter and milk.” Among 

other gifts were “radios pre-set to receive Voice of America.” Ho reported that the people 

of Quang Binh province destroyed the assistance and had remained unaffected by the 

“deceitful propaganda.”74  

While the article claimed the PSYWAR was ineffective, he wrote that “a human 

body, no matter how healthy it may be, is vulnerable to microbe attack if it is not 

adequately protected and nurtured with new ‘vitamins.’” The Vietnamese people required 

constant indoctrination to “engrave in their hearts and bones their hatred against the 

American pirates and their lackeys.”75 For counter-propaganda purposes, province 

officials had found it better to attack propaganda in general, rather than singling out any 

particular product, lest they draw attention the enemy’s “subtle and clever schemes.” Only 

when a product was deemed “positively dangerous” would it be targeted for counter 

propaganda.76 

The North Vietnamese Nhan Dan Daily discussed the “PSYWAR Trick of the 

American Aggressors,” on 18 July 1966.77 According to the article, President Johnson’s 

professions of peaceful intent only proved the U.S. could not win the war and the 

bankruptcy of the “special war.” The author stated the Americans continued to request 

“peaceful negotiations” as a cover for expanding the losing war and represented a 

“dangerous scheme of the U.S. psychological war in Vietnam.”78  However, a translated 

report from the North Vietnamese Chief Justice of the Supreme People’s Court indicated 
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that fear of agent and PSYOP activities against the North was growing. In order to 

maintain the “Proletarian dictatorship,” the court urged “repressive and preventative 

measures” to combat “espionage and commando activities, psywar, and ‘moral action’ 

activities, and organized anti-revolutionary activities.” At this time, the North also 

increased its cooperation with East German STASI, whom they viewed as the best 

internal security organization.79 

In the meantime, the Army Research Office at Duke University conducted an 

evaluation of American PSYOP training in July 1966. The investigators analyzed the 

program of instruction, facilities and the U.S. Army PSYOP School at Fort Bragg. The 

study determined that a one-size fits all course could not work. Recommendations called 

for breaking the course into a PSYOP officer operator’s course and PSYOP staff officer 

course. Although some overlap would result, field grade officers requested more 

knowledge of behavioral science and PSYOP planning and coordination. Entry level 

officers desired more hands-on training.80  

One glaring problem surfaced in relation to Vietnam. The 6-week Military 

Assistance Training Advisor Psychological Operations Course was too short to be useful, 

especially for officers destined for immediate deployment to Vietnam. The authors 

recommended abolishing this course. Rather, all officers should attend the 10-week 

course. The authors also felt it was “imperative that all personnel assigned to 

psychological operations be instructed in the language, culture, beliefs and customs of 

the area,” in which they were to work. However, there remained a shortage of language 
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trained soldiers which the U.S. Army could not make up quickly. The 6th PSYOP Battalion 

used local hires to bridge the gap.81 Selection of officers for PSYOP training was deemed 

a problem as well. PSYOP was viewed as a career detour and the Army often selected 

officers for positions without assessing their suitability.82 

Leaflet production since February at the 6th Battalion’s print plant had exceeded 

200 million leaflets by the fall. During the first part of the reporting period four presses 

arrived from Hawaii to supplement the overworked presses. However, incessant heavy 

use caused the multilith presses to break down frequently. As a result, the staff began 

working on a revised MTOE to take into account the greatly increased workload. By 

August, the 6th PSYOP Battalion sent forward to Department of the Army a proposed 

MTOE for a PSYOP Group and new PSYOP battalion formations.83  

Generally, PSYOP companies divided into two detachments, one for heavy print 

and the other for field operations. Each of the companies produced roughly 1.75 million 

leaflets and posters per week. Coupled with leaflets produced by the battalion and 7th 

PSYOP Group, they dispersed more than 20 million leaflets monthly in each Corps. 

These numbers may seem excessive. However, PSYOP doctrine called for up to 30 

leaflets per 1000 square meters. Thus an area of one square mile would require about 

78,000 leaflets. Using this estimated coverage, monthly leaflet dissemination for each 

company was about 256 square miles. In reality, density likely needed to be higher due to 
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the impenetrable jungle canopy, dispersed population and the effect of the humid 

environment quickly degrading leaflets. These were factors not addressed by doctrine.84  

The 244th PSYOP Company continued its support of tactical operations in the I 

CTZ. Ongoing tactical operations fully engaged all loudspeaker and interrogation teams 

and demand steadily increased. The 246th PSYOP found PSYOP support requests “more 

than doubled over the previous reporting period. Printing facilities of this unit were 

deluged” and equipment failures compounded printing shortfalls. The 245th PSYOP 

experienced similar demands and “even though operating at maximum capability all 

requests for support could not be filled.” Its HB and HE teams were likewise fully 

employed.85 

During the quarter ending 31 July, First Field Force reported utilizing two field 

loudspeaker teams in direct support of Operations Beauregard and Hawthorn. A number 

of problems were encountered Hawthorn. The target audience was highly susceptible to 

PSYOP, since the PAVN soldiers had “just completed the arduous trek along the Ho Chi 

Minh Trail and were tired, afraid and still unsure of the terrain.” Nevertheless, equipment 

and coordination issues between aircraft and PSYOP field teams degraded the overall 

effort.86 Teams HB 1 and 2 of the 245th PSYOP Company provided general support to 1st 

Brigade, 101st Airborne (U.S.) in Kontum Province during Operation Beauregard, which 

netted six ralliers. An after action report noted PSYOP saturation alone was not effective. 

The program “must be introduced into an area where strong tactical pressure has been 
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applied.” Additionally, the payoff from such an operation could take four to six weeks. 

PSYOP was not an immediate answer, and quick assessment of the results was 

impossible.  Nonetheless, over the three-week operation, thirteen million leaflets and 

forty-one broadcast hours produced sixty-three ralliers, exceeding the number of 

captured, killed or wounded Viet Cong.87 

A follow on operation that summer to protect the rice harvest from appropriation by 

the Viet Cong in Phu Yen Province, Operation John Paul Jones, included one team from 

the 245th PSYOP. Nine million leaflets and fifty-eight hours of broadcasts produced just 

two ralliers. The need for PSYOP interpreters and translated copies of all leaflets were 

identified as areas for improvement. The Brigade also requested the expedited 

augmentation of a PSYOP staff officer and NCO to facilitate future planning.88 

PSYOP had received a high priority from General Westmoreland and the general’s 

preference appears to have filtered down to lower levels, at least on paper. For instance, 

in July the U.S. 1st Infantry Division published its PSYOP Annex to the division standard 

operation procedures. This document detailed the division’s PSYOP themes, procedures 

and capabilities in order to integrate Civic Action and PSYOP into all of its operations. 

The division’s psychological objectives included generating defection and “disaffection 

with the NLF cause,” reducing enemy combat effectiveness and creating dissension 

between cadre and rank and file, and increasing “suspicion and security precautions.” 

                                                 
87

 HQ, 1
st
 Bde., 101

st
 Abn., “Combat Operations After Action Report, Operation Beauregard,” 10 August 

1966, 23. DTIC AD394091. 
88

 HQ, 1
st
 Bde., 101

st
 Abn., “Combat Operations AAR, Operation John Paul Jones,” 28. DTIC 

AD388882. 



387 

The chief target audiences were Viet Cong Provincial Battalions and Local Force 

Companies.89  

One important PSYOP mission identified by division commander General Dupuy 

was explaining the use of riot control munitions. Another was simply explaining why the 

American troops were in an area. The division commander ordered that the PSYOP team 

leader be the brigade commander’s advisor and attend all planning sessions. Mobile 

PSYOP teams (HA) typically consisted of one officer and one enlisted man to assist in 

planning, dissemination, and operating loudspeaker equipment. They provided tactical 

staff expertise by analyzing local target groups and vulnerabilities. The division SOP 

required that all units submit “changes in enemy vulnerability, significant results of friendly 

operations, significant changes in enemy propaganda themes or intensity of effort and 

feed-back” from previous operations for analysis.90 The division held extra loudspeakers 

for “exploitation of developing PSYOP situations.” Each brigade maintained 500,000 

leaflets of various themes for a basic load, while the division maintained 5,000,000 

more.91  

Unfortunately, commanders often understood General Westmoreland’s command 

to use PSYOP, as an order to use it more frequently. Measurement of effort rather than 

effectiveness spurred commanders to request larger drops than warranted by a particular 

target. There was a tendency by commanders to believe the “higher the number of 
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leaflets dropped the more successful the psychological operation.” More, however, did 

not necessarily correlate with more effective.92 

First Field Force, the U.S. Army command in II CTZ, required that all units provide 

feedback on PSYOP because hitherto, information to evaluate effectiveness was “at best, 

weak.” Normal intelligence summaries were late and focused on “order of battle, not 

psychological operations intelligence.” To acquire this information, a PSYOP interrogation 

questionnaire was developed to obtain data needed to determine enemy susceptibilities 

and “the effectiveness of the PSYOP program.” A standard PSYOP situation report 

(SITREP) was developed as well for this purpose. Despite these changes, problems still 

arose within PSYOP specific intelligence gathering. The ultimate solution was to integrate 

PSYOP intelligence personnel into the overall intelligence process, ensuring, for instance, 

that a PSYOP team had access to newly captured guerillas for rapid debriefing.93 

Poor theme selection such as “stressing hunger when a VC unit had just taken all 

the rice from the nearby villages” or using the wrong language for a target audience also 

decreased effectiveness. A related problem was dropping leaflets on ridge lines rather 

than valley floors where the Viet Cong were normally found. As an example, failure to 

understand correct leaflet dissemination techniques led to a request for one million 

leaflets that a 1 FFV report noted, would cover “an area of over 200 square miles of the 

South China Sea” with leaflets. As a result, First Field Force ordered that “drops be based 

on guidance from a trained PSYOP officer” to mitigate these problems. The Field Force 

also limited quick reaction leaflet requests to 50,000, “so as to speed printing time.” Units 

were also requested to pick up their own leaflets because the 245th had no organic 
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aircraft for distribution. The 6th PSYOP Battalion alone produced 132,579,000 leaflets 

during the quarter; despite this a production backlog remained.94  

A new 26th PSYWAR Detachment arrived in Qui Nhon on 19 August 1966. The 

unit, consisting of two officers and twenty enlisted personnel, moved first to Nha Trang 

where it began to make preparations to become operational. The detachment moved to 

Saigon in November to provide additional print support to the battalion, using its heavy 

mobile press capable of printing 8.5 million leaflets per week. There seemed to be no 

standard detachment number system and often the same number was reused for future 

detachments.95 

The largest psychological operations campaign remained the Chieu Hoi. By late 

summer, “20 new leaflets and a library of 35 loudspeaker tapes had been developed, with 

about 3,000 copies of the latter distributed” to the 5th ACS and PSYOP operators. Daily 

Radio Saigon and weekly Voice of Freedom broadcasts, JUSPAO Cultural/Drama team 

performances, and films, helped publicize and explain the Chieu Hoi program. 

Increasingly, intelligence indicated the NLF had ordered and carried out assassinations of 

Chieu Hoi returnees, and documents showed continued targeting of Chieu Hoi centers. 

Along with increased ground fire at PSYWAR aircraft, the level of concern the Front had 

for the program was apparent.96  

Beyond the narrow focus of the Chieu Hoi campaign, the broader PSYOP 

campaign to influence fence sitters continued. U.S. Special Forces Team A-245 in Dak 

                                                 
94

 I Field Force Vietnam, “Operational Report for Quarterly Period ending 31 July 1966,” 50 (quote 1), 
56; MACV, Command History, 1966, 556; HQ, 6

th
 PSYOP Battalion, 17 January 1967, Operational Report 

for Quarterly Period Ending 31 October 1966, 3 (quote 2). 
95

 HQ, 6
th
 Psychological Operations Battalion, “Operational Report for Quarterly Period Ending 31 

October 1966,” 17 January 1967, 1. DTIC 393030; “Briefing on the 6
th
 Psychological Operations Battalion,” 

undated, n.p., USASOC, PSYOP Papers 0000-1944, Box 1.  
96

 MACV, Command History, 1966, 562 (quote), 563. 



390 

To, Kontum Province reported success in their PSYOP program. A campaign of 

MEDCAPS and school construction reportedly shifted the targeted village from neutral 

to pro-CIDG. One measure of effectiveness was that forty personnel absent without 

leave returned to the force. Many other A-teams reported successful CA/PSYOP 

activities assisting in building a positive relations with local people. Teams also began to 

distribute radios. Detachment B-41 in IV Corps received 100 hamlet radios, which they 

quickly gave away to help spread news about the upcoming 11 September Constituent 

Assembly elections. The radios were enthusiastically received. Supporting the election 

messaging, the teams placed posters in all villages and camps in the area to explain 

voting procedures.97  

The 5th Special Forces teams presented movies and cultural drama shows in late 

August for a total of 7,000 people in the Tien Phuoc area. This program was completely 

run by Vietnamese PSYWAR soldiers and according to the report, “exemplified near-ideal 

counterpart cooperation.” One team stated, “An additional 2,000 people attended the 

showing of PSYOP and western movies on 28 and 31 August.” In Da Nang, a LLDB 

PSYWAR officer initiated a one-hour weekly radio program of military news, recruiting 

appeals and music. All Special Forces camps reported bi-weekly distribution of PSYOP 

magazines and newspapers.98  

Stepped up Marine operations in I Corps in August conducted 10,655 patrols and 

ambushes destroying enemy units with an estimated kill ratio of “five enemy killed for 

every Marine killed.” Despite the increased combat, the Third MAF continued to 

concentrate its PSYOP efforts on County Fair operations. They placed special emphasis 
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on exploiting Viet Cong “harassment and terrorism against the Vietnamese civilians.” 

However, this was restricted to the area directly impacted by the attack so as to avoid 

amplifying the effect of the Viet Cong terror message.99  

A goal of many Allied operations was to cut off the NLF from its support base of 

food, taxes and recruits. This objective was being met. Liberation Radio made clear it 

expected followers to overcome food shortages, “with a view to overcoming all thoughts 

of fearing hardships and of self-complacency with regard to the small quantities of items 

in stock.” The station said that cadre needed to “step up production in the liberated areas, 

in the areas of conflict…in order to have much food to feed the masses and intensify the 

resistance.”100 

While focused on their psychological war against the enemy, however, American 

analysts continued to discount propaganda against U.S. military. Themes used by the 

enemy included accusations that Allied artillery and aircraft were killing innocent people or 

equating the U.S. with French imperialism. Attacks on the use of noxious chemicals by 

U.S. forces, inciting racial strife, accusations the soldiers were puppets of Wall Street, and 

highlighting personal hardships in Vietnam each had high potential for the North.101 One 

broadcast read a petition to the U.S. government ascribed to two American pilots. 

Wendell Rivers and Raymond Merritt demanded America get out of the war in order to 

“let the Vietnamese people settle their own affair.”102 American analysts appear slow to 
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recognize the corrosive effects these effective themes could have on the long term 

morale of American troops.  

On 14 August, the “Radio Stateside” program reappeared, more skillfully 

produced than the original show. This time it alternated male and female announcers, 

who accused President Johnson of basing U.S. involvement in Vietnam on lies. 

“Johnson lied in February 1965. That lie resulted in the sending of several hundred 

thousands of American troops to fight and die in a hopeless war in South Vietnam,” they 

said, followed by popular music. The accusation of lying leadership was potentially 

effective and did not require much basis in fact, since the mere accusation had 

power.103  

This accusation of lying leaders is a very potent theme in wartime because of the 

fear of risking one’s life for nothing. It is a difficult charge to refute under the best of 

circumstances. However, the opaque way Johnson escalated the left him wide open to 

the charge. His attempts to send signals backfired as well and the North was able to 

capitalize on the policy shifts in its propaganda to the South. “Well, who is the one who 

is escalating, and who is the one who must deescalate?” Radio Hanoi asked. They 

listed all the troop deployments since 1964, and referred to this as “a shameless 

psychological warfare trick of the furious, lying, and stupid pirates.” Messages such as 

these, repeated over various media may have seeped into the American civilian, if not 

military, psyche over the course of the war.104 

A series of captured Viet Cong entertainment troupe documents provide detail on 

activities designed to rally rural inhabitants. A Tay Ninh group consisted of a cinema 
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group, a photography cell, a caricaturist cell, and a playwrights and composers cell. The 

latter was tasked with publishing a folksong book, classical song book and a magazine. 

The group’s orders called for reactivation of megaphone cells to make appeals to ARVN 

posts. They also called for secreting a man on busses to talk “about RVN conscription, 

the draft,” and other hot topics as a way to spread propaganda. According to the report, 

the group published two newspapers, Thoi Su Danh My, “Attack on the Americans,” and 

Co Giai Phong, “Liberation Flag.” Entertainment was seen as a form of agitation. The 

guidance suggested agitation slogans for entertainment that included “kill the U.S., 

annihilate the puppets,” and “We must break off the enemy ‘Chieu Hoi’ policy and destroy 

strategic hamlets and refugee camps.” Not surprisingly, a key objective of the group was 

to “eliminate enemy entertainment.” The Tay Ninh group admonished each village to 

“organize children’s dances, popular entertainment groups and village entertainment 

groups if possible.” However, the author recognized the group needed to train better 

playwrights to accomplish this task.105 

Another entertainment team cadre notebook captured by 1st Cavalry Division in 

September detailed the author’s activities during the summer. The cadre’s group had 

arrived in Binh Dinh Province after a difficult movement from the North. “Many actors and 

singers were sick, rice was short and the enemy operation made movement difficult,” the 

cadre wrote. Their rations consisted of an insufficient one pound of rice per day and “quite 

often the group was panic-stricken when they encountered the enemy.”106 He reported 
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attracting between seven and eight thousand spectators per show, although this number 

seems high. 

On 24 November 1965, seventeen-year old Huyen Thi Phen rallied to the 

government. She had been coerced the year prior to perform as part of a cultural and 

entertainment team by a twenty-year old village Viet Cong PSYWAR chief in Vinh Long 

Province. Phen stated she originally accepted the position as a dancer for the troupe 

because she was “fond of amusement.” According to her interrogation report, Phen “could 

not endure the hardships” and lack of food any longer. Her husband, an assistant Platoon 

Leader in the district, had rallied shortly before her.107  

One study of Chieu Hoi defectors determined that those who decided to defect 

became sensitive to Chieu Hoi appeals. This is not unlike car advertising, which mainly 

appeals to those considering car purchases in the near future. Outside factors influenced 

the decision, but the appeals transformed the decision into action. Increased military 

pressure was one such factor and “the stepped-up Viet Cong conscription program” was 

another. With increased conscription, ideological conviction waned. Many resisted 

recruitment by the Front. According to the study, “personal hardships and the contempt 

shown them by the veteran Viet Cong were among the reasons cited for defecting.” 

Shortages of food and medical support were also often mentioned. However, ideological 

conversion to government support was rated low as a motivator.108  

Another study concurred with the low ideological component to the decision to 

defect, stating that “neither allied propaganda nor any latent desire to live under the GVN 
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were determining factors in the choice to rally.” Mostly, ralliers were tired and angry with 

the Front. This study claimed that, “on occasion, Front troops carried Chieu Hoi leaflets 

with them so they could, if necessary, pretend to rally rather than be captured and 

imprisoned.” Other reports suggested that the Front trained draft dodgers to volunteer for 

service in the RVNAF to become espionage agents and some American officers referred 

to the program as “VC R&R.” However, the numbers belie the anecdotes, and so do 

subsequent studies.109  

A thirty-two year-old rallier in Rach Gia had served five years in the Front. He 

rallied in September 1966 after collecting Chieu Hoi leaflets and listening to loudspeaker 

broadcasts about the program. After rallying, he joined a South Vietnamese Armed 

Propaganda Team. In an interview, he said the Viet Cong taxes were nearly double that 

of the government and that discipline in the force was severe. He enthusiastically averred 

that NLF propaganda was better than South Vietnamese. However, they could not “put 

their words into action,” while the GVN propaganda had facts on their side. When asked 

how the Viet Cong were received in villages, he stated flatly, “People did not like us.” The 

reason was that Front soldiers stole food from them and damaged their homes. In his 

opinion the Viet Cong had more bad soldiers than the ARVN, but everyone was capable 

of doing wrong.110 

The NLF’s Quang Tri/Thua Thien Military Region Party Committee held a 

conference in September to review the summer fighting and plan for the future. Beginning 

with a litany of victory claims, the report indicated extreme shortages of guerillas and 

cadre in the I CTZ region. Guerillas there had a low “determination to fight” and fear of the 
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enemy according to the committee. They unsuccessfully conducted counter sweep 

operations and political indoctrination. Health among the Viet Cong was a problem as 

well, with some units reporting 30 percent sick, a further burden on the force. The 

committee found some success in proselytizing ARVN troops to defect, however this was 

spotty.111 

One of the components of success heretofore lacking in South Vietnam was an 

ideological attractor for the government. This began to change with the constituent 

election held in September. Saigon Domestic Radio broadcast Premier Ky’s speech to 

the Psychological Warfare Conference, stressing the importance of “the first really free 

elections in Vietnam.” Publicizing the National Constituent Assembly elections in 

September was perhaps the outstanding PSYOP success to date. According to the 5th 

SF Group, “The remarkable aspect of this PSYOP campaign was that it was conducted 

almost completely by the Vietnamese. Vietnam Information Service personnel worked 

tirelessly, utilizing all available media in a concerted effort to reach every potential 

voter,” with the support of military and JUSPAO advisers. The RVNAF printed four 

million leaflets entitled “Should I Vote on September 11?” on the eve of the election. 

Although the American press viewed the elections as a cynical ploy, the vote resonated 

with many Vietnamese who saw the country as back on the right track.112  

Both Radio Hanoi and Liberation Radio sought to depress turn-out for the 

election, calling repeatedly for a boycott of the “Thieu-Ky clique’s farce of deceitful 
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elections.” Using a ‘bandwagon’ approach, they claimed “representatives of Buddhism, 

the Catholic Church, the Evangelical Church, and the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao religious 

communities” were all against the elections. The stations asserted the election was “a 

mere instrument for the conduct of the U.S. aggressive war in South Vietnam.” Despite 

these claims, turnout was heavy and the election seemed largely honest and free of 

fraud.113 About 80 percent of eligible voters cast their ballots on Election Day. The 

turnout was as high as 90 percent in Quang Tri Province.114 This impressive turnout 

was in spite of the increased Front propaganda efforts to disrupt the elections, including 

harassment and terrorist actions that spiked on Election Day. MACV policy had 

precluded U.S. PSYOP resources from influencing the elections, but afterwards they did 

exploit the success.115  

With the clear failure of its boycott, the North opportunistically shifted its 

messaging. Radio Hanoi attempted to turn the election success against the Republic of 

Vietnam by claiming the massive security presence used to discourage Viet Cong 

interference was simply to “force the people in the cities and the area under their 

temporary control to go to the polls.”116 Liberation Radio referred to the election as a 

“shameful failure of fraud.” Since the Front “controlled” two thirds of the population, the 

election was obviously a sham in their opinion. This notion was then amplified via such 

stations as Radio Havana, which claimed “The regime had to mobilize this force to 

compel the people to vote.”117 
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In the aftermath of their propaganda failure, the North also returned to the 

standby accusation of toxic gas usage. They continued the myth that the blood-bank 

was engaged in biological warfare and expanded the theme of West German 

involvement tied to Hitler. According to Hanoi, “Along with these activities, they have 

wooed a number of their satellites into collaborating with them. Many chemical factories 

of the reactionary West German, Japanese, and Australian governments have agreed 

to produce toxic gas under American contracts.” Unable to compete any longer in the 

ideological sphere, Hanoi again accused the “406th Bacteriological and Chemical 

Warfare Team” of nefarious practices.118 

The election of September 1966 gave the Republic of Vietnam renewed 

legitimacy after three years of coups and military chaos. To be sure, it did not settle the 

issue of legitimacy, but it offered hope that the country was on the road toward a stable 

government. Contrary to the cynical views of many Americans, and North Vietnamese 

propaganda, most of the South viewed the elections as generally free and legitimate, an 

achievement that the North had never accomplished, nor wished to. Saigon’s task now 

was to create a functioning government in the midst of war.  

Both sides had some success in reaching their psychological objectives by the 

fall. For example, strong indicators of success in the Front/North international program 

accessing the antiwar movement raised the question of how such success would affect 

the war. Their program against the U.S. military was becoming stronger, but few effects 

were yet observable. Nonetheless, the need for increased indoctrination by both US and 

ARVN forces seemed apparent.  
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At the tactical and operational level, the American PSYOP program made solid 

advances. But the structures remained unable to meet demands, especially the 6th 

PSYOP Battalion. Nonetheless, the overwhelmed battalion made huge strides in tactical 

PSYOP support and innovation. More importantly, captured reports increasingly showed 

the effects of the program coupled with combat pressure. What was needed was a way 

to quantify that change. At the strategic level however, President Johnson’s duplicity 

threatened the psychological war and his attempts at political signaling continued to fall 

on deaf ears in Hanoi. 
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CHAPTER 11 

GROWING PAINS, FALL 1966-SPRING 1967 

By the fall of 1966, the war was reaching a level of violence undreamed of a few 

years earlier. American military troop strength in Vietnam reached 385,000. Along with 

ARVN, South Korean, Australian and other forces, nearly one million troops faced an 

army increasingly composed of Northerners mobilized for war in the South. Beneath the 

froth of combat, however, the more subtle psychological war and pacification efforts grew 

as well. Each side could claim success and failures in this war. However, the flexible 

Northern program more and more failed to attract uncommitted Southerners. Increasingly, 

the Front relied on threats and violence to maintain public support. One study showed the 

Viet Cong structure was “vulnerable to imaginative and realistic psywar operations.” The 

lies contained in Front propaganda were inherently unsustainable, “especially in the wake 

of the GVN triumph in the elections.”1 

The September constituent elections offered hope to the people of South Vietnam. 

These were followed in the spring by hamlet elections that returned local powers taken 

away under President Diem. In the quest to build national identification, the trends 

indicated positive change, though it was too soon to be certain. The South Vietnamese 

POLWAR and the VIS systems functioned, but here too it was too soon to tell how 

effective they were. On the PSYOP front, the coming months represented a period of 

growing pains. Intelligence analysis was critical to effective psychological operations. Yet 

the system at all levels was not up to the task. Shortages in personnel, lack of focus and 

limitations of language and cultural skills encumbered the intelligence process. Likewise, 

PSYOP equipment shortages and failures had to be corrected. Regardless, American 
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PSYOP output was staggering. While 1966 had been a year of expansion and 

mobilization by all sides in the psychological war, 1967 proved to be a year of 

assessment of those programs. This was especially important for the Americans and the 

data-obsessed Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara.  

The psychological operations program seemed to have some success at 

objectives such as weapons turn in and the Chieu Hoi program that could be documented 

by numbers. Additionally, strong indications found in captured North Vietnamese, COSVN 

and lower level cadre documents show the PSYOP program, in conjunction with 

increased combat operations, was breaking enemy morale. Signs of flagging morale in 

the North hinted at success in targeting the population there as well. However, that 

campaign’s objective remained murky. What action needed to be taken, and by whom, 

had not been articulated. Additionally, President Johnson’s quixotic hope that Le Duan 

and Le Duc Tho would respond to his on and off bombing policy signals continued to be 

dashed.  

In the face of combat and territorial losses, Viet Cong morale became a serious 

problem requiring constant monitoring and indoctrination. In the international arena, 

however, the North was having success in mobilizing front groups and utilizing access to 

worldwide friendly broadcasts and propaganda dissemination to target what Northern 

leaders perceived as a key target audience, the American population. Within the United 

States, access to key communicators in protest groups, such as Tom Hayden, and 

linkages to groups such as the CANLF, gave the North and the NLF the ability to ensure 

its themes and messages infused the growing antiwar movement. However, as in the 

campaign against the North, the question arose, to what end.  
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American poll numbers in support of the war remained strong through 1966 and 

the protest marches had largely turned off the American populace. While the marches did 

serve to spread propaganda more widely within the movement and to keep the war in the 

public eye, the antiwar movement achieved no direct policy change, and had come 

nowhere close to ending the war. In fact, “approval of American bombing of Hanoi and 

Haiphong increased by 35 percentage points over the two-month period when this 

became American policy” during the summer of 1966. By the end of 1966, the American 

public still narrowly approved of the decision to send American troops to South Vietnam. 

Other studies after the war indicated that the demonstrations had a disproportionate 

effect on political elites, however. Meanwhile, in its targeting of American troops, the jury 

was still out. Powerful themes emerged, but it was unclear if they had any effect on 

soldiers.2 

In order to properly assess effectiveness, both sides needed to collect data. To this 

end, MACV Directive 10-1, issued in September, required all units to submit a monthly 

PSYOP report. The goal was to monitor the number of leaflets dropped, the themes used 

and the number of loudspeaker hours. However, these numbers reflected measures of 

effort. As for measurement of effectiveness, the report contained a narrative portion to 

describe effects related to areas of interest such as Chieu Hoi, North Vietnam, and 

tactical PSYOP support. While useful, this was not sufficient to gauge effectiveness. 

Measuring effects required a robust intelligence operation. 
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That next month, the U.S. Army issued an updated Field Manual for PSYOP. This 

greatly expanded doctrine for PSYOP support to counterinsurgency, covert and 

unconventional operations and provided a more detailed guidance for incoming PSYOP 

officers in Vietnam. The manual also argued that measures of effectiveness should not be 

based on quantity of effort. Instead, it stated an analyst should study the target audience 

response, reports from target audience members, observer commentaries, and indirect 

indicators, to gauge the results of propaganda. Examples might include the enemy 

preventing access to the product or inoculating the audience against the message. 

Assessing the effects in this manner was termed “post testing,” determining the “reasons 

a particular effect was achieved.”3  

In response to this need, the 6th PSYOP Battalion reorganized its intelligence 

section, which consisted of one FC team, Propaganda Current Intelligence, and one FD 

team, Propaganda Research and Analysis, into functional subsections. In a related 

development, the South Vietnamese PSYWAR Department directed the establishment of 

the PSYWAR Coordination Center (PCC), on which MACPD and the 6th PSYOP Battalion 

were represented. Requests for printing, radio and other PSYOP support beyond the 

capacity of Corps PCCs were handled by the RVNAF PSYWAR Coordination Center. 

Each of these changes was meant to address observed problems and to increase the 

efficiency of psychological operations in Vietnam.4 
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In spite of improvement, psychological operations relied on an ineffective 

intelligence collection system. The overburdened American intelligence operation eyed 

attrition numbers, hoping to detect the elusive ‘cross-over’ point, neutralizing more 

combatants than the North could deliver to the battlefield. PSYOP essential elements of 

information had “little influence on the intelligence information collection effort,” focused 

on attrition.5 

This intelligence system also suffered from poor dissemination, insufficient 

information storage and retrieval, personnel assignment and utilization decisions, as well 

as a misdirected analytical effort. As a consequence, a poor linkage of target analysis to 

the “development of leaflet, loudspeaker, and other media output based upon the 

identification of vulnerabilities in target groups” limited psychological operations campaign 

planning. In Saigon, the 6th PSYOP Battalion interrogators did not have official access to 

MACV interrogation facilities. To overcome this problem the 6th PSYOP established a 

two-man liaison team to locate and develop sources of information in Saigon that could 

be exploited for PSYOP purposes. However, only about twenty-five personnel were 

directly involved in PSYOP intelligence.6 

One analysis by the 7th PSYOP Group characterized staffing as minimal 

“compared to the magnitude of the PSYOP effort in Vietnam which they are supporting is 

being considered.”7 The study recommended 220 soldiers working in PSYOP Intelligence 

as an optimum basis. This would enable more detailed propaganda studies and target 

analysis, as well as increased pretesting and post-testing. The intelligence section 
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consisted of an intelligence community liaison section, interrogation section, and a 

research and analysis section. Liaison with other units was determined to be critical to 

obtaining the information needed for the analysis section. Having people on the inside 

helped ensure information critical to PSYOP did not go unnoticed. Soldiers worked 

unofficially with the Combined Military Interrogation Center (CMIC) and the Chieu Hoi 

Center. The intelligence section output consisted of target audience analysis and 

intelligence analysis products. However, the report stated many of the current target 

audience studies were too broad to be of use at the tactical level.8 

All PSYOP products needed to be pre-tested on “Vietnamese closely akin to the 

target audience to obtain a measure of credibility and accuracy.” Ralliers were one source 

of subjects. However, the shortage of language capable soldiers continued as well. 

Interpreters for PSYOP interrogation teams needed a “basic understanding of 

psychological operations in order to be responsive to the interrogator’s needs.” This took 

time and interpreters with the right attitude. The intelligence section had slots for two 

American translators. However, replacements lacked sufficient Vietnamese language skill 

to be of immediate use, forcing the battalion to utilize an ARVN soldier.  It took about two 

weeks to train this solider in the specific needs of PSYOP.9  

In an attempt to solve some of these problems, during the last quarter of 1966 the 

6th PSYOP Battalion began a program fielding quick reaction Psychological Operations 

Exploitation Teams (POET). Each team consisted of a PSYOP specialist and interpreter 

that could rush to the “scene of action to exploit PSYOPs opportunities.” The teams 
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conducted fifty missions, producing sixty-eight leaflets, seven posters, and twenty-seven 

tapes.10  

A lack of personnel trained to repair PSYOP specific equipment and a lack of 

“replacement parts for non-standard equipment,” adversely affected the overall 

propaganda program as well. For instance, the 245th reported none of its five mobile 

audio-visual jeepsters was operational in January. These were ¾ ton Willys jeeps with an 

audio-visual shelter, of which the battalion was authorized twenty-three. Two of the 

company’s assigned presses suffered frequent breakdowns, slowing production. The 

246th PSYOP Company suffered equipment problems with plate making machines and 

paper cutters. Although not affecting current production, they limited the company’s surge 

capability.11  

In November, the 6th PSYOP Battalion instituted printing controls to focus on 

quality rather than quantity. A recent 245th PSYOP Company study of targeting showed 

that supported units were requesting large numbers of leaflets without considering the 

target. They hoped better planning and targeting would make the print effort more 

efficient. This change decreased product requests, helping the PSYOP companies keep 

up with production.12 

Surveys were one source of information to help measure effectiveness trends. A 

follow up survey of Long An Province in 1966 indicated some shift towards government 

support over the previous year. These included opinion shifts on the presence of U.S. 

and Allied forces in Vietnam, who bore responsibility for the war, “and for the airstrikes 
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in North and South Vietnam.” Large attendance at VIS sponsored rallies and support for 

the Chieu Hoi program were positive indicators as well. Most people reported hearing 

about Chieu Hoi though “radio broadcasts and, secondarily, through leaflets and 

information cadres,” indicating the PSYOP messaging was breaking though.13   

Residents of Long An tended to blame the Front for the war and at this point 

expected the Republic of Vietnam to win. With more experience now dealing with 

Americans, respondents reported the soldiers were “kind and jovial,” stressing the 

“Americans’ kindness to children.” In one hamlet, most residents conceded that “the 

Americans are very kind to the people and very helpful to the poor.”14 They also tended 

to say that ARVN troops generally behaved correctly with inhabitants and did not steal. 

That positive image did not extend to RVN Regional and Popular Forces and Viet Cong 

troops, however. Additionally, despite acceptance of the bombing of North Vietnam as a 

cost of war, there was “unanimous criticism of civilian casualties” caused by airstrikes in 

the South. Most understood intellectually the need for bombing; however, many 

demanded that they only be conducted based on clear intelligence and that the 

government “find ways of moving civilians to VC-free localities to protect them from 

such attacks.”15  

Combat operations far outstripped the planned capabilities of U.S. PSYOP units. 

For instance the 244th PSYOP Company in Da Nang disseminated 75 million leaflets by 

air during the fall. Of this total, they printed more than 21 million. The Battalion printing 

plant, out-of-country sources and ARVN presses in the area filled the gap. Aerial 
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loudspeaker time was nearly 270 hours for the period. On the ground, HB teams 

supported tactical operations while HE “audio-visual teams continued to reach a large 

number of people throughout the area,” primarily supporting civic action.16  

In Second Corps, the 245th PSYOP Company continued to support tactical 

operations, including disseminating 149 million leaflets and over 570 aerial loudspeaker 

hours flown by the 5th ACS. The company printed nearly 22 million of these leaflets. The 

246th PSYOP disseminated over 96 million leaflets throughout Third Corps area, printing 

over 25 million locally. Aerial loudspeaker time totaled 331½ hours. The company also 

had seven loudspeaker teams as well as two audio-visual teams. The Second Field Force 

credited the 741 ralliers during the period to the increased combat operations coupled 

with effective PSYOP. However, the rapid increase of American tactical units in Vietnam 

threatened to place the demand “beyond the capability of the company unless additional 

PSYOP units are provided.”17  

The 245th PSYOP Company fielded seven HB loudspeaker teams, though only 

authorized four. Personnel were taken from other sections to create the additional teams. 

Supported combat units utilized the teams to handle crowds and issue Chieu Hoi appeals 

as well as for Revolutionary Development and Clear and Search operations. The 245th 

PSYOP Company also provided supplies to the ARVN 20th PSYOP Battalion in Pleiku, 

“due to the ineffectiveness of their supply system.” Meanwhile, the 246th PSYOP 

Company supported the U.S. 1st, 4th, 9th, 25th Infantry Divisions, the 173rd Airborne 

Brigade, 196th and 199th Light Infantry Brigades, and the 11th Cavalry Regiment, far in 

excess of what the company was designed to support. However, until more PSYOP 
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forces could be trained and deployed and a Group formation created, the battalion 

struggled in the face of a surging tide of activity.18 

The PSYOP teams in the field continued to entice ralliers. In November, the U.S. 

2/502 Infantry mauled troops of the PAVN 95th Regiment. A 3-man team from 245th 

PSYOP Company conducted loudspeaker broadcasts to the surrounded regiment:  

Soldiers of the 95th, do you want to be buried in an unmarked grave? That is the 
only honor you will have left if you continue your senseless fight. Do you think that 
right? The soldiers of the US are everywhere. There is no escape. Approach the 
Americans with your hands above your head. Wave something white. Have your 
weapon muzzle down and you will not be harmed. This is your last chance and 
only hope. Life or death…the choice is yours.19 
 

This script was a classic example of a surrender appeal, broadcast while the enemy was 

psychologically weak and playing on the target’s fear of death. Especially a death where 

the family would not be able to bury the body in the family grave, an important factor in 

Vietnam. Lastly, the broadcast provided a way for the target to avoid this fate as long as 

he made the correct choice and followed the clear instructions. The incident netted thirty-

six PAVN regulars, including a company executive officer. Most of them “indicated that 

the loudspeaker broadcasts had been the deciding factor in causing them to surrender.”20  

A directive on reducing civilian casualties stated U.S. commanders were now 

judged on both “efficient employment of men and resources and, the psychological 

implications of the manner in which the resources were used.” In the opinion of the MACV 

Commander, “an operation is not successful if the manner of its accomplishment creates 

an untenable psychological attitude among the population.”21 Failure to do this by some 
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commanders and a propensity to uproot society to win the war had the effect of 

attenuating support for the government, despite gains on the battlefield. However, a 

dynamic set of competing values is difficult to balance. Failure to achieve security could 

lose the war as well.22 

Meanwhile, a November 1966 COSVN analysis of RVN/U.S. propaganda, 

captured by the U.S. 25th Infantry Division during Operation Junction City, provides detail 

on the Front’s view of the campaign directed against them. The COSVN Political staff 

analysis found “a certain amount of permissiveness with regard to reading RVN 

publications and listening to radio broadcasts,” which resulted in a “rather high desertion 

rate.” The officer blamed this on “PSYWAR/Open Arms tricks” that deceived cadre and 

soldiers. The analysis cited Edward Lansdale by name as instrumental in this program. 

To counter the “tricks,” cadre were instructed to “promote a deep hatred for the 

Americans and their puppets and to develop total confidence in the final” NLF victory and 

to frustrate the Chieu Hoi program.23 

An analysis of then-current Viet Cong propaganda targeting Americans continued 

to assess its credibility as low. However, the messages did contain potent themes and 

symbols. For instance, one targeting African American soldiers contained the theme 

that “the negro soldier is fighting to protect the KKK.” Ominously, the report noted 

increasing examples of Viet Cong leaflets “written either by American or someone with 

an excellent knowledge of American military mannerisms and expressions.” For 

instance: 
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What’s in it for you GI? McNamara says Americans will have to accept 
casualties. And that means you, brother, you won’t find him sweating in the 
jungle or going home in a coffin. There aren’t any bombs planted in the 
Pentagon, like there will be in your barracks, your base or the local bar.24  
 

The English language and military specific jargon had both improved over earlier efforts. 

Other effective leaflet symbols included “photos of peace marches and draft incidents in 

the United States.”25  

Along this line, Bertrand Russell spoke over Radio Hanoi to “American Negro 

soldiers in Vietnam,” on 18 November. Russell said, “It is clear that the same 

government and the same power structure which commits these acts against Negro 

citizens in the United States also directs the acts of cruelty against the Vietnamese.” He 

called on them to provide information for his tribunal, while attempting to divide Blacks 

from the U.S. Government and combining their interests with “oppressed” Vietnamese.26 

Radio Hanoi “acclaimed the war crimes tribunal set up in London at the initiative of Lord 

Bertrand Russell and pledged the South Vietnamese peoples’ full assistance in its 

work.” The station carried several similar stories about the 94 year old Russell.27  

To the South, Radio Hanoi asserted a budding shortage of American pilots 

meant the U.S. could not continue the air campaign. Due to heavy losses, squadrons 

were filled piecemeal, breaking up unit cohesiveness, they claimed. According to the 

station, one pilot said, “Most of us have a wife and children. We often think of our family. 

After each flight, we sweat profusely out of fear. The atmosphere at the air force base is 
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[very sad] because we think we may die at any moment.”28 

Despite these examples, American analysts found increasing indications that 

Front propaganda was “directed mainly toward countering America propaganda rather 

than creating new themes for their own use.” This was a positive indicator that the 

U.S./SVN program had put the North on the defensive.29 Additionally, not all Northern 

propaganda stunts worked as planned. Jeremiah Denton was listed as the 1500th 

American pilot the North claimed to shoot down. At an October press conference, 

Denton defeated the meeting’s propaganda value by blinking T-O-R-T-U-R-E in Morse 

Code, while mouthing the script, “This good treatment is derived from the kindness of 

heart of the Vietnamese government and people in spite of my vicious crimes against 

them. These crimes were carried out in obedience to orders from the aggressive 

American government.”30  

A cadre’s note book found during Operation Cedar Falls the following winter 

provided some useful insight into the Front perceptions of how the war was going in 

1966. According to this notebook, COSVN claimed five million liberated people, while 

the Republic of Vietnam had nine million. This reflected a drop of one million “people in 

the rural areas due to the presence of U.S. troops,” and was five million less than their 

typical propaganda claims.31 The results meant a steep drop in Viet Cong tax receipts 

and potential recruitment pool. The report asserted that they had problems winning the 

people over and filling recruitment quotas. It claimed the guerrilla force had dropped to 
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180,000, far short of the required 300,000 troops. Along with this there had been a 

decrease in the quality of troops.32  

Along these lines, Liberation Radio notified cadre in the South of the winter-

spring food production conference. The committee met to discuss the critical need to 

expand agricultural production. They praised those who “Cling to their rice fields.” The 

Front created on emulation campaign to increase production and “restore the economic 

foundation which has suffered from natural calamities and…the enemy, to step up food 

production” for the war effort. The rice harvest protection operations cited above seem 

to have taken a toll on the Front.33 

The intensified combat during this period sapped Viet Cong morale. However, 

this did not automatically translate into support for the government. Rather, much of the 

populace merely returned to sitting on the fence to await developments. Government 

actions, such as the September elections, helped build support, but were neither 

sufficient nor produced immediate results. The necessity remained to create a positive 

ideological reason to support the government, beyond the material and security focus 

hitherto. Nonetheless, after the elections, the basis for success seemed to be within 

grasp. 

The Chieu Hoi Program, from its inception through 1966 produced 48,031 

returnees. The 20,242 that year represented an increase of 82 percent over 1965 

(11,124), which analysts attributed to greater political stability, Chieu Hoi program 

improvements, as well as “the increased PSYOP effort, and the military pressure which 
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continued to deprive the VC/NVA of their food, ammunition, and safe haven areas.”34 

Focusing PSYOP appeals on “grievances, emotions, and aspirations,” rather than 

ideology, proved most effective. Additionally, using former insurgents to create product, 

rather than Americans, improved the design.35 

By late December PSYOP targeting of the North increased. Leaflets dropped on 

25 December announced the Voice of Freedom radio would begin supplying names of 

“North Vietnamese soldiers killed, wounded or captured in South Vietnam” as a way to 

increase listenership in the North. Many Northerners would never know their loved ones’ 

fate without such notification. Broadcasting names in turn functioned as a hook for the 

actual messaging as more listeners possibly tuned in. Programming on the black stations 

often consisted of satirical commentaries. One program, “Talk to the North,” used 

communist propaganda examples to discredit the regime. Other programs digested anti-

communist books or sandwiched humor into propaganda, interspersing classical 

Vietnamese with jazz music. Reportedly both the Front and North Vietnam regularly 

attempted to jam the PSYOP programs but left the entertainment programs alone.36  

To evaluate the campaign, in November the Secretary of State requested 

information on the effectiveness of both the leaflet program aimed at North Vietnam and 

the overall psychological campaign directed against the civilian population and against 

infiltrators from the North. A Joint MACV/JUSPAO study the following month revealed that 

“the Hanoi regime fears the effectiveness of psychological warfare directed against it.” 

The report quoted Ho Chi Minh as saying on 22 October 1966, “we must further heighten 
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our determination to smash all spying and psychological warfare activities of the enemy, 

check and smash in time all maneuvers of the reactionaries and maintain public order 

and security in North Vietnam.” The report noted that the PAVN daily organ Quan Doi 

Nhan Dan “was even more explicit in expressing alarm over the effectiveness of 

PSYWAR directed against the North.”37  

The 6th PSYOP Battalion was printing about 64 million leaflets per month, and had 

produced approximately 400 million leaflets since February. Over the course of the year, 

its companies had each increased print output from about 6 million per month to over 7.5 

million, a 20 percent increase. The battalion print plant had increased output from about 

33 million per month to about 44 million, a 25 percent rise. The battalion headquarters 

also assumed responsibility for placing the order for all leaflets used in Vietnam that were 

printed out of country. This amounted to a monthly order of 215 million leaflets, mostly 

produced by the 7th PSYOP Group’s Machimanato, Okinawa print facilities. The 7th 

PSYOP Group alone produced about 160 million leaflets per month. JUSPAO produced 

another 15 million per month, as well as nearly half a million multicolored posters. All told, 

roughly 350 million leaflets were produced for Vietnam monthly, likely more than three 

billion per year. To disseminate this, C-47 aircraft carried up to five million leaflets, while 

the smaller U-10 could carry up to 100,000 leaflets. Although some of the leaflets were 

disseminated by hand and some lost to spoilage, leaflet drops consumed many flight 

hours.38 
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The organization of the 6th PSYOP Battalion continued to evolve with the needs of 

the war. The unit bore the cost of that active participation. As the 6th PSYOP Battalion 

celebrated its first year of existence, the unit claimed thirty-seven Bronze Star medal, six 

Combat Infantryman’s Badge and twenty-nine Air Medal recipients. Psyoperator SSG 

Roger Terwilliger and SP4 Darel Sills, a Photographic Specialist, both assigned to the 

246th PSYOP Company, had also posthumously received the Purple Heart for grenade 

wounds received while operating with the 173rd Airborne near Bien Hoa on 13 October.39  

On 4 December the Viet Cong attacked the Saigon headquarters of the 6th PSYOP 

Battalion in the former Kinh Do Theater. The building had been the subject of several 

previous terrorist attacks, prior to the occupation by the PSYOP unit. However, this 4:50 

AM bomb blew the doors off buildings two blocks away and blasted the ceiling off the 

theater. The Liberation Armed Forces Command hailed this attack and an earlier one 

against Tan Son Nhut Airbase. It claimed that while the Americans “were still panic-

stricken” after the airbase attack, “Liberation forces used bombs to blow up a huge 

building downtown which was used by the U.S. officers as their psywar headquarters.” 

Despite the claims, no one died in the attack, although eleven Americans were injured.40 

Radio Hanoi claimed the same day the destruction of the PSYOP headquarters in 

Vietnam, to which 6th PSYOP Battalion Commander Wallace J. Moulis responded, “it 

appears that we have been hurting them so much with our propaganda that they felt 

obliged to retaliate.”41 
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Throughout 1967, authorities struggled with ways to measure the effectiveness of 

the now wide-ranging PSYOP program. Beginning in January, MACV instituted the 

Hamlet Evaluation System in an attempt to measure who controlled the population. The 

system was designed to provide data to guide MACV in the pacification effort. Although 

fraught with subjective criteria, HES did provide a wide array of useful data for trend 

analysis. In future years the system was adjusted to minimize subjectivity. HES did not 

specifically focus on PSYOP, but data collected was aimed at understanding the 

political and information environment at the hamlet level. Properly used this could help 

guide the PSYOP effort. Despite its clear limitations, HES provided better data than 

anyone else had, including the North Vietnamese.42 

A 6th PSYOP Battalion briefing conducted at this time reiterated that psychological 

operations effectiveness could not be measured by output alone. Interviews with ralliers 

and prisoners were seen as the key for assessing the overall program. “A great number” 

of ralliers had seen products and many of them said, “PSYOP influenced them, made 

them more concerned over their personal safety, made them aware that the truth had 

been kept from them, and in many cases provided the straw which made them rally to the 

GVN.” PSYOP could be effective, though, only when “integrated into operational plans 

and must be used to exploit the enemy’s tactical defeats and strategic weaknesses.”43 

However, JUSPAO reminded all PSYOP personnel that effective PSYOP for the Chieu 

Hoi program must be pre-planned, “and coordinated with artillery fire, tactical air strikes 
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and ground operations.” For best results against the Viet Cong, combat and psychological 

operations needed to be coupled.44 

Along these lines, JUSPAO released PSYOPS in Vietnam: Indications of 

Effectiveness, to illustrate the effects of psychological operations using anecdotes. 

Because of the time lag between reception of a PSYOP message and action based 

upon that message, measuring effectiveness often required looking at indirect indicators 

over time. This study assessed three. “What the other side says” translated captured 

documents, “How some results were achieved” contained anecdotes from U.S. and 

ARVN PSYOP units, and “What the Ralliers Say” presented interviews with ralliers 

shortly after they returned to government control. The authors concluded that, 

“psychological operations alone have produced few victories, but by playing on 

emotions generated by the stress of war…they can and have sparked a man or a unit 

into taking desired actions: to desert, surrender, mutiny, defect; to adopt passive 

resistance.”45  

Throughout numerous short extracts, five complete texts, as well as commentaries 

from North Vietnamese press and radio, one key theme emerges from the documents. 

They contain consistent references to the fear that defectors would take intelligence with 

them that the government forces could act on. Several Viet Cong situation reports provide 

anecdotes of this occurring. In one instance, a security directive from the COSVN Current 

Affairs Committee stated, “As a main part of the preservation of secrecy campaign, the 
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counter-Chieu Hoi policy and mission should be enforced” and all cadre indoctrinated on 

this policy.46  

The South Vietnam Liberation Army Political Department produced one 

particularly detailed memo, Counter Measures against Enemy PSYWAR and Chieu Hoi 

Activity. It stated,  

Defense against [enemy] PSYWAR has recently been given added emphasis by 
all echelons; but the overall picture is one filled with relatively serious 
shortcomings. We tend to underrate enemy delusive propaganda themes. Many 
persons commonly listen to enemy radio broadcasts and read enemy 
publications.47 

 
The memo specified actions to be taken by cadre to counter the effectiveness of this 

campaign. Enemy PSYWAR sowed “bad seeds of pleasure-loving fear of hardships, 

fear of sacrifice,” amongst Front supporters, debasing their “fighting spirit.” The political 

department directed cadre to “point out the dangerous characteristic of the enemy plan 

which has the ability of ruining us politically and ideologically.”48  

The PSYOP campaign outside the RVN increased considerably as well, dropping 

nearly 60 million leaflets throughout Indochina as part of the Trail, Tally Ho, and Fact 

Sheet/Frantic Goat campaigns. With the limited bombing campaign against the North 

leaving most North Vietnamese untouched, the popular ‘rally’ effect normally associated 

with bombing quickly wore off. As a result, people were left to confront shortages, a 

struggling economy and a rigid police state. The Rolling Thunder campaign was 

designed to “apply steadily increasing pressure against NVN in order to cause Hanoi to 

cease its aggression in SVN and to make continued support of the Viet Cong 
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insurgency as difficult and costly as possible.”49  

U.S. Air Force analysts assessed that the few targets struck in the Hanoi-

Haiphong region had “considerable” physical and psychological impact. However, the 

“gradual, drawn-out, and cautiously constrained air campaign” limited the effect. Air 

Force leaders thought a stronger bombing campaign would increase the psychological 

effect. However, PSYOP is not a simple linear equation. Additional dynamic factors 

beyond American control, such as the rally effect of bombing survivors, or on the other 

side, reaction to an increasing police state, made it hard to predict the psychological 

outcome of a policy change. The Air Force boosted pressure on the North throughout 

the year. However, they were left with a limited target set authorized by the White 

House. The authorized targets always ensured the North had high priority targets 

remaining that the administration could threaten in the future as a “signal.”50 

Nonetheless, the campaigns against the North began to produce observable 

results as well. Soviet diplomats in Hanoi reported “growing uneasiness among 

Vietnamese Communist leaders over the course of the struggle.” The embassy’s annual 

political report noted the Front could not continue the war without aid from the North, 

and the North “could not withstand American military pressure without the support of the 

Socialist countries whose aid comprised two-thirds of the DRV’s budget.”51 Defector and 

PAVN soldier interviews revealed that North Vietnam People’s Security Forces 
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prevented citizens from reading leaflets and that they “would go into an area after a 

leaflet drop and police up every leaflet they could find.” Regardless, the interviewees 

stated that people still read the leaflets, although they “were unwilling to discuss them 

with their fellow countrymen or fellow soldiers,” making effectiveness difficult to gauge.52 

Reports about the theft of Soviet missiles shipped to North Vietnam showed the 

difficulty the North had in balancing relationships with China and Russia. By 1967, 

relations between the two giants had deteriorated and numerous reports indicated this 

was affecting the transshipment of Soviet arms by rail through China. This was a charge 

Nhan Dan “strongly condemned” as an “odious slander by the imperialists.” However, 

the story was likely true, given that level of vitriol between China and the USSR. 

Regardless, it played into themes SOG utilized to raise cognitive dissonance among 

North Vietnamese about its two major supporters.53 

The black propaganda effort had a 1967 budget of $3.7 million and employed 

150 personnel. Among the deception operations SOG instituted was Project Urgency. 

This project took hardcore captured PAVN soldiers, enlisted them as ‘agents’ and sent 

them back to the North, knowing they would report to the government on what had 

happened. Realizing the regime would be paranoid about the trustworthiness of these 

men, SOG planted material on them tying them to the resistance. SOG staff hoped 

“they’d all be killed or give false information that we planted.”54 The similar Project 

Borden, recruited North Vietnamese prisoners of war as SOG agents, and used them 

unwittingly to “serve the objectives of the diversionary program.” The idea was that they 
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would spill their hearts on return to the North and unwittingly provide false information to 

the North Vietnam. A related program meant to add confirmation to the other deception 

programs began later that year. Project Oodles broadcast false messages to fourteen 

phantom teams supposedly operating in the North.55  

PSYOP indoctrination at Cu Lao Cham (Paradise Island) in the SSPL program 

continued as well. During the previous year, 353 prisoners were captured and 

transported to the island, all but one later returned north. SOG also distributed 2,600 

pre-tuned “Peanuts” PSYOP radios produced by the Counterinsurgency Support Office 

(CISO) along with leaflet drops and gift kits. The same year SOG began a rumor 

campaign among American troops in Da Nang hinting Cu Lao Cham Island was home 

of the “Black Clap,” a supposedly incurable form of venereal disease. The purpose of 

the rumor was to keep soldiers from prying into what was happening on the island less 

than twelve miles off shore.56 

The Trail leaflet campaign goals were to “plant doubt in the minds” of infiltrators 

as to their survival prospects. The long, arduous trip south, under continuous threat of 

bombing, offered an ideal avenue to plant seeds of doubt. MACV analysts assessed 

that this program seemed to correlate with “increasing numbers of northern soldiers 

rallying,” particularly due to leaflets using the theme, “Born in the North to Die in the 

South,” although “other factors, especially hardships, danger, and possible death, 

played an important if not a decisive role in the results of the campaign.”57  

At the same time, the North boosted its international propaganda and hosted 
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increased numbers of antiwar movement leaders in pursuit of its psychological 

objectives. The visitors typically received a tour meant to amplify and support 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam propaganda themes. These tours stressed the level of 

destruction created by the very restricted bombing campaign. Patricia Griffith, wife of a 

Cornell University professor, was impressed during her Hanoi visit, along with Professor 

Sid Peck, Communist Party USA committeeman, among others. In a Radio Hanoi 

international broadcast, she praised the “human dignity and beauty” she found in the 

North. Griffith said, “We were accepted as sisters and welcomed in every village as 

representatives of the American people, who they believe will surely aid them in their 

struggle for freedom and independence.”58  

Radio Hanoi praised other Americans condemning the U.S. policy in Vietnam. 

Martin Luther King, according to Radio Hanoi, “affirmed that the actions of the United 

States in Vietnam, which were a new form of colonialism, have put the country in a state 

of moral and political isolation.” Others quoted for the story were Senator Eugene 

McCarthy, Governor Mitt Romney and author Arthur Schlesinger.59  

 Against these efforts, the U.S. Army had a modest counter propaganda program 

that targeted American civilians and military members. The Big Picture debuted in 1953 

as “a weekly, half-hour documentary format television program produced by the Army 

Pictorial Service of the Signal Corps.” A mixture of public affairs, propaganda and 

history, the program began as a vehicle for telling the Army’s side of the story at a 

critical period for a service in search for relevance in a nuclear world. Weekly shows, 

composed of “internal film bulletins and archival documentaries” played on up to 350 
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commercial channels nationwide over more than two decades. Distributed free of 

charge, it was first shown on ABC until 1959. In subsequent years it played on various 

stations. The Big Picture also played on U.S. military TV channels around the world.60  

The Big Picture aired on KERA public television in Dallas between about 1964 

and 1968, for instance. The show played at 9 PM on Fridays, in a time slot right after 

“Hogan’s Heroes” and “Gomer Pyle,” although it went head to head with Star Trek for 

one season. The target audience likely skewed towards an older demographic, possibly 

the parents of those protesting the war. The target age group would also include a large 

number of World War Two veterans, a group who might be more susceptible to the 

messages.61  

It is difficult to track the number of shows covering the Vietnam War. However, 

an analysis of the titles suggests, unsurprisingly, Vietnam coverage increased after the 

arrival of U.S. combat forces in 1965. Thematically, the Vietnam-centered programs 

tended to focus on pacification operations, often narrated by Hollywood luminaries. For 

the 1965 show on the 173rd Airborne Brigade and “The Unique War,” Glenn Ford 

hosted. This was adapted in 1966 as a troop indoctrination film. In 1966, John Wayne 

hosted a show from Vietnam on the subject, “A Nation Builds under Fire.” This presaged 

his 1968 film, “The Green Berets,” on the same subject. With the use of The Big Picture 

in the United States, it appears that some understood the corrosive effects of 

propaganda in a long war. However, this was a fairly low-key counter propaganda 

approach. The shows presented the Army’s view, but did not directly attack any North 
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Vietnamese or antiwar movement themes.62 

The ground war reached new levels of intensity in January. Operation Cedar Falls 

in the Iron Triangle was the largest combat operation up to that point of the war, involving 

30,000 troops. The objective was to destroy a Front base area and supply dump and 

remove the civilian populace. The American forces could then “initiate a free fire zone and 

prevent enemy reuse of the area.” The Viet Cong had used the Iron Triangle as a base 

area since 1945, but since 1963 had accelerated the construction of  “a complex of 

cement fortifications, three-tier tunnel systems, ammunition depots, munitions factories, 

hospitals, troop rest and recreation areas, and communication centers.”63  

Two days prior to the beginning of the January 1967 operation, PSYOP troops 

targeted the region with 215,000 leaflets instructing inhabitants “to go to designated 

assembly points for evacuation before the shooting started,” purposely forsaking the 

element of surprise.64 The goal was less about defeating the enemy than destroying a 

base area to prevent the enemy from using this critical region. Thus, surprise was not 

essential. To achieve the objective, the civilians within a 100-square kilometer region had 

to be moved.65  

During the operation PSYOP soldiers conducted assessments of refugees, 

providing information to refugee experts on the needs of the people that would have the 

highest psychological payoff. Based on this information, schools were built for the 
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refugees first. As a result of the operation, 455 guerrillas rallied to the government, 306 

more during the following six weeks.66 

Even as Operation Cedar Falls continued, the 1967 Tet Chieu Hoi Campaign 

began. However, slow planning by the GVN delayed the National Tet Campaign and it 

got off to a sluggish start. On 10 January, the Ministry of Chieu Hoi formed a Joint 

Tet/Chieu Hoi Campaign Task Force, and the next day issued campaign plans to the 

regional and provincial Chieu Hoi Service and VIS chiefs. The campaign goal was to 

take advantage of family fealty during the holiday to increase desertion. Meanwhile, for 

more than a month all Northern venues broadcast statements announcing a Tet truce. 

However, the combat pressure on the Front did not abate. The “U.S. forces and the 

country-selling lackeys” did not follow the Front’s truce “order and even violated it more 

brazenly and barbarously,” according to LBS.67 The effectiveness of the surrender 

campaign quickly became apparent. In First Corps, 238 rallied in January, 84 in Quang 

Nam Province alone. As a result of the success, the commander of the III Marine 

Amphibious Force (MAF), “directed all of his unit commanders to expand and intensify 

psychological operations during the forthcoming period of TET,” in order to sustain the 

momentum into the post-Tet period.68 

Despite the accomplishments of this campaign, it was becoming understood by 

spring that PSYOP product quality needed to be improved. Pretesting of leaflet/poster 

texts and illustrations pointed to cultural design problems. For instance, a “photo of two 

elderly men, even though smiling, showed them squatting before a doorway to a 
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house,” but pretests indicated viewers perceived them as prisoners. A smile, as 

comprehended in America, did not necessarily translate to all Vietnamese situations. 

Additionally, JUSPAO warned, other meaningful images and symbols to Americans had 

“absolutely no meaning whatsoever to a Vietnamese.” JUSPAO produced a leaflet 

design guide, “Communicating with Vietnamese through Leaflets,” in March in an effort 

to improve quality. One key suggestion was to design the leaflet in Vietnamese, rather 

than translate from English, and to use Vietnamese artists attune to local sensitivities. 

The study also warned that English language colloquialisms often sounded “false or 

foolish when expressed in Vietnamese.”69 Furthermore, American PSYOP specialists 

were enjoined to avoid demonizing the enemy. Information gleaned from interviews was 

used to improve products. One such exploitable detail was the family hardship “caused 

by the absence of male members serving in VC units.” In light of such lessons learned, 

the 6th PSYOP Battalion revised its SOP for leaflet design.70 

Likewise, the 5th Air Commando Squadron sought to improve its effectiveness 

and requested a study of the most favorable times to conduct aerial loudspeaker 

broadcasts. The 246th PSYOP Company provided an analysis showing that the hours 

0600-0800 and 2200 to dawn were the most favorable times because the lack of activity 

made the messages more easily heard. Additionally, as one rallier related, during those 

tranquil periods, “they most often thought of their families, making them more 

susceptible to ‘family’ messages at those times.”71 The 6th Battalion provided liaison 
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officers to the 7th Air Force Tactical Air Control Center to coordinate PSYOP missions. 

The liaison attended daily briefings, targeted leaflet drops and wrote the monthly “order 

for the leaflet-dropping aircraft.”72  

Tactical PSYOP support increased considerably that winter. The 245th PSYOP 

disseminated 145 million leaflets, of which the company printed nearly 16 million during 

the months leading up to Tet. Company field teams conducted over 550 hours of 

loudspeaker missions in support of ten U.S. and Korean operations, as well as provided 

Revolutionary Development support. One frequent tactic was to provide the Chieu Hoi 

appeals along with “safety instructions to the populace,” to avoid unintended casualties. 

Aerial loudspeaker sorties totaled 854 by the 5th ACS and 99 by Army aircraft in Second 

Corps alone. In part due to the intensified Tet campaign, 3,347 rallied in II CTZ during the 

reporting period, an increase of 2,090 over the previous quarter. The increased rate of 

ralliers indicated success for the overall program there.73 

The 244th PSYOP Company’s Tet campaign appeared successful as well. The unit 

mobilized all PSYOP resources in the First CTZ, coordinating among the PSYOP 

elements of III MAF, MACV Advisory Group, and Special Forces. The 244th PSYOP effort 

seemed to result in a 20 percent increase in ralliers over the previous quarter, showing 

the benefits of a “combined, concentrated effort aimed at neutral and enemy targets for a 

specific purpose.”74 In February, 279 rallied and they consistently told interrogators they 

had heard and seen Chieu Hoi appeals and that these had stimulated their decision to 
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rally.  Ralliers also “showed a deeper understanding of the advantages offered by the 

Chieu Hoi program than those who had been interrogated during previous months.”75 

With the arrival of the U.S. 9th Infantry Division in the Mekong Delta in December, 

MACV commissioned a survey in Dinh Tuong Province, “to determine the population’s 

attitude” about the new neighbor. The newly formed 19th PSYOP Company became 

operational shortly before the arrival of the division and quickly assumed the role of 

introducing this new force to the inhabitants and mitigating potential downsides. The 

survey found residents most feared “inflation, possible civilian causalities caused by 

U.S. firepower and prostitution.” This study provided a baseline to assess future shifts in 

public attitudes and guide PSYOP activities. MACV also surveyed people living along 

the Bassac River regarding U.S. Navy river operations. This study revealed favorable 

reception due to increased security and MEDCAPs.76  

Even as American deployments continued, additional Allied PSYOP forces 

arrived. In August 1966, the Republic of Korea (ROK) deployed a PSYOP and Civil 

Affairs company to Nha Trang, consisting of 134 soldiers and five civilians. They were 

equipped with six audio-visual jeepsters and fifteen loudspeakers as well as two multilith 

offset presses, although most of the equipment arrived much later than the unit. The 

company’s three platoons were attached to the ROK Marine Blue Dragon Brigade, and 

the ROK Army Tiger and White Horse divisions. Throughout the war, ROK PSYOP units 

used Tae Kwan Do as a way to build positive relations with Vietnamese, conducting 

training and competitions. As part of the radio expansion project, in early 1967 Seoul 

Domestic service announced Korean plans to also build radio stations in South 
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Vietnam. Located in Saigon, Nha Trang, Chu Lai, Tuy Hoa and Bien Hoa, they were 

built by the United States but staffed by South Koreans. These stations conducted both 

anti-Viet Cong PSYWAR and provided entertainment to ROK troops. A Philippine Civic 

Action Platoon arrived the month following the ROK unit. This platoon indirectly 

conducted PSYOP in Tay Ninh province. In mid-1967, a Royal Thai PSYOP platoon 

arrived in Vietnam, rounding out Allied PSYOP forces during the period of this study.77  

By 1967, the 5th Air Commando, like the 6th PSYOP, was over extended. The 

squadron was split to create the 9th ACS. The 5th covered Third and Fourth CTZ, while 

the newly formed unit covered the northernmost corps. The new squadron based its 

three flights at Da Nang, Phan Rang, and Bien Hoa as well as elements at Nha Trang, 

and Pleiku Airfield to cover the region. Six loudspeaker-equipped C-47s arrived in 

Pleiku for the new unit that January. Eighteen improved loudspeaker system equipped, 

O-2B (Skymaster) were scheduled to be operational by the summer to replace the older 

U-10s. One drawback to the Skymaster’s however, was that the weight of the speakers, 

coupled with the requirement to carry a person to kick out the leaflet boxes, limited the 

aircraft to about 50,000 leaflets per mission, much less than the 1.5 million a C-47 could 

carry.78   

 Strict limitations on Cambodian over flights limited distribution along the Ho Chi 

Minh Trail. Aircraft used the wind-drift technique, flying along the border to insert leaflets 

a few miles into Cambodia. However, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had stipulated that these 
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drops be conducted at night, by cargo aircraft and not below 6,000 feet altitude. On 13 

March, the Joint Chiefs of Staff authorized Operation Camel Path flights 15-20 

kilometers inside Cambodia in limited areas for a six month test. Only Vietnamese 

language leaflets targeting PAVN forces were authorized, however. The Americans 

wanted to avoid any hint of targeting Cambodians, which would threaten the delicate 

relations with Cambodia and Prince Norodum Sihanouk. The authorization stipulated, 

“Under no circumstances will anyone having knowledge about these operations 

acknowledge that leaflet drops are being conducted over Cambodia.” All other 

comments, even off the record, were prohibited, although if pressed, they could say, 

“We have for sometimes been dropping leaflets in South Vietnamese border area. 

Given wind drift, we assume some of these have been falling inside Cambodia. Leaflets 

are directed at Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces,” in support of the Chieu Hoi 

program. In the event a crash occurred inside Cambodia, navigational error was to be 

blamed.79 

On occasion, soldiers used PSYOP gimmicks to achieve results. Although tricks 

can be useful, as stated earlier, if done improperly they could discredit the entire PSYOP 

effort. Members of the U.S. 4th Infantry Division built a contraption they called the Magic 

Eye, consisting “of two boxes which were equipped with impressive dials, gauges, 

colored lights, horns, and an antenna.” People were told it could detect Viet Cong 

members who passed by the device, and that “those who confessed to being VC would 

not be mistreated.” When known Viet Cong entered the area between the two boxes, a 

hidden observer activated a switch which caused lights to flash and horns to sound. “In 
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one community three VC confessed before reaching the Magic Eye.” It may have 

achieved some tactical results, but its utility on a broader scale was questionable.80 

Another gimmick widely used by American soldiers was the Ace of Spades playing 

card. Many American soldiers believed that the ace acted like a death card in Tarot. 

Since fortune tellers were widely believed in Vietnam, the idea of using the card was 

born. William Shelton, a Special Forces officer assigned to SOG’s Command and Control 

North recalled that among the PSYOP they conducted, “The Ace of Spades trick was 

one that we used.” Eventually it spread throughout Vietnam. American soldiers left 

cards on dead bodies or at battle scenes as a threat and playing card manufacturers got 

in the game, producing unit specific cards.81  [see photo 29] 

The 245th PSYOP requested an analysis of the usefulness of the “Ace of 

Spades” calling card. The study, conducted by the 6th PSYOP Battalion S2, concluded 

“that it would not be an effective/meaningful symbol.” Culturally, most Vietnamese had 

little or no experience with western playing cards and attached no value to the ace.82 

According to JUSPAO, “The notion was based on isolated instances of behavior among 

Montagnard tribes-men familiar from French days with the Western deck of cards.” 

These would be the people Shelton operated with. Among the broader populace, 

however, the card did not “trigger substantial fear reactions,” because Vietnamese 

cards used Chinese symbolism. A JUSPAO study warned, “Tampering with deeply-held 

beliefs…should only be attempted if one can get away with it and the game is indeed 

worth the candle.” The cards were most often used by non-PSYOP soldiers who 
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thought they were doing psychological operations.83 

Stunts aside, actual PSYOP continued to be effective. A document captured 

during Operation Lam Son 67 cataloged ongoing problems PSYOP caused the Viet 

Cong. Marked for distribution only to higher-level Cadre, “Countering of Open Arms 

activities to be increased,” dated 14 March 1967, was not for general dissemination. “The 

recruitment of soldiers and personnel was done without caution,” the report noted, and 

“defense against PSYWAR and Open Arms, was not rigorously undertaken. As a result 

many soldiers and workers have lost spirit and become demoralized [sic].” Cases of 

dereliction of duty were widely reported and nearly ninety ralliers left the unit that spring. 

Local elements “did not have a plan to cope with” the PSYOP program in time. This 

document provided further evidence of the effectiveness of the Tet campaign. “In some 

areas, the number of soldiers, and cadre workers who deserted or defected to the enemy 

as a result of the appeals of their family” reached 80 percent and the number of guerrillas 

and cadre reached 70 percent.84 The memo urged Cadre to:  

lay bare the enemy scheme, and strengthen the people’s morale…motivate the 
people to turn a deaf ear to the enemy’s propaganda, demagoguism and threats, 
not to read their leaflets, books, papers and posters (in weak areas). Every time 
the enemy drops leaflets, the cadre and servicemen should collect them and turn 
them over to the organization instead of keeping them.85 
 

 These had been long standing orders throughout the Front that clearly were not being 

obeyed. The memo further ordered all echelons to study the enemy PSYOP programs 

and “improvise means to counter attack and help the Committee echelon to guide.”86  
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The U.S. Embassy in Saigon later used this document in a press release for 

propaganda purposes. This document was set against the backdrop of incredibly high 

Viet Cong casualties. In March, a record 9,015 were reported killed along with 5,557 

ralliers nationwide.87 This compared to 2,917 ralliers for February.88  

Contrary to anecdotal evidence noted earlier, a study conducted by Simulmatics 

Corporation for JUSPAO stated bluntly, “Chieu Hoi is not a VC R and R program.” The 

study noted very few returned to the Front and as important, the NLF did “not usually 

trust anyone who has been in GVN hands.” The author encouraged “efforts to 

compromise almost all ralliers” in the eyes of the Front through effective PSYOP.89  

Additionally, the NLF discriminated between rich and middle peasants, “though 

many VC leaders come from that background.” Thematically, Simulmatics determined 

this discrimination, and a preference for officers in doling out “food, clothing, freedom, 

security and sexual outlets,” opened exploitable cracks within the enemy, especially the 

PAVN. These fracture lines needed to be expanded. In a cautionary note however, the 

author wrote, “PSYWAR should never diabolize or insult the VC,” especially through 

drawings, which needed to be culturally respectful. Also, messages should criticize the 

Front’s “failure to carry out its promises,” rather than the programs themselves, which 

most members perceived as “basically good.”90 

A Viet Cong platoon political officer who rallied in 1967 mentioned points from 

another high-level briefing on the desertion problem. The Americans brought progress 
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such as electricity, water pumps and roads that the Front could not compete with. The 

lure of material progress thwarted Front messaging. Front propaganda he said, “would tell 

the people that the Socialist regime had been reconstructing the North for many years, 

but the progress wasn’t as good as that achieved by the South in two or three years of 

American aid.” The cadre argued that delivering these “modern conveniences to the 

people was a very poisonous scheme of the Americans.”91  

In a related problem, Ed Lansdale, now returned to Vietnam as Senior Liaison 

Officer of the U.S. Mission, reported later that year on the extensive nature of the 

Front’s tax system. Highway taxation was conducted between the first and fifteenth of 

the month. If they did not raise enough revenue, the road was mined for the remainder 

of the month. In another fund raising tactic, NLF tax collectors assisted people in 

avoiding government bureaucratic red tape, and then threatened to turn the person in 

as leverage to extract increased taxes as ‘protection’ money. Most bars frequented by 

Americans also had to pay taxes in this manner, often reaching 25 percent of their 

income. Firewood purchased for American camps was priced up so as to absorb such 

Viet Cong taxation. Oppressive actions such as this ran counter to the effort to mobilize 

people to support the NLF.92 

Likewise, the Liberation Armed Forces Political Department issued a report on 

“Counter Measures against Enemy PSYWAR and Chieu Hoi Activity,” which they labeled 

a “manifestly dangerous plot.” The report noted serious shortcomings in defense against 

these programs and that many people listened to “enemy radio broadcasts and read 

enemy publications.” According to the report, desertion was rising at an alarming rate and 
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worse still, “prior to leaving, some assassinated our cadre and men stole secret 

documents and later led the enemy into our area for destruction.” Although some 

Americans, as noted earlier, feared the Chieu Hoi program was simply a rest and 

recreation program for guerillas, this was not the case. Internal security paranoia on the 

part of all elements, COSVN, PAVN and LPAF, precluded them from trusting those who 

had any contact with the Chieu Hoi program. Small numbers may have infiltrated, but it 

was not the norm. The Political Department author recommended heightening class 

consciousness and increasing indoctrination of the troops and cadres, to build a “high 

sense of resentment against the enemy.”93  

At its heart, this was the goal of agitation, to mold, exacerbate and direct any 

grievance in an opportunistic fashion. Doing so opened the target audience to 

manipulation. Focusing on hatred and emotionally fixing an enemy trumped logic and 

facts. Hatred was seen as the prime defense against enemy propaganda. Agit-prop cadre 

employed “whatever arguments are most likely to be effective,” to influence behaviors.94 

According to one NLF propaganda handbook, “we exploit every existing conflict. When 

we propagandize a person, we have to find out what his dissatisfactions are and then 

work on his dissatisfaction to incite him to struggle.”95  

As the summer of 1967 heated up, internal Front and North Vietnamese 

documents showed morale was near a breaking point. These accounts cover the entire 

country and exceed the ability to fully discuss in a study such as this. Record numbers of 

ralliers, killed in action and the effects of increased pacification portended a cascading 
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collapse of the North Vietnamese position. By no means was the war over. Even with that 

trend, as long as the North had the will to send soldiers to invade the South, the war could 

drag on. Nevertheless, without a game-changing move, the trends would make it 

impossible for the North to mobilize sufficient forces in the South to stave off eventual 

defeat. The SOG effort to sap that will was having an effect in the North. The draconian 

internal security measures avoided complete collapse. However, how long could the 

‘North First’ faction be kept in check? Despite successes such as these, the U.S. program 

continued to search for solutions to a host of problems. Studies showed evident but 

imperfect improvement. U.S. psychological operators likewise identified problems in 

intelligence, equipment, and organization and made corrections. However, reform was an 

unending process.  
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Map 11 Chapter 11 Locations 
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Map 12 PSYOP unit locations, 1967 
Map depicts Allied PSYOP unit locations and Liberation Radio. Field Force and MAF 
boundaries noted. 
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CHAPTER 12 

MEASURING EFFECTS, SUMMER/FALL 1967 

By the summer of 1967, North Vietnam recognized the real dimensions of its 

morale problem. Despite bombastic propaganda to the contrary, often parroted in the 

world press, the communist cause was reaching a breaking point. Internal documents, 

public opinion polls, anecdotal reports and rallier numbers all attested to the scale of the 

problem. Limited reporting from the North tended to confirm developing morale 

problems there, as well. SOG continued to effectively agitate these concerns. In the 

coming months these trends continued. The North needed to take a long shot gamble to 

change the game. By fall, the outlines of the gamble began to emerge. 

For the Allies, while the war had clearly overtaxed the psychological operations 

effort, all levels strove for improvement. The decision to activate an American PSYOP 

group, consisting of four battalions, in Vietnam portended the solution to many of the 

identified problems. It also indicated the level of interest commanders had in 

psychological operations. Perhaps the single most important decision at this time was to 

create a single manager for pacification, in line with the PROVN study. This change 

helped streamline the PSYOP organizational scheme.  

The Northern propaganda program was not working smoothly by this point. Hero 

emulation campaigns were a staple of Front propaganda, at least since the Battle of Ap 

Bac. Emulation was important for Hanoi as a method of encouraging people to continue 

to put up with hardships and hopefully copy that hero. But such a tactic could backfire.  

The Nguyen Van Be case was a good example. The saga of Nguyen Van Be (not the 

same Be discussed earlier), began after Hanoi praised the soldier as a hero worthy of 
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emulation for blowing himself up while killing many Americans. After being captured by 

Americans, Nguyen supposedly “seized a mine weighing 10 kilos and shouted: ‘Long 

live the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam, down with the American 

Imperialists.” Rushin “like a thunderbolt” to sacrifice himself by blowing up an armored 

vehicle, Be damaged “two M-113 tanks, killed and wounded 64 enemies, among them 

12 Americans,” according to the North.1  

Be supposedly died in the 30 May 1966 attack.  However, in March 1967, he was 

found alive in a South Vietnamese prison. From his jail in the Mekong Delta, he was 

whisked into a propaganda maelstrom. The revelation of a living Nguyen Be threatened 

the emulation campaign the North had conducted for nearly a year. JUSPAO created a 

Nguyen Be Task Force to exploit the opportunity to discredit North Vietnamese 

propaganda. Starting that month, the U.S. and RVN began a counter-campaign using 

leaflets, posters, and radio and TV spots in an attempt to discredit the Communist hero. 

In response, Radio Hanoi charged the “resurrected Be was a fraud,” and challenged 

“Saigon authorities to produce Be before his own people, in his own hamlet.” The 

tenacity with which the North held on to this ‘hero’ despite clear evidence to the 

contrary, suggested that the North Vietnamese were short of heroes.2 [See photo 25] 

In the ongoing propaganda battle which became known as the Hero Be affair, 

Peter Arnett reported the story as a psychological defeat for the South. Journalists, 

unaware of the reason, were sent to Be’s village before noon on 21 April to cover his 

arrival. “The homecoming of the ‘dead’ Vietcong hero was elaborately staged today 
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except for the final detail,” according to Arnett. “I am glad to be home amongst you,” Be 

told puzzled villagers. Asked how many of the villagers he recognized, “None,” he 

responded. According to Arnett, “The covey of psychological warfare specialists, both 

American and Vietnamese, began looking concerned. Hero Be actually lived in another 

hamlet nearly 2.5 miles away. The psychological warfare officials suggested the mistake 

was made by hero Be himself. They said he had never before seen a map.” Nonetheless, 

he had shown himself to be alive, hardly the defeat Arnett described.3  

To counter the U.S./RVN effort in the Be affair, the Viet Cong turned to violence. 

The Front kidnapped several men who admitted knowing that Be was alive and put others 

on wanted lists. Some were reportedly killed for saying he was alive. MACPD noted the 

risks involved with continuing this word-war. The communists attempted to transfer the 

emulation campaign to other heroes. This did not serve the purposes of the allies 

because it might help the northern effort. However the program continued, while 

constantly weighing benefits and costs.4 On balance, the affair favored the South. 

Both sides had preferred propaganda terms for the other, such as, 

bandits/criminals versus lackeys/puppets. JUSPAO also targeted the NLF and Viet Cong 

as demons.  However, they avoided personalization because of the “hoped for political 

solution,” which would eventually result in cessation of military conflict with the North 

Vietnamese government intact. This seems to reflect the Johnson administration’s 

ambivalence about prosecuting the war so harshly as to preclude a negotiated peace. 

They hoped that pulling punches would avoid fracturing the society to such a degree it 
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could not be reconstituted after the war. The North had no such illusions. The war could 

not help but radically change the society that existed in 1954.5 

CBS News broadcast the results of a South Vietnamese public opinion poll it 

conducted in March, contracted though the Center for Vietnamese Studies in Saigon. 

As with all polls conducted in a combat zone, the results must be read carefully. 

However, CBS felt the findings had “reportable validity.” The sample surveyed 1,545 

persons between November and February. Nearly two-thirds believed the Viet Cong 

was losing the war and blamed them for the wars continuance. In fact, many saw the 

United States as the primary pursuer of peace. Three-fourths wanted to live in a post-

war country that did not include the Front in its government. Americans were most 

admired for their assistance in social welfare, especially among rural inhabitants. 

However, about 25 percent attached negative qualities to U.S. troops, mostly related to 

drunkenness and the growth of prostitution. Many also expressed the desire that the 

United States avoid bombing villages, an ongoing source of friction.6 

One highly effective PSYOP technique U.S. forces used to reduce this source of 

friction was to warn villagers of impending artillery or air strikes. This placed the 

psychological burden for deaths on the Viet Cong. Studies indicated that such appeals 

were “highly effective in promoting disaffection between the population” and the NLF. 

Animosity grew, especially given the guerilla’s propensity of forcing the “people to stay 

in the area,” to purposely cause civilian casualties.7 
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In addition, warning Viet Cong before and after B-52 bomb runs heightened the 

psychological value of these strikes. Survivors of a March B-52 strike in the Iron 

Triangle after Operation Cedar Falls stated that many of the unit’s men “deserted after 

the airstrike and some of the deserters probably returned to the government under the 

‘Open Arms’ program.” Civilians had already left the area in the months prior, due to the 

consistent PSYOP campaign of leaflets and loudspeaker broadcasts urging them to 

leave. The bombing largely destroyed the 271st Viet Cong Regiment, if we count killed, 

wounded and post-strike ralliers. The ralliers fled despite political officers’ entreaties that 

they were needed to stay put and tend the fields.8  

In reaction to continuing intercultural friction between Marines and Vietnamese 

civilians, the III MAF established a “Personal Response Council and a Personal 

Response Contact Team” program, “directed at improving the relationships between” the 

Marines and civilians. As a result of this program, Marines noted an “attitudinal 

improvement in intercultural relations.”9 Along with this improvement, higher defection 

rates in I CTZ persisted into April as Third MAF continued support for the pacification 

objectives. Marines integrated Chieu Hoi leaflets into daily patrols and used MEDCAP 

and DENCAP teams to distribute PSYOP product into villages and hamlets. Seventy-

three ralliers arrived that month, many reporting “that their decision to defect was greatly 

influenced by the leaflets or loudspeaker appeals which described the advantages of the 

Chieu Hoi program.”10  
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The ability of 6th PSYOP Battalion to rapidly produce leaflets was illustrated by an 

event in March. On the ninth, a leaflet request was received at 1600 hours. The 244th 

PSYOP completed artwork was hand carried along with specific requirements to the 

battalion print facility. The next morning at 0700 “one million leaflets were printed, cut, 

packed for shipment and delivered to Tan Son Nhut for loading on a special mission 

aircraft.” Less than a day after the request the leaflets poured onto the jungle. The rapidity 

of turnaround far exceeds most current PSYOP operations.11 

In April, General Westmoreland again directed that a study of MACV’s PSYOP 

effectiveness be conducted. The report concluded the objectives of the programs 

reflected “the broader national objectives,” and gave sufficient latitude to allow for 

“creativeness and ingenuity.” However, “the major weakness was the lack of research 

and analysis capability,” due to personnel shortages in critical skills. MACV anticipated 

additional “highly-trained personnel” would arrive soon, leading to a “quantum 

improvement in PSYOP.”12  

In order to better exploit the wealth of data that was accumulating, the MACV 

PSYOP Directorate activated a Research and Analysis Branch. In addition to standard 

target analysis functions, the branch evaluated “the psychological effects on target 

audiences of current and proposed MACV military operations and policies.”13 However, 

exploitation of intelligence remained “inadequate and limited because the best, most 
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accurate and timely sources of information” were ralliers, who were not “readily 

available for timely exploitation.”14  

The 6th Battalion used every resource it could muster with an eye toward 

understanding the effects of its operations. Intelligence and propaganda analysis 

benefited from Psychological Operations Exploitation Teams (POET) teams access to 

valuable feedback information. For instance, in Thuong Duc district, a team “revealed the 

effectiveness of VC propaganda concerning Allied defoliation operations.” The 

propaganda convinced inhabitants the spray caused “illness and spitting of blood if 

inhaled.” To counter the effects, the Front sold inhabitants nylon face masks for 15 to 20 

piasters each. Other feedback gathered by POETs fine-tuned optimal aerial broadcast 

time as between 2200 and 2300 hours, because “families are gathered together and have 

the opportunity to discuss what they hear.”15  

The 6th Battalion intelligence section compiled a bi-weekly Psychological 

Intelligence Summary for PSYOP personnel in each corps. This product helped fill a gap 

for psyoperators. One finding that spring was the usefulness, based on rallier interviews, 

of appealing to relatives of guerrillas to approach “their sons and husbands, explaining 

their right to rally under the Chieu Hoi Program.”16  

That May, Premier Ky began the Doan Ket (National Reconciliation) Plan. In 

essence, this broadened the Chieu Hoi program and sought to build an ideology of 

support for the government, rather than simply being against the communists. One of the 

goals was to bring in higher level Front members, thus breaking the Viet Cong ability to 

continue the war. One way to do this was to offer them positions within the government. 
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Doan Ket became a major PSYOP campaign after May. To support this, JUSPAO 

produced five leaflets and a poster to introduce the program.  Beyond that, the plan 

envisaged using all available communications means, radio and television, newspaper, 

film and special events, to spread information on Doan Ket. The call came at a particularly 

vulnerable time for the Front as the military tide ran against them.17 

A Party Committee of Saigon-Gia Dinh report stated that the Chieu Hoi program 

and subsequent use of ralliers against the Front were a serious problem. Ralliers had 

compromised secrets and acted as guides, resulting in forty-three attacks on Viet Cong 

bases in the region and caused a “considerable” loss in men and material. Further the 

PSYOP program had helped cause dissension, resulting in “several incidents of firefights, 

bloody quarrels, theft and debauchery,” among NLF members. The committee tasked all 

units within the Front to boost activities against the PSYWAR program.18  

The document was likely referring to the “Kit Carson Scouts” program. Under this 

program, former Viet Cong guerillas led patrols and identified hundreds of other “Viet 

Cong through facial recognition procedures.” The 1st Marine Division formed pilot units in 

October 1966. All Chieu Hoi ralliers were “screened to determine their suitability for the 

important task.” By the end of April 1967 the program employed thirty-two scouts with an 

additional thirty-one undergoing training. Due to initial success, the Third MAF planned to 

employ 100 additional scouts, or 50 per Marine Division, and possibly as many as 450 by 

June 1968.19  

The Combined Intelligence Center Vietnam (CICV) produced an analysis of Front 
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propaganda activities in May. Among the Front’s propaganda goals, the report noted, 

were discrediting the RVN and raising the morale of its side, meeting manpower 

requirements, causing dissension within and between ARVN and U.S. troops and 

lowering the morale of Allied soldiers. The NLF propaganda program was, “marked by a 

flexibility of approach and a thorough understanding of potential target groups,” 

according to CICV. However, as a result of sustained U.S. and ARVN attacks, the Front 

had reverted to ‘protracted war’ themes abandoned after the 1963 coup. The protracted 

war theme suggested that cadre had to hunker down for a long war. Along with this, 

propaganda against Rural Development, derisively referred to as the “Lansdale-Lodge 

Plan,” increased along with anti-Chieu Hoi propaganda. Almost all these themes were 

defensive in nature.20  

Clearly feeling the impact of operations, Liberation Radio admitted the attacks 

that year had weakened Communist fighting ability. The enemy continued “to carry out 

their pillage-all, burn-all, and kill-all policy during their military operations,” according to 

Liberation Broadcasting. “They pitilessly pillage and destroy foodstuffs, especially rice 

and paddy, and kill domestic animals in our rear areas, from eastern Nam Bo to central 

Trung Bo,” and seize rice in liberated areas. Liberation Radio urged listeners to smash 

this economic sabotage attempt. Hyperbole such as this was unlikely to have wide 

traction and unwittingly indicated the effect allied operations had on food production. 

The station’s legitimacy was also hurt by statistical inflation. They claimed killing 8,000 

enemy during Operation Junction City; the actual number was less than one-tenth of 
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that.21 

At the same time, the North and NLF intensified their international propaganda 

efforts. Both entities used the truce theme to exemplify President Johnson’s 

intransigence, despite his own calls for de-escalation. This tactic helped confuse the 

issue in the minds of the target audience.  According to LBS, the pacification effort was 

a program “to massacre our people and destroy all their houses and rice fields and to 

herd our people into concentration camps where they are pitilessly repressed.”22 Losing 

on the battlefield, Hanoi attempted to focus international attention on alleged US/GVN 

atrocities and to “utilize world opinion to drive the US out of Vietnam.” The Front 

expanded the number of overseas offices to perform this task.23 

The CANLF announced selling more than eight thousand copies of Vietnam 

Courier themselves, along with four thousand books. They also helped ensure college 

libraries received these products. By 1967, the Committee to Aid the National Liberation 

Front Bulletin production quality had greatly improved from the original mimeographed 

sheet. Among the other avenues the organization used to spread its message, the 

bulletin suggested listening to Radio Havana every Friday for “Vietnam Today,” as well as 

Radio Hanoi’s service to North America. The bulletin also announced that the North 

Vietnamese requested all activist groups in the U.S. send “duplicate copies of their 

publication via the Front’s office in Prague” so that they could track their operations.24 
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CANLF Chairman William Teague also gave speeches and helped organize 

protests in New York. In September 1966, the CANLF began showing Northern 

propaganda films such as “Nguyen Van Troi Will Live Forever,” which included a typed 

script to be read along with the Vietnamese language film. The guidelines included 

detailed instructions on when to turn down the film volume and read a propaganda 

passage. These excerpts used a very stilted propagandistic tone and were unlikely to 

have mass appeal. However, the target audience included those already against the war 

or wavering, and for them, the images and text likely had strong emotional and 

confirmatory impact. As soon as new films arrived, CANLF made copies for rent and sale, 

presenting them in at least twenty cities. The film “Toxic Chemical Warfare in South 

Vietnam” became available in 1967. That May CANLF announced a showing of three of 

their films on WGBH, the public television station in Boston.25  

By this time, the CANLF became more stridently radical and aligned with the 

Students for a Democratic Society. The committee began producing a radio program to 

be broadcast over Radio Hanoi, “Radio Free Allied Forces,” to “present the thoughts of 

the American peace movement to the young and ill-informed Americans in South 

Vietnam.” They interviewed black soldiers who refused to serve in Vietnam for the 

program. Later CANLF sought out relatives of those serving in Vietnam. “Imagine the 

effect if they begin to hear ‘Joe’s mother,’ ‘Mike’s whole family,’…all saying ‘the war is 

wrong and the troops should come home now,’” said the bulletin.26  

The support for the antiwar movement was reciprocal. North Vietnamese Prime 

Minister Pham Van Dong thanked Americans Staughton Lynd, David Deming and 
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Barbara Dellinger for a telegram he received, “informing him of this massive drive of the 

American people.”27 Nhan Dan also hailed the spreading antiwar demonstrations across 

the United States. The paper “recalled that in this biggest ever demonstration against 

Johnson’s war in Vietnam, 500,000 Americans of all walks of life held high portraits of 

President Ho Chi Minh and flags of the NFLSV, and shouted slogans demanding: ‘Stop 

the War in Vietnam Now,’ ‘Bring U.S. troops home,’ ‘Don’t burn children,’ Vietnam to the 

Vietnamese,’ and so on.”28 

At this same time, the 245th PSYOP Company noted that while most enemy 

propaganda continued its standard anti-American themes, analysts found “increasing 

examples of VC leaflets which have been written either by American or someone with an 

excellent knowledge of American military mannerisms and expressions.” Numerous 

reports indicate that leaflet quality continued to increase, both in composition and print 

quality.29  

Liberation Radio also directed propaganda broadcasts at target groups within the 

U.S. forces, such as blacks or soldiers of a particular division. However, most was 

“directed at the US soldier in general.”30 Photos of antiwar demonstrations, “ostensibly 

somewhere in the U.S.,” and pictures of an “American-helmet on a cross marking a 

grave on the reverse side,” continued to be common symbols. But now, as statements 

against the war from Senator Wayne Morse and others became more widespread, they 

assumed prominence as legitimizing messages. Other leaflets portrayed American 
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military members who had taken action against the war. Dredging up the story of 

Lieutenant Steinke who refused to fight, one portrayed him as a man of courage who 

stood up and took action against the “unjust” policy in Vietnam.  Slogans such as 

“Oppose the US aggressive war in South Vietnam” called for soldiers to emulate this 

action.31  

However, messages in English targeting the world wide audience stressed how 

evil American troops were, undercutting messages targeting the troops that sought to 

build a common enemy. This incongruity diminished the credibility of all their broadcasts. 

One international broadcast claimed that in Tay Ninh Province, Americans 

“disemboweled three puppet soldiers and plucked out their livers in retaliation against the 

punishment of three cruel G.I.s”32 Another broadcast read a “letter” to an unnamed Mom 

and Dad. “Today we went on a mission and I’m not very proud of myself, my friends, or 

my country… We burned every hut in sight. It was a small rural network of villages and 

the people were incredibly poor. My unit burned and plundered their meager 

possessions.”33 Meanwhile, a supposed message from a pilot said, “I think of the issues 

which the marchers and demonstrators have raised against the U.S. aggressive policy in 

Vietnam and Southeast Asia. I wonder how successful they will be. Will there be still 

wider support and momentum? How much opposition will they have to bear from official 

agencies and hecklers?” The American antiwar movement seemed to have affected the 

quality of Northern propaganda. Messages targeting U.S. troops contained a mix of 
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hyperbole and effective questioning. But as always, without any solid numbers, it is 

difficult to determine effects.34   

The NLF Propaganda and Training Section (PTS), the heart of the Front’s effort, 

was found at all NLF echelons. Subordinate to the Party Committee, the Section 

received “guidance from the PTS at the next higher echelon in order to ensure a unified 

effort” in support of COSVN and North Vietnamese policies.35 The structure at each 

level was similar to that diagramed below. At the hamlet level, cells transcribed Radio 

Hanoi “special slow-reading broadcast,” to rebroadcast the news via loudspeakers and 

leaflets, and they hoisted NLF flags to assert area control. One former Viet Cong 

propaganda operator stated he recruited “attractive women” to subvert GVN soldiers.36 

In the absence of large scale attacks, PTS also used terrorist acts as advertisement “to 

build morale within the ranks.” Often this tactic was used during periods of military 

reversals to prove they were still unbeaten.37  

Liberation Radio devoted most its airtime to news. The station carried 

“exaggerated accounts of ARVN/US losses at the hands of the VC,” as well as “exploits 

of the peasants in the ‘fight for liberation’.” The station was under the direction of 

Lieutenant Colonel Le Chan, and supported by Radio Hanoi, along with Chinese 

Communist and Russian advisors. MACV intelligence sources indicated it operated from 

a concrete trench near Tan Hung, Tay Ninh Province in Base Area 353 [see map 13]. 

An “underground communication trench reportedly extended into Cambodian territory to 

provide for emergency withdrawal.” Due to the weak signal, it was often rebroadcast via 

                                                 
34

 FBIS, 10 May 1967, JJJ6, “Captured Pilot Hails Anti war struggle in U.S.” 
35

 CICV, “VC Propaganda Factbook,” 3, 5. 
36

 Ibid., 9, 10 (quote). 
37

 Ibid., 17. 



455 

Radio Hanoi facilities. As noted earlier, COSVN routinely used its station “to put across 

the latest party line and send instructions to VC cadre. These instructions are slowly 

repeated to allow the cadre to write them down for use at that particular echelon.” In the 

Saigon area, as of 28 September 1966, another clandestine radio station with the call 

name “Red Star” broadcast warnings to the Saigon populace of the consequences of 

cooperating with GVN security agencies.38  

 

 

Figure 5 COSVN Propaganda and Training Section39 

On 22 May, Walt Rostow sent a message, marked “LITERALLY EYES ONLY,” to 

the president regarding Project Compatriot. Disclosure of the project offered a potential 

propaganda boon for North Vietnam, hence the marking. First tested under the codename 

Popeye in Laos the previous October, this project entailed seeding the clouds in Laos and 
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along the Ho Chi Minh Trail in hopes increasing rainfall and impeding infiltration, washing 

out roads and trails, and causing the loss of up to 10 percent of the North Vietnamese rice 

harvest. Foot deep standing water along highways in the target area impeding “infiltration 

and resupply movement” indicated the success of the test.40 Rostow’s purpose in writing 

the president was to have him consider the response if the project became compromised. 

Given the already strong propaganda attacks on the use of tear gas, the accusation of 

“weather warfare” was a likely charge. According to Rostow, “We have already taken 

quite a beating on bombing, chemical agents, and even napalm. There has been far 

greater sensitivity to the use of these weapons in Vietnam because of the over-all picture 

that we are a big and sophisticated nation making war on a small and backward one.” 

Tests continued throughout 1967, though Rostow’s fear never materialized.41 

A week later the U.S. propaganda system began critical adaptations to improve 

PSYOP integration in Vietnam. Organizational confusion was alleviated to a degree when 

MACV created the Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS). 

This merged the embassy’s Office of Civil Operations and MACV’s Revolutionary 

Development Support Directorate, allowing for greater coordination of military and civilian 

pacification and PSYOP activities. Presidential Assistant Robert Komer became MACV 

deputy for CORDS that month. The organization became the single-manager 

organization to handle the entire pacification program that PROVN had envisioned. Under 

Komer, four regional directors advised each Vietnamese Corps. Province level PSYOP 

personnel fell under the CORDS Assistant Province Representatives for PSYOP. The 

CORDS PSYOP program placed representatives throughout the country to support 
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information programs, community TV programs, establishment of reading rooms, hamlet 

audiovisual programs, and the distribution of PSYOP products. By that time, nearly 1,300 

U.S. Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine military personnel comprised the American 

PSYOP force in Vietnam.42 

Novel responses arose to meet these growing requirements for psyoperators. To 

help the 244th PSYOP fill demands for loudspeaker teams, fourteen U.S. Marines were 

attached to the company, forming HB teams and adding one Marine intelligence NCO to 

the company intelligence section. They also instituted a three day PSYOP orientation 

course to properly orient “PSYOP personnel to provide advice, prepare PSYOP plans, 

employ equipment, and be aware of PSYOP support available from the company.” The 

6th PSYOP Battalion reported, “The Marines have rapidly learned Psychological 

Operations – this, combined with their infantry training, makes them an effective valuable 

asset to this unit,” suggesting a program with wider applicability.43  

In another effort to integrate and improve psychological operations, the 19th 

PSYOP Company began “co-locating field teams with ARVN PSYWAR companies in 

each ARVN Division Tactical Zone.” They supplemented PSYOP programs and provided 

“a quick reaction capability to exploit incidents in each DTZ.” The teams also provided 

liaison to the 19th PSYOP Company, gathered feed-back on propaganda effects, and 

identified vulnerabilities for exploitation. Some of the teams were tasked out to other 

Corps. The company suffered its first casualty when Staff Sergeant Pedro Cruz died in a 
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22 May ambush while providing loudspeaker support to the U.S. 101st Airborne in II CTZ 

in Duc Pho, Quang Ngai Province.44 

In Second Corps, the 245th PSYOP Company continued to support American, 

South Korean and ARVN operations, and helped induce 3,298 Viet Cong to rally that 

spring. Over 13,000 rallied in the Corps since January 1966. The company’s seven 

loudspeaker teams and one audio-visual team were under the operational control of U.S. 

units and the ROK 9th (White Horse) Division. Another HB team was attached to Task 

Force Oregon, a U.S. Army task force operating in I CTZ that later became the Americal 

Division. The company disseminated 370 million leaflets, carried out 1,430 hours of 

loudspeaker broadcasts and conducted 857 aerial missions using Air Force assets and 

116 sorties using Army aircraft. Production on company presses reached 42,086,000 

leaflets that quarter.45 

As always, the enemy had a say in the success or failure of these operations. Due 

to hits by enemy automatic weapons, the 5th Air Commando Squadron directed 

loudspeaker aircraft to fly future missions no lower than 4,000 feet. “This has greatly 

decreased the effectiveness of tape missions,” the 6th Battalion reported, “because in 

order for the message to be heard on the ground atmospheric conditions must be almost 

perfect.” As a result they received complaints from tactical units. One remedy identified 

was to “reduce the length of taped messages to a maximum of 25 seconds,” which 

enabled the aircraft to fly straight “through at 3,000 feet rather than orbiting at 4,000 feet.” 

However, this also limited the message length.46 
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Other equipment problems plagued the units as well. The Kaiser-Willys jeepster 

chassis, used by the audio-visual teams presented another challenge. The battalion 

headquarters requested that the Army convert to a standard ¾-ton truck chassis because 

the Kaiser chassis was too weak to stand up to conditions in Vietnam. They also 

requested field evaluation of the new MSQ-85 audio-visual truck-mounted shelter. MACV 

set the requirement for a total of twenty-three shelters for the battalion, the first six due to 

arrive in April.47 [See photo 6, 11] 

Without dedicated interpreter aid, however, PSYOP teams were dependent on 

supported units to communicate with civilians. This hindered team operations due to 

dearth of interpreters. The 6th PSYOP Battalion recommended that interpreters be 

assigned, but due to shortages of personnel, this was unlikely to happen. PSYOP was not 

the only element suffering from a lack of linguist support. The 4th Division Military 

Intelligence Detachment was also burdened by the scarcity of American personnel 

qualified as Vietnamese linguists. The division was due to receive 400 12-week 

Vietnamese linguists after October 1967, but this was hardly sufficient language skill.48  

Meanwhile, in Third Corps, the 246th PSYOP Company conducted operations 

attached to U.S. units and the 1st Royal Australian Regiment (RAR). A cadre notebook 

captured that June indicated that the Viet Cong intensified indoctrination in the face of 

Australian pacification and PSYOP activities in Phouc Tuy Province. According to the 

document, the 1st RAR conducted “demagogic” activities by contacting adults, distributing 

candy, money and gifts to children, providing medical care and issuing medicines to the 
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sick. The documents “admitted that the populace [evinced] their sympathy for [Australian] 

troops by saying that the… troops loved” Vietnamese children.49   

The command committee of Ba Bien Province (RVN: Phouc Tuy Province) noted 

that the harsh war conditions along with PSYWAR and Chieu Hoi activities had resulted 

in eight guerillas deserting with their weapons, sixty-two youths rallying, and twenty-two 

others identified as government informants. Sixty-six others were listed as being “with the 

enemy.” To counter this, the committee held fourteen demonstrations and 217 

propaganda session for 25,726 people in the Vung Tau area. This had resulted in fifty-

one volunteers in the first quarter of 1967, a net loss of fighters.50 The Australians also 

came under attack for the use of tear gas. Radio Hanoi accused the Royal Australian Air 

Force spokesman of excessive “cheek to allege that tear gas was a humane way of 

treating the Viet Cong [Vietnamese patriots] instead of bombing them.”51 

The minutes of a Long An Province district Party committee stressed the need to 

indoctrinate civilians in order to thwart ongoing psychological operations. Guerillas were 

ordered to attack pacification cadre, who they termed the “velvet hand.”52 In Phu Yen 

Province, a Front district status report listed ninety-three defectors during the month of 

April, and thirty-seven more captured. The district listed 173 effectives remaining, 

meaning they had lost nearly half their strength when adding the wounded and killed. The 

dead included the provincial propaganda chief. According to the report, “Allied PSYWAR 
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and Chieu Hoi activities had a detrimental effect” on Front Cadre and caused more 

damage to guerillas than military actions.53  

As for Viet Cong psychological vulnerabilities, the U.S. 4th Infantry Division PSYOP 

personnel identified a lack of drugs and medical care leading to high malaria and 

pulmonary disease rates. Other sources found exploitable dissension between “NVA unit 

commanders and political officers, and between NVA cadre” and Southern guerrillas.54 

The division shifted to support long-range Civic Action projects to complement the 

Revolutionary Development Program. Units expanded the Good Neighbor program to 

visit forty-one hamlets, five times a week. This program facilitated “cottage industries, 

health worker training, a veterinary medical program and advanced farming techniques 

were introduced.” It aimed to provide pacified areas with the economic base to “achieve a 

viable society in this area.” The Division audio-visual team accompanied the Civil Affairs 

teams on night hamlet visits to show movies and perform other civic actions.55 

In June, the U.S. 4th Infantry Division conducted operations to support the Republic 

of Vietnam’s Resettlement Program near Pleiku. To facilitate the program all newly 

assigned American soldiers received six hours of indoctrination on their role in 

CA/PSYOP efforts. The division dropped more than 50 million leaflets and conducted 100 

hours of airborne loudspeaker and 85 hours of ground loudspeaker operations on themes 

emphasizing ARVN and American strength, “designed to instill fear into the ranks of the 

NVA soldiers.” They also relied on the standard Chieu Hoi appeals, request for 

information concerning PAVN/VC activities, and civil noninterference messages. One 
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indicator to the effect of these operations was the “increased number of propaganda 

lectures” conducted by the Viet Cong in that area.56  

Regarding the effect of the PSYOP programs, CIA adviser Gary Williams noted 

when he arrived in Quang Nam the year prior, “he could drive from Da Nang or Hoi An 

into just three of twelve districts.” By late summer of 1967, Williams freely traveled 

everywhere in the province except a couple remote districts, and in his judgment, the 

Viet Cong infrastructure had by then been severely damaged. The North Vietnamese 

Army still represented a serious threat, but it was “an invading Army,” not an insurgent 

force. He remarked later, “we were winning.”57 However, a CIA history warned that 

looks could be deceiving. Even though people may have shifted their preference, the 

VCI remained capable. One CIA report found that although gains had been made in 

1966, “Overall pacification gains were no better than ‘marginal’ after January 1967.”58 

However, recent evaluation of HES and other data also seems to validate the shift 

Williams found. Assassinations that autumn did rise dramatically (a result of a shift in 

strategy by the Front, described below). Nevertheless, analyzing the distribution, most 

were located in the contested and Viet Cong controlled areas along the Song (River) 

Bong. Viet Cong initiated incidents mostly occurred within 2 miles of the river (See maps 

14 and 15). Correlating multiple data sources overlaid in a way analysts were unable to 

in the 1960s, makes clear where the war was being fought. Analysis over time shows 

that the trend was against the Front’s interests. 
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A circular from the Viet Cong’s Thu Dau Mot Provincial Unit (Binh Duong Province) 

noted the linkage between PSYOP and intelligence activities. The author wrote that the 

attempts to lower moral and induce desertion, along with “intelligence activities to collect 

information on the location and movements of troops,” had been effective. In the previous 

year, “a number of persons, including Party members, either deserted or defected.” All 

addressees were asked to increase indoctrination in an effort to stop this.59 An earlier 

circular from the same office notified addressees that enemy PSYWAR and Chieu Hoi 

actions “were intended to lower the morale” of guerillas and their families. Using “good 

treatment, threats and the influence of religious sects,” families had been lured into 

forcing their relatives to defect.60  

The U.S. conducted a survey of public opinion between July and September 1967 

in each Corps area. The authors cautioned once again that due to the security situation 

they could not achieve a truly representative sample. Thus, they urged the reader to pay 

attention to trends more than to details. Walt Rostow briefed President Johnson, 

highlighting key results of the survey. Rostow found the 71 percent positive opinion of the 

American forces presence encouraging.61 Likewise, it was promising that “the majority of 

the respondents reflect a highly derogatory image of the Viet Cong.” Respondents 

described them as “brutal,” as “terrorists,” as “traitors,” and as “subservient to Communist 

China or Russia.” They most frequently blamed the wars continuance on “colonialism and 

ideological and economic expansionism,” pointing again at the North. A few respondents 
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were non-committal, but most had a clear view. One negative indicator was that 40 

percent in I CTZ and 33 percent in II CTZ answered that their lives had gotten worse over 

the preceding year.62 Once again, most respondents blamed the communists for the 

problems, while 6 percent blamed the United States. Six-in-ten respondents favored the 

American presence in Vietnam, with the caveat that many wanted “greater respect for 

lives and properties, polite attitudes, no bullying,” and 6 percent wanted an end to 

defoliant spraying. The numbers remained remarkably constant despite the increased 

combat.63  

On the question of media access, loudspeakers were a prime source of 

information on district events, while the radio provided a national view. Printed material 

was less useful, according to the survey. In III CTZ, the survey found three-fourths of 

the population listened to radio, almost exclusively to VTVN. The ARVN radio channel 

managed respectable ratings, with at least 59 percent reporting occasional listenership. 

By this point almost the entire population lived within radio broadcast range of a 

southern transmitter. Television increasingly covered them as well. [See map 7] Thirty-

four percent of those surveyed read the very popular JUSPAO produced Huong Que 

magazine. The survey found wide knowledge of the Chieu Hoi program, which indicated 

the PSYOP program was reaching the hamlet level. The survey results also showed 

there was “good potential for people in secure hamlets appealing to relatives in Viet 

Cong ranks to rally.” Respondents also expressed satisfaction with the spring 1967 

hamlet elections, which bode well for legitimacy of the incoming government. However, 
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Vietnam Information Service cadre generally continued to receive low marks from 

respondents.64 

The MACV command history from that year noted increased Chieu Hoi program 

returnee numbers, although most continued to be “farmers and low-level NLF members 

forced into service,” while the hard core members remained loyal. Low-level members 

had less commitment to NLF goals and “were more easily swayed by family sentiment 

and the local population.”65 Another problem was a lack of commitment on the part of 

some Southern officials to the program.  

However, looking beyond the simple measure of Chieu Hoi ralliers, the study 

indicated broader themes of the PSYOP program were taking root. As Viet Cong cadres 

were driven out of villages, they lost access.  This cascaded to a lack of “opportunities 

to endear themselves to the populace” by helping the villagers, keeping GVN personnel 

out, and spreading propaganda.66 Quoting one Front cadre, “A number of people 

displayed a pacifistic attitude, were bribed, and served among the enemy as henchmen 

because we failed to stay close to and indoctrinate them in time.” They had lost the 

ability to influence the population.67 

In late 1966, MACV began consideration of a plan to produce single or double-

channel miniature radio receivers for PSYOP use. These were configured to receive 

only PSYOP broadcasts, aimed at reducing Viet Cong and PAVN morale. By mid-March 

1967 plans for a six-month test program were set to start in July.  The reception 

frequency was set close to Radio Hanoi’s, using a technique called spoofing or 
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ghosting. The plan called for dropping the radios over North Vietnam in October in 

conjunction with the expected commencement of PSYOP radio broadcasts from 

Pleiku.68 

In spite of the clear shift on the battlefield, the North intensified its victory claims in 

propaganda. Liberation Radio claimed that in the face of “successive defeats during the 

winter-spring period on all battlefields… the U.S. imperialists [became] increasingly more 

cruel,” which led them to resort to “fascist measures.”69 A tour of “journalists, writers, 

photographers, and cameramen from socialists and other countries” was led to a Red 

River dike section northwest of Hanoi, which according to Radio Hanoi, “was seriously 

damaged by a U.S. air raid on 13 July.” The visitors were shown four bomb craters near 

the dike as proof of systematic targeting for destruction.70 The station claimed the U.S. 

had “more than doubled their raids on the water conservation system in North Vietnam” to 

attack dikes “dams, pumping stations, canals, and other irrigation works.” Actual targeting 

would likely have produced more profound results than four nearby craters.71  

Quoting USIS stories, Liberation Radio asserted “an alarming decline in war 

morale in Washington, where the gloom is deeper than at any time since the massive 

U.S. intervention in early 1965.” A U.S. News and World Report story read for broadcast 

said, “After two years of U.S. buildup, the reds are still gaining in troop strength and 

firepower and regaining the initiative.”72 They used stories such as these, often taken out 

of context or otherwise manipulated, to support their case. Continued exaggerations, 
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such as the claim of killing 90,000 enemy, including 5,000 “wicked pacification agents,” 

hurt North Vietnam’s credibility with the uncommitted.73 

JUSPAO printed excerpts from the June 1967 issue of Tuyen Huan. This was a 

North Vietnamese indoctrination magazine for middle level cadre to enable them to better 

inform those below. This formed the propaganda part of the agit-prop system. According 

to the magazine, “In addition to official radio stations operated by the U.S., the enemy 

also uses broadcasting systems which pose as the voice of such and such parties and 

which broadcast from the South to the North with the aim to sow confusion in the mind of 

the people.” They also claimed, “The enemy uses word-of-mouth to whisper false 

information,” spinning combat reports to “shake our people’s mind.”74  

Tuyen Huan also discussed the use of poison pen letters and gift kits, which were 

sent by MACV-SOG. “The letters’ contents generally deal with questions concerning the 

internal situation of our country, the policies of our Party and Government, and demands 

for clarification of these policies,” although the real plan was to “cause the readers to have 

doubts about our Party and Government.” As for the gift kits, the magazine reported, “the 

enemy believes our people are having difficulties with the shortage of supplies.” The kits 

were to be collected and promptly burned. The paper provided counter-propaganda 

guidance to cadre, saying they should “organize quick collection of enemy leaflets right 

after they are dropped.” The cadres were instructed to read the leaflet and make a timely 

determination whether the argument needed to be countered or ignored. The radio 

broadcasts seem to have presented a greater threat. The article ordered that “it is 

necessary to educate our cadres, Party members and population so that they refrain 
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absolutely from listening to enemy radio broadcasts.” This was a valuable indicator of 

effectiveness. The paper also noted the “use of undercover reactionary elements and 

hoodlums left over in our society,” especially the ethnic minorities and unreformed “former 

puppets.”75 

According to North Vietnamese Minister of Public Security Hoan, the U.S. had 

intensified “psychological warfare aimed at sowing fear and confusion within the DRV.” 

As a result, a state of emergency and spy fever gripped the North over fear of 

commando teams.76 By mid-1967, moderate members of the politburo fled the North in 

response to the crackdown, further strengthening Le Duan and Le Duc Tho’s grip on 

power. The Revisionist Anti-Party Affair began at the 1963 Party plenum to marginalize 

their opposition. This anti-rightist campaign climaxed with the arrest of former vice-

Minister of Education and Director of the Marxist Institute of Philosophy Hoang Minh 

Chinh on 25 July 1967. The purge, which included other pro-Soviet moderates, allowed 

for the passage of Resolution 14 in July, which gave approval for the general offensive 

and uprising strategy, culminating in the Tet Offensive. Fear of any deviation from the 

Le Duan/Le Duc Tho line had increased regime paranoia. The SOG program fed this 

fear.77 

In a reference to the Paradise Island operations, Tuyen Huan noted how, “the 

enemy usually sent commando agents to kidnap our citizens” and used cajolery, “torture 

and terrorism to extract” information from them. The kidnapped personnel were 

released “with a quantity of goods designed to fulfill his wicked schemes.” Given the 

level of knowledge about SOG activities, arguments in favor of surfacing the program 
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seemed valid. However, even if Hanoi understood the outlines, the paranoid nature of 

the regime meant likely overreaction to the threat.78 

To further spread disinformation and black PSYOP, SOG created project Soap 

Chips. This program “placed forged letters on the bodies of PAVN soldiers in Laos and 

Cambodia,” inserting “slanted information about the home front into the letters,” to lower 

troop morale. Under project Benson Silk, SOG counterfeited North Vietnamese money. 

[see photo 26] U.S. law forbade trying to undermine the North Vietnamese economy. To 

narrowly stay within the letter of this law, SOG added a removable text section, allowing 

the receiver to decide whether to spend the ‘money’. SOG reconnaissance units also left 

bundles of cash on dead bodies to make it seem like they ‘must’ have been working with 

the enemy to have so much money.79 Counterfeit money leaflets were not unique to this 

war and had been used in Vietnam since at least the 1940s. Millions were dropped over 

the North in 1966 and 1967. The use of the attached propaganda tag gave the U.S. 

plausible deniability against the charge of openly counterfeiting currency. One possible 

problem with the leaflet drops over North Vietnam was that they could give the regime a 

target to blame for high inflation.80 

Among the more interesting and successful of these black programs was Eldest 

Son, which began in August 1967. SOG reconnaissance teams in Cambodia frequently 

found caches of ammunition which they had no time to destroy or remove. The 

Counterinsurgency Support Office (CISO) modified AK-47 ammo and 60mm mortar 
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rounds to cause misfires and explosions. Teams left sabotaged ammunition mixed in 

caches after missions. The program hoped to put this defective ammo into circulation in 

the PAVN. Afterwards, planted news stories pointed to this being Chinese manufactured 

ammunition. The program included the use of forged memos and radio broadcasts to 

bolster the deception. As guerillas were injured or killed using the ammo, distrust of the 

Chinese supplied ammunition would grow. American and ARVN units received “reports of 

dead Communist troops either clutching exploded AKs or surrounding split mortar tubes.” 

William Shelton remembered that the amount of sabotaged ammunition was small, but it 

did not take much. A magazine with one bad round could be enough to cause problems 

for a unit.81 

Communications intercepts “revealed that the doctored ammunition was of 

concern to NVA soldiers.” Subsequent stories in the American troop newspaper Stars and 

Stripes of American soldiers injured by ‘trophy’ weapons, lent credibility to the deception. 

Sabotaged American equipment was also distributed, including radios meant to keep the 

enemy from touching U.S. dead. Attempts to make rice caches inedible were less 

successful.82  

Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support briefings in June 

discussed ongoing PSYOP program problems. Among them were VIS performance, 

limited surge print, and manpower shortages. Shortages meant twelve provinces had no 

full time PSYOP representative, though they had recently assigned two full-time 
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advisors to the Vietnamese Information Service at the ministry level.”83  

Not all was bleak though. The 6th PSYOP intelligence section wrote five PSYOP 

area studies for the 244th PSYOP that summer. Compiled from available intelligence 

data and reanalysis based on the specific needs of PSYOP, these added “analysis of 

enemy psychological operations and conditions offering opportunities for possible 

exploitation.”84 On 29 July the 6th PSYOP Battalion received seven additional audio-

visual teams which were assigned to the 244th, 245th and 246th PSYOP Companies to 

supplement their forces. In addition, eight Modular Audio-Visual Units arrived in October 

for evaluation. The MAVUs consisted of a vehicle shelter-mounted public-address 

amplifier, radio, tape recorder, and motion-picture projector. These were designed to 

replace the MSQ-85 discussed above.85 

The American PSYOP force arrived with very little knowledge of Vietnamese 

history or culture. After nearly two years of combat operations, not to mention years 

more of advisory activities, the base of knowledge had greatly expanded. Additionally, 

JUSPAO issued a steady stream of guidance for field operators to use in formulating 

their operations.86 Typically guidance consisted of a couple pages of background 

material on a topic and message theme direction. 

That winter, for instance, JUSPAO issued guidance on defoliation operations. It 

stressed the use of similar herbicides “in the U.S., Great Britain, the USSR and many 

other countries employing scientific methods of agriculture,” and that the agents left “no 
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residual effect on the soil or future vegetation from the herbicide treatment.” According to 

the guidance, “Defoliants used in RVN are non-poisonous; even food and water affected 

by the spray can be consumed without danger.” It noted the chemicals were used on 

more than 400,000 acres annually in the United States. At the time this guidance was 

issued, scientists thought it was true. However, by 1969 evidence of potential problems 

emerged and the military phased out use of Agent Orange by 1971. The then unknown 

factor was PCB contamination of the agents introduced during production. In the 

meantime, the Front continued the widespread use of this increasingly credible theme.87 

JUSPAO provided guidance that summer to all psyoperators in Vietnam on 

exploitable themes against NLF cadre. This instruction was based on interviews with 

ralliers, which showed Front cadre saw themselves as professionals in a bureaucratic 

system. Up to this point in the war, the Front had offered them avenues for upward 

mobility, satisfying career goals. These goals were more important than the cause. 

However, the belief that they were working for positive social objectives merged with 

personal goals into a strong motivator to stay with the Front. On the other hand, as the 

movement developed, Communist class consciousness led to the bypassing of many 

original members of the Front in favor younger people from preferred social classes. 

Fear of a protracted war, loss of popular support and diminished opportunity for 

advancement within the Front, or feeling that the Front treated Cadre unfairly, fractured 

façade of unity. Propaganda in support of the National Reconciliation Program (Doan 

Ket) offered the possibility of enticing more cadres to rally because they would not lose 

their social status in rallying to the government. Low-level cadres were more easily 
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targeted using these themes than more committed and connected upper-level cadre. 

Stressing themes related to elections, land reform and other programs of the 

Government of South Vietnam that diminished the need for the Front’s social reform 

program also had potency. The major factor holding mid-level Front members from 

rallying that fall was the impending victory that both the North Vietnamese and NLF 

propaganda began to hype. Leaving at that point in the war would jeopardize ones 

career.88 

As summer turned to fall, Vietnam was at a crossroads. In response to the 

combat and psychological defeats of the past year, the North was forced to gamble on a 

risky offensive. Purging the communist moderates had given Le Duc Tho and Le Duan 

a free hand. At first desperately overburdened and facing a steep learning curve, the 

Allied psychological operations program now seemed to be having an effect. Morale in 

the Front was in steady decline and the idea of South Vietnam as a nation was taking 

hold. The coming election offered the opportunity to consolidate this shift.  
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CHAPTER 13 

THE 4TH PSYOP GROUP, FALL 1967 AND THE TET OFFENSIVE 

 

As fall began, Vietnam had come to a fork in the road. The combat and 

psychological defeats of the past year had forced the North to gamble on a chancy 

offensive. The North Vietnamese decision during the summer of 1967 to go for broke 

was made from a position of weakness, not strength. Morale in the National Liberation 

Front was solidly in decline and the idea of the Republic of South Vietnam as a nation 

was taking root. The coming election offered a chance to confirm this trend. However, 

Le Duc Tho had been a high stakes player before. Indeed, his decision in 1960 to go to 

war in reaction to President Diem eroding the Viet Cong infrastructure, and the decision 

in 1964 to up the ante with the hope of winning before the Americans could become 

decisively engaged, were similar gambles. North Vietnamese propaganda had 

temporarily slashed the number of ralliers. Increased assassinations and propaganda 

claims of imminent victory held mid-level cadre in the movement for a couple more 

months. Meanwhile, intelligence analysis problems muddied the water of what the 

North’s strategic change meant. The period ended with the creation of the U.S. 4th 

PSYOP Group, followed within days by the opening salvos of the Tet Offensive.  

 As American troop strength grew in 1967, Radio Hanoi increasingly used the 

theme of ARVN relegation to pacification duty, resulting in rapid disintegration of the 

“puppet troops.” Radio Hanoi claimed that the ARVN had “lost all their fighting ability 

and were no longer able to resist the increasingly more violent attacks of the Liberation 

Armed Forces.” According to the station, ARVN’s decline had led to increased 
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desertion, while the United States bore the brunt of combat. In reality, the ARVN was 

not taking a back seat.  It had suffered nearly 60 percent of the combat deaths in 1967.1 

Although still suffering from defects as a military force, they certainly were not just sitting 

on their hands. The desertion rate, comparing the first five months of 1967 with the 

same period in 1968, dropped from 10.9 to 9.6 per 1,000. Importantly, when the Tet 

Offensive began, a record number of ARVN deserters rejoined their units, over 12,000 

men in February and March alone.2 

In international broadcasts, Hanoi highlighted claims of fighting between 

Americans and RVN forces. One incident in Quang Tri supposedly claimed the lives of 

twenty-five GIs and twenty Civil Guards. In response to an attack, Hanoi stated, the 

Americans “gunned down or bayoneted any civil guards they could find.” At the end of 

the orgy of violence, “the GIs then chopped them into segments and displayed them in 

the streets.” An analysis of Front propaganda showed the exaggerated claims of 

victories such as this were successful at maintaining morale among guerillas and 

supportive civilians in the short term. However, to maintain morale in the face of a 

succession of defeats, the Front’s claims had to become more and more fantastic. 

These boasts were unlikely to convert anyone with access to accurate facts.3 

The level of manpower problems the Front encountered that summer was 

exemplified by a battle in Quang Tin Province. Some of the 217 guerillas killed in the 

attack were as young as twelve years old. A Front battalion chief of staff who rallied in 

July “disclosed that morale of the ‘fighting troops’ of his regiment had dropped since the 
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beginning” of the year due to effective ARVN operations, air strikes, “conflict between 

northern and southern cadre,” failure of popular support for the movement, and supply 

and recruitment shortages. Long An Province also reported a considerable drop in 

recruitment in 1967, due to the pacification effort. A CIA Covert Action Station (CAS) 

report from neighboring Kien Hoa Province in the Delta confirmed the recruitment 

problem. There, new recruits were fourteen and fifteen years old. Much of the province 

was nominally under Viet Cong control, but ARVN and U.S. operations were steadily 

clearing the rivers and roads.4 [see map 16] 

Civilians increasingly reacted against these Viet Cong recruiting tactics. For 

example, the 27 August shelling of Can Tho city that killed dozens achieved the 

opposite of the Front’s intent. Rather than making the residents angry at the 

government for the failure to protect them, the attack had the typical response of rallying 

the population to the government against the attacking force. In some ways this was a 

harbinger of the post-Tet Offensive 1968 effect. A CIA report from neighboring Phong 

Dinh Province found people enthusiastic about government Revolutionary Development 

(RD) teams. According to census-grievance reports, “even VC cadres have complained 

about the difficulty and lack of popular support in areas where RD teams have been 

operating.”5 [See map 17 for Can Tho details] 

In the North as well, the war took a toll. A Chinese source in Hanoi reported over 

the summer that stevedores at Haiphong port were “extremely slow due to their 

apparent poor physical condition,” which he blamed on a lack of food. Despite some 
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contradictory reporting at the time, this appears to be the beginning of what became a 

real problem for the North by 1970. The economic and social dislocations caused by the 

single-minded focus of all resources towards the war effort had begun to register.6  

The bright spot for the Northern psychological campaign remained the 

international audience. They continued to expand linkages with supporting groups 

overseas. Radio Hanoi reported students in an NLF controlled area of South Vietnam 

sent a letter to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). The students 

said they had followed “with keen interest and deep sympathy the struggle of the Afro-

Americans against racial discrimination fiercely raging now in the United States.” The 

students professed unity between their struggle “against the U.S. aggressors,” and 

SNCC’s protests against “the U.S. ruling clique’s savage acts of repression against the 

just struggle of the Afro-American students and people.”7 

Stokely Carmichael, recently replaced national chairman of SNCC, visited Hanoi 

in August. Carmichael met with Northern leaders for several days and assisted with 

their propaganda program. He “stressed the warm militant solidarity between the U.S. 

Negroes and the Vietnamese people and expressed absolute confidence in the final 

and complete victory of the common anti-U.S. imperialism struggle waged by the U.S. 

Negroes and the Vietnamese people.”8 On Radio Hanoi, Carmichael stated, “We are 

here today in your country, not in the uniform of the imperialists but in the uniform of 

humanity, to tell you that we are building a strong movement in the United States—a 

movement where black people, young black people like myself, are refusing to serve in 
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the imperialists’ armed forces.” After his return from North Vietnam, Carmichael became 

the Prime Minister of the Black Panther Party.9 

During the fall, South Vietnam planned a series of elections to constitute the new 

Republic of Vietnam. Presidential and Senate elections were to take place in September 

and parliamentary elections would follow in late October. In an LBS appeal to the 

people of South Vietnam, however, the station criticized the election as a farce:  

It is the U.S. imperialists and their henchmen including the Thieu-Ky clique who 
have used bombs, shells, and bayonets to tear down the houses and destroy the 
tombs of compatriots, to carry out their burn-all, kill-all, and destroy-all policy, and 
to herd millions of our compatriots into prisons, strategic hamlets, concentration 
camps and into their new life hamlets of the present day....10  
 

Once again however, the propaganda failed to prevent a large turnout at the polls in 

September. Afterwards, in a broadcast attacking “The Rigged Results of a Deceitful 

Election Farce,” the LBS accused the Republic of “fascist and terroristic measures,” in 

which the “Thieu-Ky clique mobilized more than half a million police and security men to 

fulfill the so-called task of standing guard around the voting centers.”11  

Despite the negative trends for the North that summer, a Rand Corporation study 

found a high degree of cohesiveness among mid and upper level Front members. 

Among the factors enhancing this were the “sense of mission,” the “ability to 

avoid…excessive frequency or duration of combat” reported “trust in their leaders” and 

the cellular control system ability to maintain cohesion, an “adequate relationship with 

the villagers” and “if not expectation of victory, at least nonexpectation of defeat.” This 

study was based on a few interviews from the previous Rand study and two other 

studies. As such, this one may be more useful in understanding the baseline attitude 
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than describing the status by the summer of 1967. However, by the fall, the hope of 

imminent victory held many in the Front.12 

Intelligence analysts increasingly detected a clear shift in North Vietnamese 

plans and supporting propaganda lines. The direction that shift would ultimately take 

was still unclear, however. The NLF and PAVN had completed indoctrination at all 

levels throughout the summer and fall to ensure preparedness to implement the change 

of strategy brought about by Resolution 14 in July. In September, at the time of the RVN 

elections, the NLF held a congress to vote on issuing the Northern directives as the new 

Front policy. The North promptly hailed this vote, which included the key plank of 

creating “a broad national democratic coalition.”13  

Prior to this period, the North had continued to stress the need for a negotiated 

settlement and prepare cadre for a protracted war. Propaganda now began preparing 

people for the final phase of the war. After the congress, propaganda described the 

upcoming winter-spring offensive as “the decisive phase of war” requiring an “all out 

effort, regardless of losses.” The first references appeared to the formation of a coalition 

government, “in connection with ‘historical phase’ of the 1967-1968 winter-spring 

campaign.” The upcoming offensive was presented as a “turning point.” The plan for the 

offensive was to “defeat a major portion of both U.S. and GVN military forces,” instigate 

political turmoil in the cities, culminating in a “general uprising” that would result in a 

coalition government and the withdrawal of U.S. forces. In the lead up to this, all Viet 
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Cong units were called on to expand liberated areas and Special Action Units were to 

“engage in widespread terror and sabotage” in the cities.14  

The Front had made some gains that fall, according to CIA analysts, as a result 

of the strategy change. One report stated that the Viet Cong may have “regained control 

of portions of the population in at least Quang Ngai, Phu Yen, and Khanh Hoa 

provinces,” regions that had been cleared that year.  However, analysts mistakenly 

conflated the shift with operations against Revolutionary Development teams. The Front 

had stepped up these activities as part of the change in strategy, not simply as a 

reaction to expanding pacification efforts as the CIA surmised.15  

The Mobile Riverine Force conducted Operation Coronado to clear the Delta and 

rivers bordering Kien Hoa Province in November. As seen in map 16, the roads and 

river areas were being cleared, while assassinations and Viet Cong incidents were 

lower than neighboring provinces. Nineteenth PSYOP Company field teams along with 

the ARVN 403rd POLWAR Company supported the ARVN 7th Infantry Division in nearby 

My Tho. The teams used PBRs (Patrol Boat, River) from the U.S. Navy’s Task Force 

186. The 19th PSYOP Company also supported the ARVN 9th Division at Sa Dec and 

the ARVN 21st Infantry Division at Bac Lieu, as well as had detached teams operating 

with the other three U.S. PSYOP companies. The primary mission of the 19th PSYOP, 

however, was to support the U.S. 9th Division and the Riverine Force. PSYOP speaker 

equipped “PBRs broadcast information programs to civilian river traffic by day” and 
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harassed guerillas at night. Reports indicated the harassment had the desired effect of 

angering the cadre.16 [See photo 19] 

Tactical PSYOP activities continued to struggle to meet demand and overcome 

logistical issues. The 244th PSYOP reported the arrival of USAF O2B aircraft during the 

summer greatly enhanced the PSYOP program. Loudspeaker time increased by 25 

percent, the report noted. However, a lack of spare parts meant that only four of the 

eight aircraft were operational at any time. The company also controlled the operations 

of an Armed Propaganda Company, which conducted twenty-four missions in support of 

U.S. and ARVN operations.17 

Although the ROK PSYOP Company received two light mobile printing presses, 

they were “still not operational due to lack of expendable supplies” such as ink and 

paper. They continued to rely on the 245th PSYOP Company for back up printing. In one 

instance, the South Korean’s requested assistance for their Nha Trang-based PSYOP 

Company from the 245th PSYOP in “printing of a booklet on Tae Kwan Do.” The 245th 

provided the necessary supplies and their stocks were backfilled by 6th PSYOP 

Battalion.18 

The Viet Cong, in line with North Vietnamese directives, stepped up 

assassinations from October to December in preparation for the 1968 winter-spring 

offensive. The NLF also increased selective terror incidents in an attempt to reassert 

control as called for in the plan. The effects of this terror campaign are clearly visible in 
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map 13. The data reveal an apparent lack of any attempt to draw Allied forces out of the 

cities prior to the Tet Offensive, as is often asserted. Looking at Viet Cong Initiated 

Incidents (VCII) and Terrorist Incident Reporting System (TIRS) overlays, the violence 

continued in the contested populated regions. In Quang Nam, for instance, the violence 

took place almost exclusively within a ten mile square area, less than ten miles from Da 

Nang. This is in line with the North’s professed strategy discussed above. The goal was 

to rapidly prepare conditions for a coalition government. The Allied forces were 

attacking into Viet Cong controlled areas however, forcing them to defend. [See map 

14] Fewer attacks or assassinations occurred in the green or neighboring yellow 

hamlets. Looking at the HES, TIRS and VCII overlays from earlier in the year shows a 

clear progression, pushing the Viet Cong back toward VC Base Area 116 south of the 

Song Cua Dai River. 

Although eighty-six percent of Kien Hoa Province eligible’s voted, the CIA station 

reported evidence that the Viet Cong were conducting training on a larger scale and 

moving supplies and equipment into the province in preparation for “their expected 

spring-winter offensive.” Additionally, sources indicated that the Viet Cong had stepped 

up their internal security campaign in an attempt to remove “peace loving cadres.” North 

Vietnam purged Southern cadre demoralized by the Chieu Hoi program and the 

protracted war, replacing them with Northerners specializing in anti-pacification 

operations.19 

A document captured in Thu Dau Mot, Binh Duong Province noted falling morale 

among Viet Cong. The memo from Nguyen Tung, Assistant Secretary and Assistant 
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Political Officer of the Eastern Nambo Region, revealed that PSYOP greatly affected 

cadre and men who did not “realize the necessity of countering Allied PSYWAR 

activities.” Such people “contacted their relatives working for GVN, listened to the BBC, 

VOA and Saigon radio broadcasts, and read publications and leaflets published by the 

GVN.” To counter these actions, Nguyen urged cadre to intensify indoctrination, surveil 

“cadre and troops whose relatives work for the RVN government,” and improve soldiers 

living conditions. Despite the fall in morale, rallier numbers began to drop off in October 

due to propaganda proclaiming the imminent victory of the Front and increased internal 

controls.20  

On 22 October, South Vietnam held elections for the lower house. Unlike 

previous elections where the Front attempted to thwart the election and called for a 

boycott, only to be humiliated, the Front largely ignored these elections, or even backed 

dissident candidates. Propaganda in the provinces continued to focus on a coalition 

government. Backing dissidents might help in building a force for the coalition 

government to follow. To ease guerilla recruitment shortages, the NLF “instructed all 

village cell, squad and platoon units to recruit females for proselyting activities and to 

boost morale.” They were to be used in non-combat positions. This appears to be part 

of an internal deception plan for the Tet Offensive. The lower levels were not told the 

real reason, which was to expand the force for the coming offensive. Taxation also 

expanded. Businessmen were pressured to provide loans to the Front, “on the promise 

that it will be returned in 1968.”21 
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One campaign identified that fall to be targeting Americans soldiers was called the 

“beautiful-girl scheme.” The Viet Cong recruited attractive young girls to work in “bars 

frequented by Americans.” After a period, they returned to areas under Front control, to 

disrupt combat operations. “The plan was to solicit sexual advances from Allied troops” 

and then, “clutch the man tightly, while calling for help.” The hope was to anger the 

people at the “American rapist.” Another twist involved Viet Cong searching houses 

during combat operations to “steal precious items. Once the Americans had left, the 

cadre gathered the villagers to ask if “anything was missing.” When the losses were 

discovered, they would denounce U.S. forces for stealing the “property of the people.” 

The underlying motive of most Front propaganda was raising and exploiting anger. The 

U.S. and RVN exploited anger as well, but neither as widely nor as effectively.22 

That same month, the CANLF also began to shift its tone to adhere to the new 

NLF policy. The committee was fully involved in the escalating American protest 

movement that fall, encouraging both the formation of a coalition government and the 

rapid pull out of American troops. Teague was on the organizing committee for several 

major protests, including the October Pentagon protest. The CANLF sold copies of the 

newly published Front political program, which detailed the strategy change. At the fall 

protests, members sold an estimated 15,000 copies of the Vietnam Courier issue 

containing the platform. Additionally, Teague’s North Vietnamese contacts requested that 

he acquire film footage of the demonstrations to be sent to them for propaganda 

purposes.23  
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Radio Hanoi praised the series of protests across America in October, sending 

messages of support. Among the highlights were the self-immolation of Florence 

Beaumont and Hiroko Hayasuki, and the launching of an anti-draft movement. All Hanoi-

affiliated stations carried these stories.24 David Dellinger, a frequent visitor to North 

Vietnam, told a press conference before one march that “the antiwar movement had 

moved from simple dissent to active resistance,” indicating the radicalization of the 

movement. According to Radio Hanoi, speakers at the march urged “U.S. troops in Asia 

to stop fighting.” Later, they marched on the Pentagon. Dellinger and Norman Mailer were 

among those arrested during the demonstration.25  

Dominant Front propaganda themes exploited self-proclaimed victories and their 

ability to attack anywhere. The assassination campaign that fall legitimized this theme. 

Using the protests as a backdrop, Viet Cong propaganda claimed the “Americans were 

tiring of the war” and that the Front “would win just as they did over the French.” 

Information gleaned from press reports and organizations such as CANLF supported and 

validated these claims.26 

One such victory, for example took place when future U.S. Senator John McCain 

was shot down over Hanoi on 30 October. The North immediately seized on the 

propaganda prize that landed in the city’s Truc Bach Lake. They reported details of his 

family life, asking, “What glory had he brought by his job to his father, Adm. John S. 

McCain Jr., commander in chief of U.S. Naval Forces in Europe? His grandfather, Adm. 

John S. McCain, commander of all aircraft carriers in the Pacific in World War II, 

participated in a just war against the Japanese forces.” Radio Hanoi accused the younger 
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McCain of “participating in an unjust war.” The North also claimed to have shot down 

thirty-five planes over a five-day period.27 

During the summer Command and Staff Conference, General Westmoreland 

directed MACPD to “study methods of evaluating PSYOP effectiveness rather than 

quantities of leaflets and broadcast hours or similar measures of performance.” The 

goal was to assess “PSYOP effectiveness against the intensity of the effort.” The 

resulting report argued the only useful measurement of effectiveness was Chieu Hoi 

rallier numbers. Westmoreland further requested that the Defense Advanced Research 

Projects Agency (DARPA) conduct a study to “formulate accurate parameters for 

measuring campaign effectiveness. To determine the vulnerabilities of target audiences. 

To provide detailed examples of how the vulnerabilities identified in the study might be 

exploited.” [sic] Westmoreland requested additional DARPA studies on novel methods 

of PSYOP utilization, the use of folklore in PSYOP, and methods of pretesting leaflets.28  

In order to increase the effectiveness of the leaflet campaign, General 

Westmoreland heightened targeting of the heavily populated areas of Hanoi and 

Haiphong. As such, he ordered “leaflets dropped in the Red River Delta be increased to 

60 million to overcome the large percentage lost due to terrain, water, and weather.”29 

The program reinforced “the effects of air strikes,” but also targeted areas to 

“accomplish psychological objectives not necessarily related to air strikes.” This 

operation, designated Frantic Goat, replaced the Fact Sheet program that month.30 
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In October, MACV reevaluated the PSYOP effort in Vietnam. Based on input 

from all staff levels, MACPD found critical problems included “coordination of effort, 

adequacy and utilization of personnel and equipment,” and balancing between tactical 

and strategic programs. The complexity of the PSYOP program was a profound 

challenge. Two PSYOP staff sections, MACPD and CORDS, coordinated with JUSPAO, 

which disseminated guidance and supervised the field effort. This did not include the 

black program. Although CORDS had simplified things, the disjointed organization 

continued to hamper message coordination. The report recommended revising the 

PSYOP structure and urged developing a comprehensive program to assure the 

“indoctrination of US troops” in Vietnamese religion, culture, and customs.31  

The Psychological Operations Directorate sought to get beyond simple measures 

of effort and attempt to determine the types of analysis and data that could be used to 

make sound assessments. Anecdotal reports were useful, but failed “to satisfy the 

rigorous expectations of the scientific method.” The problem was that PSYOP activities 

were not reproducible in the laboratory. The authors suggested developing systems that 

allowed trend analysis and graphical presentation, harkening back to World War One 

endeavors.32 Just as earlier studies had found, the Chieu Hoi program was one area 

where a correlation between effort and effects could reasonably be surmised, because 

the program “was entirely dependent upon information advanced through propaganda 

methods.” Another area was “weapons turn in rates and the buyback program,” which 

PSYOP directly influenced.33  
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Population security levels could provide some evidence of success according to 

the report, but changes could be due to a number of factors. Another area the authors 

found worth investigating was the terror index. The terror index meant the number of 

terror incidents in a given area. Mapping incidents could help in planning psychological 

activities and in determining who controlled an area. However, the graph shape for this 

data could be curvilinear because incident quantity would drop if either the government 

or Front took control of an area. Looking at the Quang Nam security situation seems to 

bear this theory out. [See map 14 and 15] Most of the assassinations that fall took place 

within two miles of the Cua Dai River, a highly contested area. Areas held strongly by 

either side had fewer incidents. Anecdotally, the authors stated that, “the relative 

ineffectiveness of the anti-election campaign by the VC is in itself testimony in support 

of the PSYOP program.”34  

Analyzing all the data then available, the authors determined “that a distinct 

improvement has occurred from August 1966 to August 1967.”35 However, as the Viet 

Cong shifted strategies that fall, the gains receded. The most important point of this 

study was that measures of effectiveness had to be refined during the operation 

planning phase so that “data may be collected as needed, not derived in an ex post 

facto manner.” Effectively designed psychological objectives and supporting programs 

were keys to determining what information to look for.36 

While acknowledging some improvements in all these areas, the authors noted 

that, “the lack of research and analysis capability for PSYOP within MACV” continued to 
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be a significant problem.37 Although the PSYOP units had gotten better at pre-testing 

product, a gap remained in post-testing. The 6th PSYOP Battalion did some official post-

tests of product effectiveness, but had no standard process to do this. As such, JUSPAO 

and all PSYOP units depended on information gleaned from intelligence reports on the 

effectiveness of PSYOP campaigns. The MACV study suggestions above were meant to 

address the problem of information needs. On the other hand, Military Intelligence units 

did not collect information with PSYOP in mind. Most intelligence they received was 

collected to determine enemy order of battle, not the needs of PSYOP, highlighting the 

need for the clear intelligence requirements MACPD described above.38  

By November, the PSYOP battalion intelligence section began fielding 

Psychological Operation Reaction Teams (PORT). Each was composed of “a foreign 

language propaganda officer, an intelligence analyst and an interrogator/interpreter,” to 

provide rapid reaction intelligence support for military operations. Much like the POET 

teams for field operations, these elements deployed to combat units to provide on the 

spot PSYOP analysis and to gather ‘ground truth’ to improve battalion PSYOP area 

assessments.39 Operationally, an after action report argued that the teams should deploy 

first to the supported combat headquarters element to provide their expertise during the 

combat operation planning phase. At this time the team would gather additional 

information and determine intelligence requirements. Once the operation was underway, 

PORT teams traveled throughout the area of operations to evaluate the PSYOP 

campaign effectiveness while it was underway. This allowed the teams to conduct field 
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interviews of persons who might otherwise be missed by the standard intelligence 

system. The PORT concept offered a possible solution to the problem MACPD 

mentioned.40  

In an attempt to solve some of the analysis issues, the 6th PSYOP Battalion 

established a center for propaganda development. The functions of the PSYOP 

Development Center were to “analyze, in depth, target audiences in Vietnam and develop 

propaganda with greater impact.” The center contained sections for “plans and programs, 

audience analysis, propaganda development, coordination, testing and evaluation.”41 The 

PDC established a target group database for identification and analysis. It also studied 

“media credibility factors for specified target audience groups.” To assist with information 

gathering from Viet Cong and PAVN detainees, the battalion S2 received official 

authorization for “occasional” access to the Combined Military Interrogation Center 

(CMIC).42 Among the intelligence studies completed at this time by the Research and 

Analysis Branch were the Quang Ngai Psychological Area Assessment (Revised) and 

Psychological Vulnerabilities and Opportunities: The VC/NVA Supply Procurement 

System.43  

The 15th PSYOP Detachment Target Analysis section from the 7th PSYOP Group 

published a study in November entitled, “Report on Psychological Operations Intelligence 

in Vietnam.” Among the findings, of the twenty-one authorized personnel in the 245th 

PSYOP Company intelligence section, it only had two part-time workers.  The study also 
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noted the section did not have basic manuals and books on Vietnam culture and history.44 

The 245th PSYOP Detachment in Pleiku was authorized twenty-seven soldiers, but only 

had fourteen assigned, none of them intelligence analysts. 

One problem across Vietnam--one that still bedevils intelligence services today-- 

was “stovepiping” of information. Units of all types conducted intelligence analysis, but fed 

the results only to their own chain of command. A fusion cell to compile and assess this 

wealth of information was lacking. Through personal initiative the Research and Analysis 

Team initially accessed Saigon area interrogation facilities to conduct PSYOP interviews 

and leaflet pre-testing. PSYOP elements depended on building unofficial relationships 

with supported units to accomplish their duties. PSYOP only later gained official access. 

The team produced a monthly Psychological Intelligence Summary for distribution to the 

companies as well as other units connected with PSYOP. The 15th PSYOP Detachment 

investigators praised the 6th Battalion Research team’s “professionalism, intelligence and 

aggressiveness” in its duties.45 

On a cautionary note, the report stated that PSYOP units were only as effective as 

the commanding officer. Many commanders in the 6th Battalion were former infantry 

officers with little background in PSYOP. As such, the companies took on the 

conventional characteristics of an infantry unit. On the contrary, PSYOP required 

unconventional personnel.46 As for officer training, thirty-four of the battalion’s officers had 

attended the long course at Fort Bragg, eighteen the shorter MATA PSYOP course. 

Together this represented 65 percent of assigned officers. This level constantly changed 

with each addition and transfer, but never reached 100 percent. The authors found the 5th 

                                                 
44

 15
th
 PSYOP Det. “Report on Psychological Operations Intelligence in Vietnam,” 5-F, 6-F, 13-F. 

45
 Ibid., 8-D, 16C. 

46
 Ibid. 



493 

Special Forces Group units better prepared to conduct PSYOP.  With its string of remote 

camps, the Group had a good pulse on local affairs.47 

For instance, Captain Lloyd H. Hinote wrote an end of tour memo to appraise his 

replacement of the activities conducted in the Khe Sanh region that fall. His area of 

responsibility encompassed 8,000 Bru Montagnards living in the vicinity of Khe Sanh. 

The Bru were an illiterate tribe, forcing Hinote to adjust the PSYOP products used in the 

area. The tribe had been relocated from remote villages to prevent the Viet Cong from 

being able to use the Bru for support. Hinote had set up a T-368/URT High Frequency 

radio as a local Bru language radio station. At the time of writing in December, Hinote 

shut down the station while awaiting construction by the Seabees of a new bunker at 

Khe Sanh base.  Prior to that, the station had broadcast one hour a day and received 

positive reactions from the inhabitants. Hinote suggested that his replacement 

broadcast from 1830-1930 hours and rebroadcast an hour later, and “purport to be 

under the sponsorship of GVN.” This had to be subtle due to “deep-seated mistrust” of 

the Vietnamese among the Bru. In order to establish “a regular listening audience,” 

Hinote urged his replacement to focus on entertainment programming. He had 

distributed approximately 350 radios in the area, creating a ratio of one radio for each 

twenty-three Bru, which Hinote viewed as an acceptable rate. One hundred and eighty 

radios remained to be distributed.48  

The most important means of gaining influence with the Bru was through face-to-

face communication due to the low literacy rate. The Bru chiefs welcomed Hinote “with 
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open arms” and supported his operations. MEDCAPS were among the most positive 

“psychological operation programs conducted in Vietnam,” according to Hinote. 

However, he noted that “it is up to the PSY OP officer to display to his superiors and 

contemporaries the usefulness of PSY OPS [sic].”49 Another problem he had at this 

remote base was receiving PSYOP products. Hinote suggested, ironically, “the most 

immediate foreseeable solution is to utilize the U.S. mail system with psy op materials 

mailed directly to the psy op officer.” Despite these issues, Hinote called life among the 

Bru the “most enjoyable tour for a psy op officer because he is left to his own 

imagination to persue [sic] his own ideas and see the actual results of his efforts.”50 

In November, SOG initiated Project Oodles, the first of a series of notional 

programs that were meant to bolster agent operations. This deception created over a 

dozen nonexistent phantom agent teams. SOG dumped ice blocks attached to 

parachutes out of aircraft over North Vietnam in order to simulate the landing of agents. 

These ‘teams’ then received radio communications by the same method as the real 

ones. Empty resupply bundles “were parachuted into the North to reinforce the 

impression that actual teams were on the ground.” Such ruses kept the Northern 

security service busy chasing phantom teams.51   

By December, the monthly HES survey had been ongoing for nearly a year. This 

was a controversial measurement of population influence, based on subjective monthly 

reports. Expecting precise measurements from such a system during combat is 

unrealistic. However, the system did prove useful in looking at trends, when taken with a 
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grain of salt. The first annual report showed Viet Cong control decrease from 24 to 20 

percent. Population living in fully government controlled areas grew from 3 to 5 percent 

and A/B hamlets grew from 23 to 30 percent. Both sides were fighting for control of the 

remaining 71 percent of the population that neither fully controlled. While not a 

spectacular shift, the trend seemed to be moving in the right direction to leaders in 

Saigon.52  

When we compare the report to the Viet Cong perception of population control, we 

perceive the general accuracy of the much maligned HES system. It must be noted that 

the term “Viet Cong control” is misleading. If judged by the same criteria as “fully secured 

government hamlets,” the number would likely be much lower. For a hamlet to be 

considered fully under the control of the government, there had to be no Viet Cong activity 

that month and no guerillas within a six-hour march. Using this same criteria for Viet Cong 

controlled hamlets would yield very few, since almost the entire nation could be hit by 

government forces in a matter of minutes. In general, if the person who filed the report 

listed a hamlet as Viet Cong controlled one can be fairly certain it was not under 

government control. For hamlets listed as fully government controlled, this too was as true 

as it can be in the midst of an insurgency. The entire country was contested in reality.  By 

using the data judiciously, however, trends emerge that enable visualization of the war on 

a new level. Hence, although the system may not have been perfect for its original 

purpose, it can still provide a deeper understanding of the war for the historian.53 [See 

map 13-17] 
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The HES showed a wide variance in simple numbers. Only 1.72 percent of 

hamlets were considered fully under the control of the government, while 30 percent were 

fully Front controlled. However, the estimated population controlled by the Front was 2.1 

million compared to about 10 million under some government control. The remaining four 

million were contested. The Viet Cong held more hamlets, but less populated ones. The 

trend in II and III CTZ had remained positive in 1967; however I and IV Corps had 

struggled towards the end of the year as violence increased markedly based on the 

changed North Vietnamese strategy. Interestingly, although the HES captured data on 

propaganda activities, the monthly report did not discuss this. It is unclear to what extent 

the 6th PSYOP Battalion made use of this data since battalion personal had limited 

access to HES data terminals in Vietnam. HES was only one of many data sets collected 

at this time, each of which could have proven more useful given present computer 

systems.54 MACV later created a data system to combine information from the HES with 

PSYOP effort reports in an attempt to gauge effectiveness [see Appendix]. 

As the second anniversary of the 6th PSYOP Battalion approached, the unit had hit 

its stride, despite never being able to fully catch up with demands. Although personnel 

shortages strained the unit’s capability, the battalion and its companies produced nearly 

69 million leaflets in the first week of November alone. This still did not meet 

requirements. The tactical teams conducted over 380 hours of ground and aerial 

loudspeaker broadcasts that week and took part in more than fifteen named operations.55  

U.S. forces were not alone in suffering from personnel shortages. The ARVN 20th 

POLWAR Battalion had an authorization of 519 soldiers, but only had 388, assigned to 
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companies in Pleiku, Qui Nhon, Ban Me Thuot and Kontum. The battalion had no printing 

supplies due to ARVN logistical issues. The 245th continued to provide one day’s supply 

per week, enabling the battalion to print 50,000 leaflets per week. Personality clashes 

also hampered ARVN’s effort. For example, the ARVN Second Corps intelligence chief 

was not on speaking terms with the POLWAR units in II CTZ. Thus, everything had to go 

through an American, slowing the intelligence and analysis process.56   

ARVN POLWAR battalions that year had focused on “shoring up support among 

the military and less on conducting PSYWAR against the enemy.” Indoctrination of the 

servicemen centered on the motto, ‘Country, Honor, Responsibility.’ Soldiers were “told 

why he was fighting, for whom and what goal, and why he would win.” They were 

educated on the nation’s 2,000 year history, focusing on heroes such as “Le Loi, Tran 

Hung Dao, Nguyen Hue, and the Trung sisters.” They were also trained on proper 

treatment of civilians and “humane treatment of prisoners of war and defectors.” The 

indoctrination was done through lectures, dramas, booklets, newspapers, radio and 

television. An indicator of success in this program was a precipitous drop by half of AWOL 

soldiers during Tet 1967. In addition to the traditional information operations, the 

POLWAR unit aided military dependents, running “fifty-eight dispensaries, twenty-six 

maternity clinics, and 126 elementary schools.” It was only after Tet 1968 that POLWAR 

shifted to focus on the offensive.57  

The psychological objectives forming the basis for the JUSPAO program 

included increasing “the Vietnamese people’s participation with their government in the 

war against communist subversion and aggression,” and increasing their participation in 
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“developing Vietnam’s social and economic progress,” while acquainting them with 

American society. Although these appear to be reasonable goals, increasing “other 

nation’s sympathy and assistance to the cause of the RVN,” may not have been a 

realistic goal for American PSYOP. Additionally, concrete measures of effectiveness 

remained elusive. In light of this difficulty, the requirement seemed to acquire well-

trained PSYOP ‘artists’ rather than ‘scientists’.58  

The U.S. Department of the Army had organized the 4th Psychological 

Operations Group on 18 September 1967. On 1 December 1967, after nearly a year of 

planning, the Group activated in Vietnam. This greatly expanded the American PSYOP 

commitment to the war. Each PSYOP Company, in turn, expanded to a battalion 

authorized 175 troops. The 19th PSYOP, 244th PSYOP, 245th PSYOP and 246th PSYOP 

Companies respectively became the 10th PSYOP Battalion in Can Tho, the 7th in Da 

Nang, the 8th in Nha Trang, and the 6th in Bien Hoa. Each continued to operate in its 

particular corps.59  

The battalions consisted of a direct support company with loudspeaker and 

audio-visual teams and a general support company containing printing facilities. The 

Group’s total authorized strength included 880 U.S. military personnel, 133 Vietnamese 

civilian personnel and 78 ARVN interpreters. Both the group and its battalions were 

organized around the conventional S-1, S-2, S-3 and S-4 staff sections, plus a 

Psychological Operations Development Center (PDC). With expansion to Group status, 

the unit was 417 personnel short and the first significant arrival of soldiers was not 
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expected for three months. Of its 104 currently assigned officers, only 58 percent were 

school trained in PSYOP.60  

One problem, most acutely felt in II CTZ, was the need for translators for the 

large number of dialects spoken. The 8th PSYOP Battalion operated in an area with 

thirteen highland dialects and required “indigenous people, familiar with the language, 

customs, taboos, vulnerabilities and susceptibilities” to help develop material. The 7th 

PSYOP Battalion in Da Nang attempted to hire a Vietnamese illustrator to ensure a 

more culturally appropriate product in that Corps.61 JUSPAO also encouraged the use 

of local artists to create product that avoided cultural discrepancies. For instance, “a 

local artist would know better than to show a father publicly mourning the death of his 

young child,” or that “depicting a female ex-VC Hoi Chanh with a cigarette in her hand 

would impair her credibility as a communicator.”62 The Group PDC also deployed 

tactical analysis and survey teams to augment information available to the center, then 

used this information to write area and province PSYOP assessments. On the whole, 

the expansion to a PSYOP Group and the creation of PDCs addressed the major 

problems identified during the year. 

The PDC translated more than 600 documents that fall, giving the intelligence 

analysts greater access to enemy propaganda, diaries and Front directives, which bore 

on psychological operations effectiveness. Studies such as “Slogans and Symbols in 

South Vietnam,” and more detailed area studies had the potential to greatly increase the 

effectiveness of PSYOP product. The 4th PSYOP Group also conducted leaflet design 
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courses in each of the Corps Tactical Zones to improve product quality. In part, 

designers needed to remove American cultural norms from leaflet designs. Ensuring 

that leaflets were designed originally in Vietnamese was one technique. Another was to 

“verify the message and its meaning by a minimum of at least two translation checks 

and laborious testing of the leaflet on a representative target audience.” Another lesson 

drawn from experience was ensuring leaflets focused on one theme. Cluttering products 

with multiple themes lessened the leaflets impact. Pre-testing of leaflets on ralliers was 

important. However, often ralliers would say a leaflet was good, simply to avoid offense. 

The Group suggested that testers phrase questions carefully in order to ensure an 

objective answer. 

 

Figure 6 7th PSYOP Battalion organization. (Other battalions similarly organized)63 
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The JUSPAO suggested several more improvements in product quality. Among 

the most important was maintaining credibility: “Every item produced should be viewed 

as putting the entire PSYOP program on trial.” Even one bad product could compromise 

the entire PSYOP effort.64 Likewise, every action had the potential to weaken the 

endeavor, as well. Psyoperators also needed to refrain from making promises that could 

not be kept, and to prevent soldiers from actions that, inadvertent or not, could anger 

the inhabitants and feed enemy propaganda. One soldier acting inappropriately could 

undo months of PSYOP effort.65 

The battalion also noted that, “field team members have found that the most 

effective way of gaining the empathy of the population is to make initial contact with the 

children.” PSYOP teams gave the children novelty items, such as “Chieu Hoi balls, candy, 

kites.” This helped break the ice, gaining the “interest and confidence” of adults and 

served as a “stepping stone” to their co-operation.66 This was noted above and bears 

repeating: children tended to act as hamlet ‘trip wires’ and inhabitants often formed their 

judgment on the visitors based on their treatment of the children.  

For field teams HE and HB, another critical lesson was that their first target 

audience was the supported unit commander. Teams needed to sell the value of 

PSYOP to the supported unit “before the ‘operational’ mission(s) of actual PSYOP 

support can be implemented.” This was especially true at the tactical level where young, 

enthusiastic American officers had yet to see the positive effects of PSYOP. Often these 
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officers disdained the less direct action of PSYOP teams. Selling PSYOP required 

soldiers of a special caliber, able to make the case for how they could aid the unit 

commander’s mission when his primary concern was the lives of his troops. An 

additional problem was the need for interpreters at the team level. Normally, teams 

received interpreter support from the attached unit. Teams could not develop the 

intimate relationship necessary for an interpreter to function in PSYOP under such 

transitory circumstances.67  

In December, Front internal propaganda documents continued to proclaim the 

imminent defeat of the Americans and their possible withdrawal. A notebook found in 

January contained entries of a member of a Quang Tri/Thua Thien propaganda section 

regarding actions to take upon the upcoming withdrawal of U.S. forces. Among the 

causes for optimism were the “Deteriorating morale, political crisis, the conflict” between 

Americans and “puppet [RVN] authorities, the unpopularity of…President Johnson, the 

increasing national defense budget, the isolation of the United States in international 

affairs, the friction between the ‘doves’ and ‘hawks’ and the growing aspirations in the 

United States for negotiation and peace in Vietnam,” and their serious defeats on the 

battlefield. According to the author, the “time is ripe for implementation of a general 

uprising to take over all powers in SVN.”68 

Cadre in Long An Province notified troops and sympathizers “that peace and a 

coalition government will follow the Lunar New Year Holiday.” However, CIA analysts 

noted that failure to live up to these expectations would devastate Viet Cong morale and 

lead to large scale defections. Since this propaganda line began in October, Chieu Hoi 
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rates had dropped by nearly half in Long An. Around the country, “wavering higher-level 

VC cadre,” one CIA cable noted, “do not want to lose the chance to reap their rewards 

for long service with the VC.” 69  

Reports from Phoung Dinh Province followed a similar line. Ralliers had dried up 

beginning in November. Along with that, reports of increased in kind taxation and 

recruitment of younger people and females indicated that something was afoot. Front 

propaganda themes stressed a “general resistance campaign” that every person must 

take part in. Each hamlet also was directed to form an additional guerilla platoon. The 

CIA continued to evaluate this as indicative of recruitment difficulties. Although that 

interpretation may be partly true, it was in the context of the larger numbers of fighters 

needed for the coming general offensive/general uprising dictated by Le Duc Tho.70 

Terrorism, assassinations and surveillance of American and ARVN installations 

increased, as well. Most of these activities took place in contested areas of the 

province. [See map 17] Ominously, Viet Cong initiated incidents dropped off in late 

December to less than a third of November’s activities in Can Tho. 

The year ended with the defection to the Viet Cong of American Private McKinley 

Nolan. He had left his unit in early November and was declared a deserter on 30 

December. Along with Garwood, Nolan was one of only two declared American 

deserters to the enemy during the war. Nolan soon began broadcasting appeals on 

Liberation Radio. Leaflets with his photo and statements that “he is being well treated 

and appreciates the kind treatment he is receiving” from the Front also appeared. The 
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Texas native reportedly died during the Khmer Rouge period in Cambodia in the 1970s. 

The other deserter, Robert Garwood, returned to U.S. control in 1979.71  

The Viet Cong continued to target propaganda at American troops, though it is 

questionable to what degree they were successful. Describing the effort, MACV wrote, 

“How effective such VC/NVA propaganda is, directed against relatively sophisticated 

U.S. troops, is difficult to assess, but they keep trying.” Certainly, in the number of 

defectors, the Front’s program was unsuccessful. However, the additional goals of 

dividing American and ARVN sympathies and decreasing American domestic support 

for the war may have been more successful. These themes clearly took hold during the 

post-1968 U.S. drawdown. It may be impossible to determine the extent to which this 

propaganda still colors American perceptions of ARVN professionalism, corruption and 

bravery.72  

The U.S. military did not do an effective job of accounting for and punishing 

deserters, according to a Congressional report. The U.S. Army was “unable to tell how 

many who deserted later returned to military control.” The Marines also did a poor job 

accounting for deserters, but the report estimated the rate as 4.9 per 1,000. Absent With 

Out Leave numbers for all services in 1967 amounted to 134,000. The total number 

dropped from the rolls in 1967 was 40,227. Due to the multiplicity of reasons a soldier 
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might leave, it is hard to ascribe any percent of this to the propaganda campaign. 

However, the numbers increased by 25 percent the following year. By 1969, 174 

deserted soldiers lived in Sweden alone. At least one of these, Private Ray Jones of 

Detroit, recorded an interview broadcast over Radio Hanoi in July 1967. He encouraged 

his fellow soldiers already in Vietnam to desert and fight at home for the “freedom of 

your own people.”73  

North Vietnam provided the antiwar movement with special access, conferring 

legitimacy and power on them. The North allowed activists to carry letters from families 

to American prisoners of war and in at least one instance, turned POWs over to activists 

for release, rather than proceeding through official channels. U.S. peace activist Tom 

Hayden flew to Phnom Penh, Cambodia that fall to receive the transfer of several 

American POW’s, according to Radio Hanoi. Sergeant First Class Edward R. Johnson, 

“black American…adviser to the puppet First Battalion, 31st Regiment,” had been 

captured sixteen months earlier along with James A. Jackson. The NLF released them, 

along with Daniel L. Pitzer captured on 29 October 1963, to Hayden. At nearly the same 

time as this transfer, General Westmoreland was in Washington, addressing Congress 

and proclaiming that the war’s end was in sight.74 Contrary to normal characterizations, 

Westmoreland did not paint a rosy picture of the war. Instead he argued that he had 

made progress and that the U.S. had turned back the enemy attempt to conquer South 

Vietnam begun in 1964. According to the general, the light at the end of the tunnel was 

indeed visible, but not imminent, and hard days of fighting lay ahead.75  
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To support the long term propaganda program, the 7th PSYOP Group’s Radio 

Detachment (Provisional) deployed from Okinawa to Pleiku under Operation Yellowbird 

in December. The unit installed and operated a 50-kilowatt AM radio transmitter as a 

combined U.S./ARVN PSYOP radio station. The ARVN POLWAR provided the 

programming, “while the U.S. provided the equipment and supervised the technical 

operation of the station.” Ten days prior to the Tet Offensive, the station began daily 

broadcasts of “six hours of news, music, and PSYOP messages to VC/NVA troops, their 

dependents, and sympathizers throughout the Central Highlands.” However, NLF forces 

attacked the station during the fighting that spring and destroyed it on 24 March 1968. 

Subsequently, the 4th PSYOP Group resumed broadcasts using a 400-watt AN/GRC-26 

tactical radio to keep the station alive, albeit with a reduced footprint of about twenty 

miles, until replacement equipment arrived.76 

The yearend JUSPAO guidance for the coming year was published on 28 

December 1967.  The goal was to prioritize the overall effort, while allowing for regional 

variations. Helping the newly-elected government communicate with the people was the 

most important priority. Supporting this objective was improving the government’s image 

with the people. Increasing and maintaining “public confidence in the Vietnamese armed 

forces” was next in line. American PSYOP units were requested to exploit “ARVN 

victories, courage, and civic responsibility” to support this goal. Related to this mission, 

PSYOP needed to help build “a positive police image of public service” as well as 

explain the need for police controls to the people. The Chieu Hoi and Doan Ket 

programs were seen as key campaigns in the next phase of operations.  
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   A last goal of PSYOP for 1968 was to enhance the image of America by 

providing positive information and countering anti-American propaganda in South 

Vietnam. According to the guidance, negative effects of the American presence, “such 

as competition for goods and services that drive up prices, and occasional problems 

with troop conduct or war caused civilian casualties remain at tolerable level but need 

continuing PSYOP attention.” Mitigating and preventing such problems was an 

important task for field personnel. The corrosive effects of enemy propaganda had 

finally been acknowledged.77  

Fifty-five percent of leaflets disseminated during this period supported the Chieu 

Hoi program. The remainder supported such campaigns as the Ho Chi Minh Trail, B-52 

bombing, Frantic Goat and PAVN morale. The billions of leaflets dropped may at first 

appear excessive. However, as discussed above, there was logic to this avalanche of 

paper. Interviews with ralliers indicated a correlation between message repetition and 

soldier defection. Frequently, contact with family members pushed the fighter over the 

edge to believe the messages. In this sense, the PSYOP program prepared the individual 

to receive the action message from a more trusted source. Messages needed to be 

constantly present in order to catch potential defectors at their weakest point. In a sense, 

Chieu Hoi was like advertising. Nobody pays attention to a Viagra ad, for example, except 

those who might be in need of the drug, and that audience is constantly changing.78  

Any psychological operation program needs to assess the results against the 

goals. Unfortunately, JUSPAO and other agencies never issued a single coherent 

PSYOP objective list. Doctrine at the time did not have a concept for supporting 
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psychological objectives. Well-written supporting psychological objectives help in the 

planning process by providing measurable and observable behaviors that indicate 

whether the program is working or not. With these criteria in place, it is possible to plan 

the intelligence collection effort to track trends.  Failure to do this made assessing 

effectiveness difficult. However, looking at various documents such as the JUSPAO 

guidance, the program objectives can be deduced and some assessment surmised.79  

The PSYOP goal to gain a secure environment was a very difficult task for PSYOP 

to achieve alone. Still, PSYOP can help people comprehend and embrace change. Tip 

lines, weapons turn in programs and Chieu Hoi all supported this objective. The Viet 

Cong had an estimated 5 percent desertion rate for 1965, 7.1 percent in 1966 and 

reached a high of 20 percent in 1969, all of which indicates some U.S./GVN success in 

this area.80  

There is also evidence of success in the goal of increasing popular support for the 

Government of Vietnam. Polls and repeated high election turnout suggest people 

embraced the idea of a Republic of Vietnam if not a specific government official.  

However, the Vietnam Information Service was a weak link in the PSYOP system 

reaching civilians in the South, for reasons noted above. Long term success depended on 

improving this program. 

Gaining international support for the Government of Vietnam as the legitimate 

representative of South Vietnamese people was an inapt goal for American PSYOP. 

Building the government’s image needed to be done through South Vietnamese 
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organizations in order to avoid legitimizing the ‘puppet’ label. In the face of the strong 

North Vietnamese and NLF overseas program, the South Vietnamese program 

floundered. There is little evidence of success with this goal in the documentation 

reviewed. The narrative flowed against it. 

By 1968, evidence began to accumulate that the program targeting decreasing 

North Vietnamese citizen support for Democratic Republic of Vietnam was effective. The 

morale collapse in the North after 1968 was exacerbated by the agitation of very real 

problems there. However, due to the authoritarian nature of the regime, it had little effect 

on the war. If the program had continued it might have seen more results. Additionally, 

the desired behavior change was never clearly articulated. 

An important lesson drawn from the Vietnam propaganda war was the importance 

of deconstructing the enemy program in order to identify its psychological objectives and 

targets. Doing so enabled more effective countering of the enemy narrative. Little 

evidence exists to suggest by this point in the war success in the Northern goal of dividing 

United States and South Vietnamese military personnel and reducing morale. Later 

friction and negative American views towards the ARVN may be related to this objective. 

On the other hand, the U.S. was slow to grasp the potentially corrosive effects of Northern 

propaganda on American military morale. In a related point, one report found “Over 60 

percent of the PSYOP team leaders replied that the actions of some U.S. troops were 

frequently detrimental to U.S./Vietnamese relationships.” The types of incidents included 

“vehicle accidents, general misconduct of troops, and patronizing or disrespectful actions 

toward the Vietnamese people.” Misconduct such as this played into Northern 

propaganda. The North was able to make propaganda capital of transgressions like 
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prostitution, drunkenness and military misdeeds. An Army Concept Team Vietnam report 

called for better troop indoctrination, even if the events were rare, to “emphasize how 

irresponsible conduct adversely affects U.S./Vietnamese relationships, the U.S. image 

and the PSYOP effort.” There may have been some short term effect of the Northern 

propaganda, but poll numbers attest to the long term failure to turn the South Vietnamese 

people against the Americans.81 

The North likewise had tactical successes in reducing the effectiveness of the 

Government of Vietnam. But the information war was a long term failure, beyond the 

effect of the associated assassination campaign that did reduce government 

effectiveness. Communist ideology, with its focus on subjective and malleable truth, made 

it easy for the North to shift messaging rapidly to exploit opportunities. However, people 

live in the real world where over time access to information reveals lies for what they are. 

Thus the Northern program was often tactically successful, but strategically a failure. By 

1968, those failures were becoming manifest. Polls, intelligence and people’s actions 

attest to this. The response of the citizens of the South to the Tet Offensive and its 

aftermath further indicate the failure of their messaging.   

In the related goals of increasing world support for Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam as the legitimate representative of Vietnamese people, and gaining international 

support for the NLF as an independent movement representing the true Southern 

aspirations, broad acceptance of this message increased after the Tet Offensive. This 

made it much more difficult for the South Vietnamese international program to be 

effective. 
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It is difficult to assess the degree to which the goal of decreasing U.S. public’s 

support to South Vietnam influenced the drop in public opinion about the war. Public 

opinion poll numbers on American’s views toward the war slowly drifted downward 

throughout the war. In mid-1965, only 24 percent of Americans thought sending troops 

was a mistake. A positive view of the decision remained a plurality until July 1967. Views 

about the decision crossed into negative territory in October 1967, when only 44 percent 

still agreed with the decision.82 However, it is not clear to what extent the poll numbers 

simply reflected anger at the way President Johnson conducted the war versus the desire 

to pull out and lose. Perhaps some of the displeasure was with President Johnson’s lies 

and seeming lack of commitment to the war. Some wanted the war to be fought with more 

intensity.  

As 1968 dawned, psychological operations forces in Vietnam were engaged in 

the largest single campaign to date, the Tet Chieu Hoi campaign. At the same time, the 

246th PSYOP Company cased its guidon and became the 6th PSYOP Battalion on 1 

January 1968, the last of the original companies to expand to a battalion. Although 

rallier numbers had cratered after October, no clear trend had yet emerged. It was 

unclear to analysts at this point that the cause of the downward trend was the North 

Vietnamese promise of imminent victory. The failure to keep that pledge would cost the 

Front dearly in the spring, but that development still lay in the future. For now, the 

creation of a democratically elected government, the upcoming Tet truce and continued 

ample statements of American support for the new republic offered signs of hope. 
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Prospects for the future of South Vietnam and the psychological operations program 

looked bright as the Tet holiday approached.83 
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Map 14 Chapter 13 locations. 
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Map 15 Assassinations, Fall 1967 

This map shows the effect of the NLF call for assassinations in preparation for the 
Tet Offensive. It also shows that the violence remained concentrated in the populated 
coastal areas and capital region. 
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Map 16 Quang Nam Security Situation 
Most Viet Cong attacks and assassinations in the contested area along the Song 
Cua Dai River. 
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Map 17 Quang Nam Control Situation 

Map shows the clearing done over the previous year. In January most villages 
around Da Nang were VC controlled. By December, the Viet Cong were pushed south of 
the Song Cua Dai River towards Base Area 116.  
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Map 18 Kien Hoa Security Situation 
Province showing HES security score, TIRS incidents, Friendly battalion locations and 
Viet Cong initiated incidents for December 1967.   
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Map 19 Can Tho December Security Situation 
Can Tho Province showing HES security score, TIRS incidents, Friendly battalion 
locations and Viet Cong initiated incidents for December 1967.   
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CHAPTER 14 

CONCLUSION 

 

Firecrackers boomed across South Vietnam in January 1968, heralding the first 

spring of the second Republic of Vietnam. The shooting had temporarily stopped. A Tet 

truce, proposed by the Viet Cong, offered hope to the people of the south. Coupled with 

the recent elections, it seemed as if the war had turned a corner in their favor.  

However, in the closing hours of January 1968, the hostile crack of bullets 

replaced the joyous fireworks bursts and shattered those pleasant illusions. All over South 

Vietnam, civilians fled the shrapnel- and smoke-filled streets in search of safety. Areas of 

the capital, Saigon, became blazing infernos. The National Liberation Front had launched 

a general offensive, one that left little of South Vietnam untouched. One key target was 

Radio Saigon. Sappers took over the station, but it contained only the studios. Without 

control of the remote transmitters, the attackers were unable to broadcast. The studio 

soon became a smoldering ruin, filled with dead Viet Cong trapped inside.1  

The Tet Offensive attacks hit no fewer than five autonomous cities, thirty-five 

provincial capitals, and sixty-four district capitals, targeting a total of 166 locations. The 

number is impressive, but we should point out that there were roughly 12,000 hamlets 

and 244 district centers in South Vietnam. Brutal urban warfare took place in Saigon as 

ARVN and American forces sought to wrest control from the guerillas in the capital. While 
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Americans glued their eyes on Khe Sanh and Hue, Saigon was the strategic prize that Le 

Duc Tho sought.2 

Alongside Southern combat troops, soldiers of the ARVN 50th POLWAR Battalion 

deployed to conduct tactical psychological operations. Using loudspeakers, they aided 

desperate civilians fleeing to safer areas. The POLWAR Civic Action troops coordinated 

refugee centers while loudspeaker teams kept displaced persons informed of what was 

happening during a chaotic period. POLWAR teams at the tip of the spear successfully 

encouraged many trapped guerillas to surrender rather than face certain death. A team of 

five, persuaded by a POLWAR team to give up, provided valuable intelligence to aid in 

clearing the district. One rallier said they had been forced to fight, but “when their leaders 

were killed,” they willingly surrendered to government troops. Many of the recently drafted 

Front attacking force had minimal commitment. By day four of the offensive, fighting 

centered on Saigon’s Cholon district, where the Viet Cong attempted to use women and 

children as human shields. The POLWAR teams claimed to have avoided a possible 

massacre by getting civilians out.3 [see photo 12] 

The fighting left tens of thousands homeless. Refugee camps ballooned in size as 

frantic civilians and orphans sought to reestablish their burned out lives. Responsibility for 

caring for the displaced fell to the new government. Civic Action teams were instrumental 

in preventing disease and coordinating non-governmental aid flowing in from around the 

world. Cultural-drama teams helped entertain the displaced. ARVN Political Warfare had 

come of age. In support of these activities, the new U.S. 4th PSYOP Group also quickly 
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shifted from the planned Tet Chieu Hoi campaign to one based on exploiting the failure of 

the general uprising.4 

The North had spent six months preparing the offensive, moving supplies, drafting 

forces, and promising ultimate victory early in the New Year. According to historians such 

as John Prados, the PAVN conducted attacks on outlying areas in order to cover the 

movement of troops. He claims the “genius” of the plan was an ambiguity-reducing 

deception that fed “an alternative set of expectations” to American commanders. 

According to this argument, Hanoi carried out attacks “near the South Vietnamese 

border,” to lead the enemy to believe that “a more conventional operation” was in the 

offing and to draw U.S. and ARVN forces away from the cities.5  

To be sure, PAVN and NLF attacks did occur on outposts such as Khe Sanh and 

Loc Ninh. However, as depicted in the maps in this dissertation, the overall violence 

remained centered on the contested areas along the coast. Had the plan actually been to 

draw forces out of the cities to enable an easier overthrow, one would expect the 

opposite. In response to increased assassinations in the contested coastal areas, most 

friendly forces remained in place. Beyond a few high profile movements to Khe Sanh, 

which captured the attention of the Americans, the only significant redeployment was 

towards Saigon, as the meaning of the intelligence collected since the summer of 1967 

became more clearly understood.6  
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Additionally, intelligence pointed the Americans to Khe Sanh precisely because it 

was a target of the General Offensive, not a deception to draw forces away. As shown in 

the previous chapters, the goals of the offensive were to create conditions for a coalition 

government and the withdrawal of American forces. Northern leaders sought to replicate 

the successful Dien Bien Phu model, but failed. Recent scholarship looking at DRV 

documents agree that Khe Sanh was not a deception, although it may have been 

something less than a full Dien Bien Phu. Regardless, the urban uprising never occurred 

and their forces massed at Khe Sanh suffered immense losses.7  

The Tet Offensive, far from being a war-winning operation, was actually a Northern 

gamble to stave off defeat. The decision reflected Le Duc Tho’s penchant for taking high 

risks when confronted with defeat, just as he had done in 1960 and 1964. In planning for 

the Tet Offensive, the North may have believed its own propaganda about Southern 

enthusiasm for the Front, a challenge all people involved in psychological operations 

face.8 Bui Tin, who took the South’s surrender in 1975, later wrote that after 1968 the 

North did not “learn from the military failures of the Tet offensive. Instead, although we 

had lost the element of surprise, we went on to mount further major attacks in May and 

September 1968 and suffered ever heavier losses.”9 

Sifting through the flood of data on Tet is like searching a haystack for needles. 

Looking back, it is always easier to identify the important facts. The signs for the Tet 

Offensive were clear in hindsight going back to September 1967. Indeed analysts fully 

                                                 
7
 Cheng Guan Ang, “Khe Sanh- From the Perspective of the North Vietnamese Communists” War in 

History 8, no. 1 (2008): 87-98; Bergerud, Dynamics of Defeat, 216. Bergerud argues that in Hau Nghia 
Province, the ARVN and militia fought well. 

8
 Prados, Vietnam, 229, 231, 233, 243. 

9
 Bui Tin, Following Ho Chi Minh: The Memoirs of a North Vietnamese Colonel (Honolulu: UH Press, 

1995), 63. 



523 

expected a winter-spring offensive, just not the form it took. CIA analysts misinterpreted 

key points at the time. They thought that the push for younger NLF draftees simply 

indicated a shortage of personnel and a drop in morale, and likewise misinterpreted the 

push for food as payment for Front taxes in lieu of money. Analysts were correct about 

the problems the Front faced, but missed the larger fact that these changes indicated 

preparations for the Tet Offensive. The Front sought to expand its forces in spite of 

manpower and supply shortages.10   

Although a military debacle for the Front and a crushing blow for the PAVN, Tet 

was an enormous political defeat for the United States. The wellspring of trust upon which 

President Johnson depended (and which he had continually abused) now ran dry. The 

images of street fighting in major cities, particularly Hue and Saigon, and the encirclement 

of the 26th Marine Regiment at Khe Sanh, juxtaposed with previous administration 

dissembling and professions about “light at the end of the tunnel” exhausted American 

popular support for his leadership of the war. Mischaracterizations of General 

Westmoreland’s speeches the previous fall in Washington only heightened the anger.11 

Allied propaganda effort had grown exponentially to meet the challenges of war. 

By 1967, MACV Psychological Directorate had 74 soldiers assigned. USIA had another 

103 Americans and 331 local hires conducting PSYOP. The newly formed 4th PSYOP 

Group, though short staffed, was authorized nearly 900 more. ARVN POLWAR, also 

short, had an authorized strength of over 2,600 troops. These numbers do not include 

people assigned to the SOG and CIA programs. All told, nearly 4,000 people were 
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authorized to conduct the psychological operations campaign in support of South 

Vietnam.  

However, a “continuous and uniform staff channel” was still lacking. As noted 

above, four channels of communication for PSYOP messaging existed. Predictably, this 

overly complex organization caused problems with “overlapping missions and 

responsibilities between PSYOP units and various other agencies involved in PSYOP.”12  

Personnel problems existed as well. The majority of 4th PSYOP Group officers had 

“graduated from the unit or staff officer PSYOP course.” However, most of these trained 

officers served in headquarters, not in tactical positions. Training for American PSYOP 

enlisted personnel was woefully inadequate. Most soldiers received no formal 

psychological operations training. The addition of a PSYOP enlisted course could have 

helped, but a separate PSYOP MOS was the ultimate solution.13  

As suggested above, most operators arrived as amateur propagandists, with 

mixed results. PSYOP clearly differs from marketing. Selling defection is not identical to 

brand loyalty. PSYOP is as much an art as a science. Message repetition is important 

and one must seek measures of effectiveness. But just as important is the development 

of psyoperators who understand PSYOP and can function within other cultures. Effective 

PSYOP requires out of the box, non-conventional thinkers. Personnel need to understand 

and interpret complex situations. Such individuals could not be selected at random. 

Edward Lansdale, Rufus Phillips and Frank Scotton are the models here. Psyoperators 

also need the skills to convince their own people of the value that PSYOP brings to the 
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fight and the fearlessness to prevent fellow American soldiers from doing stupid stuff. 

Another issue was the lack of cultural expertise. Finally, throughout this period, the U.S. 

military failed to meet the demand for Vietnamese linguists--perhaps the most critical 

failing of all. Achieving this skill level requires the right personality type. The military does 

not grow soldiers with these skills overnight. 

Although high-ranking American officers tended to understand the value of 

PSYOP, the tactical levels tended to focus on issues of life and death and often 

disregarded or underestimated its value. Only skilled psyoperators and visible effects 

could overcome this. One legendary story concerns an American artillery battery where 

the commander was asked how his unit supported the pacification program. He 

responded by pointing at two howitzers, one with ‘Chieu’ painted on it, the other with ‘Hoi’.  

Intelligence was an area where tremendous improvement occurred from a woefully 

lacking base. Many of the successes came solely from the initiative of soldiers throughout 

the psychological operations structure. JUSPAO’s research included surveys, pre/post 

testing of PSYOP product, monitored broadcasts, interrogations and capture document 

exploitation. Additional intelligence came from MACV PSYOP and J2 staff, RVNAF 

POLWAR Directorate, the 4th and 7th PSYOP Groups (US), Rand studies and the CIA.14  

However, intelligence analysis was not without problems as well. The Research 

and Analysis section by 1968 had not created an adequate system to analyze captured 

documents as a means of looking for measures of effectiveness. The primary measure 

remained the numbers of leaflets dropped and hours broadcast. MACPD directive 10-1 in 

December 1967 instituted a monthly PSYOP report from each Corps. This format 

required that each corps provide the number of leaflets that it had received and 
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disseminated, loudspeaker hours, newspapers and posters distributed, movies and 

cultural team performances and county fairs. In addition to the numbers, the format 

required a narrative indicating an evaluation of effectiveness. However, a similar weekly 

report only required distribution numbers. The inability to capture usable measurements 

of effectiveness limited the program.15 

Based on opinion polls, the most effective PSYOP media were face-to-face, 

cultural drama shows, and eventually television programs. Despite this, “printed material 

had the heaviest emphasis” due to the tendency of tactical “commanders to measure 

PSYOP effectiveness by the quantity of leaflets disseminated.” This taxed the entire 

PSYOP system: printing, distribution and dissemination.16  

In spite of all these problems, Hanoi was exhibiting an inordinate fear of the U.S. 

and RVN PSYWAR program as early as 1965. The program became the single-minded 

focus of Northern leaders, despite U.S. political constraints and SOG’s failures. The North 

Vietnamese regime mounted an “often clumsy and heavy-handed” counter-espionage 

campaign based on fear of subversion.17 For instance, the Lao Dong party issued a 

decree in October 1967 that “listed twenty-one death penalty offenses against the state,” 

nineteen of which could be tied directly to SOG’s operations.18  

The year 1968 was pivotal in the psychological war. The effects of PSYOP often 

take years to become manifest. While the Northern program had proven adaptable and 

opportunistic, its duplicity had become increasingly clear. Hanoi could fool some of the 
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people some of the time, but not enough of the people enough of the time. The Front 

increasingly depended on violence to maintain control. As a result, its support among 

the population cascaded downward. Earlier in the war, Radio Hanoi had warned 

listeners to ignore enemy PSYWAR just as they ignored the village dogs barking in the 

night. By 1968, the Front had become the yapping dog that the villagers had learned, 

from experience, to disregard.19 

One lesson, which the American side seemed to learn over time, was the 

importance of creating cognitive dissonance. Taking deeply held beliefs head-on raises 

defensive walls on the part of the target. Indirect questioning, over a long period had a 

greater effect. This required consistent, generally truthful messaging. Ben Franklin, one of 

America’s first propagandists, understood the concept of cognitive dissonance, even if he 

had never heard the term.  In his autobiography, Franklin discussed the value of the 

indirect versus the dogmatic approach in persuasive communications. He credited his 

ability to sway people to his views during the hot debates surrounding the Revolution and 

formation of the United States to avoiding dogmatic expressions. He wrote, “I made it a 

rule to forbear all direct contradiction to the sentiments of others and all positive 

assertions of my own.”20 

Although the Republic of Vietnam’s PSYOP program was imperfect, so was the 

North’s. The NLF’s ruthless reputation, hostility to religion, and “their increasingly 

draconian demands on the villagers” eventually isolated the Front. The image of 

thousands of executed civilians in Hue after the Tet Offensive cemented this hostility in 

the minds of many in the South. Many Southerners also blamed the Viet Cong for “allied 
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artillery and air strikes that killed or dispossessed some and forced many others into 

GVN-controlled territory as refugees.” The refugee phenomenon further decreased the 

population under Front control.21 While only providing limited support shift towards the 

government, these episodes solidified the fear of a communist victory.  

Nevertheless, Hanoi remained determined to take control of the South. North 

Vietnamese leaders were not susceptible to change at the level of pain President 

Johnson was willing to inflict. His mismanagement of the war squandered domestic 

support until it was too late. If Hanoi knew the self-imposed limits to “encouraging 

violence and insurrection” in the North, the regime might have been less paranoid. As it 

was, President Johnson ordered a cessation of agent and PSYWAR operations to meet a 

Northern requirement to begin peace talks. This requirement, in itself, indicated the value 

the North placed on the program. Captured documents attested to the effect of the 

program directed against the Viet Cong as well.22 

Exaggeration plagued the Northern program as well. For instance, Radio Hanoi 

claimed over 1,000 enemy planes shot down over North Vietnam during the year. The 

actual number was under 300. Overstatement undercut Hanoi’s legitimacy with all target 

audiences who possessed direct information about the war. However, for audiences 

such as the antiwar movement, the lies told by President Johnson mitigated this effect. 

Without direct information on the war on which to base opinions, antiwar activists were 

susceptible to Hanoi’s promotion of cognitive dissonance.23 
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American college age youths were both highly susceptible and accessible to 

Northern propaganda. They were therefore a potential target audience for the North in 

changing American support for the war. However, the techniques used by the antiwar 

movement seem to have had little affirmative effect on the American public during this 

period. The impact on politicians needs to be explored further. As described in the film 

Fog of War, which contained extensive interviews with Robert McNamara, many in the 

political class had students at prominent universities at this time, leading to very awkward 

dinner conversations about the war. Whether these conversations affected policy may 

never be known. At the very least, the movement aided the North Vietnamese in 

legitimizing their propaganda. Typically, Hanoi wrote news stories, published or spread 

them in the U.S. using these groups, then published stories on the American people 

parroting the original story. The antiwar groups also improved messaging against 

American troops.24 

Part of the difficulty for both sides in understanding the war in Vietnam was the 

way the way it uprooted the society. People who thought they understood the country 

frequently understood a Vietnam that had ceased to exist. The emotional connection to a 

non-existent country often turned them against the war. This affected many who served in 

Vietnam during the early period such as Frank Scotton and Daniel Ellsberg. They tended 

to analyze the war based on this emotional connection.25  

In a related point, ARVN General Thi Lam warned Americans early in the war 

about listening to the French. He coined the term ‘loser’s complex,’ the “tendency of the 
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losers to glorify those who defeated them on the battlefield.” 26 Thi coupled this with the 

paternalistic “oppressed people’s complex” in which the noble savage is always right. The 

oppressed people’s backwardness proves they are not fallen from grace or the Garden of 

Eden. Often Americans fall into both these traps in seeking answers to why the war 

ended in Northern victory. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and its surrogate 

National Liberation Front, were not particularly noble and they were not right. Under the 

leadership of Le Duc Tho and Le Duan, they relentlessly used violence to unify the nation 

under a system most in the South did not want. To do this they inflicted untold suffering 

on their own people by creating a ruthless police state and forced a war that left millions 

dead in its wake.  

By contrast, the South and its allies now seemed for many the best hope of 

development and peace. This vision of the nation contrasted sharply with that of the 

North Vietnamese regime. Indeed, the idea of a separate southern identity and nation 

had a long pedigree. The new government had a narrow window of opportunity after the 

1967 elections to develop a broad-based, democratically leaning nation. Saigon made 

strides in this regard, but not fast enough to stay ahead of the reaper.27  

Overall, the American and RVN PSYOP program was beginning to bear fruit by 

1968. In the wake of the Tet Offensive, rallier numbers skyrocketed.  In 1969, the 

program reached its peak of 47,023 ralliers including, importantly, a higher percentage of 

political ralliers. By 1970, 194,000 had rallied. The Viet Cong as a military force was 

defeated. The broken promises made by the North and the Front prior to the offensive, 
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coupled with the massive draft of low motivation personnel and the strict control 

measures implemented to ensure a large force for the offensive, led to a disintegration of 

the force. The post-Tet collapse in Viet Cong morale broke the back of the insurgency. 

Likewise the political strength of the Viet Cong Infrastructure was diminishing. Terror 

brought the war to the urban areas, cities that until then had largely known the war only at 

a distance. The populace rallied to the Republic, if not to the government of President 

Thieu. Record numbers of deserters returned to the ranks to defend the nation then, and 

again during the 1972 invasion. Significantly, the Tet Offensive proved the validity of the 

Chieu Hoi program. By and large, ralliers remained loyal to the government and APTs 

and Kit Carson Scouts proved worthy of trust during the fighting.28  

Progress was not linear, though. In a guerilla war, the mood of the population can 

shift rapidly based on their assessment of who is winning as much as ideological 

commitment. The decision to join one side or the other can mean life or death. 

Nonetheless, throughout the post-1965 period, the trend was solidly towards the 

government. Unfortunately, any insurgency is like a nine-round boxing match. It may not 

matter who lands a good punch in round two. What does matter is who shows up in round 

nine. In the Vietnam War, U.S. success in psychological objectives was not enough. By 

round nine, one of the fighters had departed for the locker room. 
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Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software is becoming increasingly 

important to modern life. GIS allows the layering of data over a geographical space to 

enhance analysis and modeling options. Terrain, elevation, population, events, 

boundaries and nearly limitless other data types can be laid on top of each other, allowing 

an analyst to access nearly infinite combinations of data. On paper, these layers cannot 

be peeled back at will, GIS allows this. GIS software packages have existed for about 20 

years; however, only in the last decade have the first tentative steps begun towards using 

them in historical scholarship.  

Geography is intrinsically linked to history, especially military history. As author 

Anne Knowles states, “History is the study of when, geography is the study of where,” but 

of course history also has a spatial element.1 Unfortunately, organizational differences 

between historians and geographers over the last century delayed the emergence of 

historical GIS. These two symbiotic fields diverged as each erected separate identities 

and procedures. However, as author Robert Churchill argues, the ability of GIS to 

“envision space and spatial relationships” makes it ideal for the historian. Hopefully, the 

future utilization of GIS will help these separated twins to work together profitably. Several 

promising examples of this process already exist.2  

The University of Minnesota hosts the United States National Historical GIS, 

[www.nhgis.org] which contains county boundaries and census tract data, in some cases 

as far back as the 1790 census. These shape files, as each geospatial vector data format 

layer is commonly called, are immediately ready for historians to use.3 Other databases 
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cover Britain and ancient Greece and more are being created. Data such as this is ideal 

for the historian trying to analyze change over time and the processes and forces that 

shaped that change. Beyond census data, spatially linked records exist for voting, health 

and other topics. Good models of incorporating distinct statistics to support history 

education include Andrew Torget’s work on U.S. voting records and Texas slave data, 

which can be found at [www.americanpast.richmond.edu/] and 

[www.texasslaveryproject.org/].  

For historians, GIS enables rebuilding the past and analyzing previously unrelated 

data in new and interesting ways. Jason Gilliland has been recreating city histories by 

importing Sanborn Fire Insurance maps into GIS. These plans date back to the 1850s 

and were kept current for decades so that insurance companies could accurately assess 

premiums based on building location, construction features and nearby hazards. From 

these files, precise city models can be reconstructed due to the extensive data these files 

contain. Other details, such as health and environmental records, can be superimposed 

upon this base to construct complex data sets and allow in depth urban analysis. 

According to Gilliland, “GIS facilitates both spatial and temporal analysis” since 

subsequent maps of a city can be overlaid, and “complex spatial analysis using tools 

incorporated in standard GIS software is possible.4 The author notes that an obstacle is 

the labor intensive nature of digitizing, georectifying, and building models. However, this 

analysis of population, voting, employment and disease outbreaks, and so on make it 

                                                 
4
 Jason A. Gilliland and Mathew Novak, “On Positioning the Past with the Present: The Use of Fire 

Insurance Plans and GIS for Urban Environmental History,” Environmental History 11, no. 1 (January 
2006): 137. 



535 

possible to reach a deeper level of understanding of historical forces that shaped a 

particular city.5  

For this study of PSYOP in the Vietnam War, a wealth of data, nearly untouched 

by historians awaits exploitation. Thanks to Secretary of Defense McNamara’s obsession 

with data, MACV collected enormous amounts. Much of this data contains geographic 

points, which makes the data ideal for use in GIS, with the proper formatting. All this data 

is imperfect. That is, it was collected during wartime. Grid locations were entered 

incorrectly at times, leading to such problems as hamlets located in the South China Sea. 

Such errors require manual corrections. However, expecting perfection in wartime is 

unrealistic. If treated by the historian as any document should, carefully weighed and 

scrutinized, these datasets provide new avenues to analyze this complex war.  

Additionally, this data offers the ability to visualize the war in entirely new ways. 

Computers were in their infancy when this data was collected. Map 20 shows the 

primitive visualization capabilities in 1970. One of the difficulties in understanding any 

insurgency is the fact that no clear front lines seem to exist. A conventional war, in which 

arrows move boldly forward and backward in large operations, is easier for most people 

to comprehend. However, as seen in the maps in this study, by layering data, the lines 

and contested areas do emerge. GIS promises to open this data up in a way the 

collectors could only dream of.  

Among the data files at the National Archives are the Combat Air Activities Files 

(CACTA), which documents all flight missions during the period October 1965 to 

December 1970.  The Enemy Base Area Files (BASFA), plots polygons for each 

identified Viet Cong base area and the monthly status between July 1966 and July 1971. 
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“The Monthly Reports of Vietnamese Regional and Popular Forces,” the “Records about 

Combat Incidents in Cambodia during the Vietnam War,” and “Records about the Ground 

Combat Operations by the Army during the Vietnam War,” each provide access to 

incident spot reports. A complete list of records available at the National Archives can be 

found at http://www.archives.gov/research/military/vietnam-war/electronic-data-files.html 

For this study, I utilized the Enemy Base Area File, the Hamlet Evaluation System, 

Viet Cong Initiated Incidents Files, Terrorist Incident Reporting System, and the 

Southeast Asia Friendly Forces File, which are discussed in greater detail below. I chose 

these because they bore most closely to the subject at hand, psychological operations 

and the attempt by both sides to gain control over the population. I had hoped to use 

additional files, the Psychological Operations Quarterly Analysis System (PSYOPQA) and 

the Psychological Operations Information System (PSYOPSIS). However, I was unable to 

convert them into a format readable by current computers.  PSYOPSIS contains data on 

aerial psychological operations such as leaflet drops and ground PSYOP such as 

loudspeaker broadcasts and radio transmissions. PSYOPQA combined this data with 

selected data from the HES in order to gauge effectiveness of operations. One other file 

not used was the Pacification Attitude Analysis System (PAAS), for similar reasons. 

In order to create the base maps for the Vietnam War, I had to build the world as it 

existed. To do this, I started with the ESRI base maps for Southeast Asia. Borders for 

1968 were derived from three military maps georectified over a Shuttle Radar 

Topography Mission (SRTM) hillshade map of Southeast Asia. Georectification is the 

process of precisely placing a map image over a known map system in GIS or using 

Google Earth. Maps used in this process included: 
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“South Vietnam I CORPS Military Region Administrative Divisions” TTVA map 12100209. 
“South Vietnam III CORPS Military Region Administrative Divisions” TTVA map 

12100210. 
“South Vietnam Administrative Divisions and Military Regions” TTVA map 12060219. 

 
I checked the results for accuracy against the ArcGIS base map of Asia. Once the 

Vietnam maps were aligned, a district level map of South Vietnam, circa 1968, was 

created using the ‘auto-complete polygon’ feature in ArcGIS. Boundaries were hand 

traced starting from the DMZ southward.  Boundary depictions are not necessarily 

authoritative, but should be fairly close. The original projection was in WGS84 UTM 49N. 

Once I completed the district level map, I used the dissolve function to create the 

province level, military region (CTZ) and national level files. National level boundaries 

were checked against a georectified Google Earth screen capture and precise boundaries 

then verified against the river valleys in the SRTM map. I adjusted the western border of 

Vietnam using “GADM database of Global Administrative Areas“ Vietnam Administrative 

divisions as a guide (http://www.gadm.org/country ). Once I completed the national level 

files, I clipped the ESRI Asia map file in order to create overlay of cities, rivers and other 

features.  

To add population data, each province and district had a column for population. I 

extracted the 1966 data from “South Vietnam Administrative Divisions and Military 

Regions,” Texas Tech Vietnam Archives map number 12060219. The 1959 population 

data comes from “Local Administration in Vietnam, the Number of Local Units” Michigan 

State University Vietnam Advisory Group, Agency for International Development, 1963. 

(TTVA 1490116001) The 1966 refugee data comes from “Public Administration Bulletin 

Vietnam, No 35,” USAID, 1 Feb 1967. (TTVA 1070110004) The cities of Hue, Da Nang, 

http://www.gadm.org/home
http://www.gadm.org/country
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Dalat and Cam Ranh are estimates for 1966. These are based on the 1959 numbers with 

10% added. It is likely the number is actually higher.  

 I used the Enemy Base Area Files from the National Archives website to create 

Viet Cong Base Area polygons for the years 1966-1971. (http://aad.archives.gov/aad) 

These were added as points identified by Base Area ID. Then a new shapefile was 

created which joined these points into a polygon. After creating the shapefile, I joined it to 

the original data from NARA and exported as a new shapefile named Base_Area_19##. 

This file provides information on the date the base area was identified and its monthly 

status and activity throughout the year. Activity codes describe actions which the allied 

forces were taking against the base area. These include clear and hold, search and 

destroy, and penetrated. An active condition code indicates a base area which is active; a 

deleted condition code indicates an area which was deleted. Some areas have no code 

and no meaning can be deduced. 

I used data from the Viet Cong Initiated Incidents File (VCIIF): ASCII Rendered 

Fixed Table Data File 1/1/1963 - 12/31/1971 at NARA to plot locations of incidents for the 

period 1 November 1967 to 28 February 1968. Points could only be downloaded 1000 at 

a time, so sequential days were selected up to that total, and then downloaded. Once all 

the days were on hand, I combined the spreadsheets. One possible problem with this 

data set is that the search for the total period yielded more points than the 11661 points 

the downloading process yielded. It is unknown why this happened, so caution should be 

used with these points. Data for each point in the VCIIF includes the Situation Report ID, 

enemy killed, enemy prisoners of war, incident location, date and time. No further 

description is available from this file.  
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The Military Grid Reference System (MGRS), used by the U.S. military instead of 

Lat/Long, was missing the 100,000 meter ID for this file, so I sorted the data by MGRS. I 

then used U.S. military maps from the war to determine the correct ID, separated out the 

groups in to excel tabs for each ID. The ID was added by creating a column for the ID and 

then using the concatenate function to join the MGRS column with the ID column. The 

IDs for Vietnam are 48P, 48Q, 49P, and 49Q. One problem with military maps of Vietnam 

is the unusual map plotting in that part of the world. Understanding this requires someone 

comfortable with the MGRS map system. Most of the data collected during the war was 

located using a 6-digit MGRS grid. This puts the point within 100 meters of the exact 

location. For the purposes of this study, that was sufficient. For any analysis below district 

level, it may not be.  

The adjusted base area file was then copied into one final tab for all the data and 

imported into ArcGIS using GeoRover. Another file, the Viet Cong Initiated Incidents File 

(VCIIA): ASCII Rendered Periodic Table 1 Data File, 1/1/1965 - 12/31/1968 included 

more detail on the incidents, but does not have spatial data.  It may be possible to join 

these two files into one file. 

The Hamlet Evaluation System (HES) is the most frequently cited computer data 

file from the Vietnam War, and the most maligned. HES followed earlier attempts to track 

pacification progress. Initially it was based on subjective reporting by U.S. subsector 

advisors covering observations of each hamlet in their area of responsibility. After 1970, 

some of the subjectivity was removed in a series of revisions.  

Beginning in January 1967, monthly reports were sent to MACV for data 

processing. Data for each point included hamlet name, location, and population. It also 
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contained eighteen status indicators measuring security and socio-economic 

development. Various combinations of these scores produced security and development 

scores. For Security, ratings ran from:  

A- Viet Cong ineffective and no incidents that month. 
B- Viet Cong base within six hours, can make a raid on the hamlet. 
C- Viet Cong control broken, force reduced by half, occasional violence. 
D- Viet Cong reduced, in control at night, some government influence. 
E- Viet Cong effective, frequent violence and political activities. 
O- Abandoned. 
VC- Viet Cong in complete control. 
 
Based on these ratings, the Viet Cong control level is misleading. If those ‘VC’ 

hamlets were judged by the same criteria as ‘A’ hamlets for government control, the 

number of truly Viet Cong controlled hamlets would be very low. Part of the criteria to be 

listed as ‘B’ security status, was the ability for the enemy to make a raid within six hours. 

Clearly, with helicopters, armored vehicles, and jet bombers the Allied forces could 

strike anywhere in much less time than that. Thus, while the HES overstates the level of 

Front control, using these criteria allows for a self-correction against potential biases in 

the data created by overzealous sector advisors. I assume that if the data says a village 

was Viet Cong controlled, it was. Likewise, if a hamlet was listed as ‘A’ status, it met 

that criterion. Every other place was contested to some degree. For this study I focused 

on security status. Further analysis could look at any combination of the eighteen 

indicators. To err on the side of minimizing possible bias on the part of advisors 

reporting, I have listed ‘O’ hamlets as Viet Cong-contested. This adjustment should 

avoid the common charge that HES sugarcoated the stats. However, it must be 

remembered that at best, most Viet Cong controlled hamlets would be the equivalent of 

‘B’ status because the allies could strike anywhere at will.  
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 The files for Hamlet Evaluation System 1967 and 1968, Southeast Asia Friendly 

Forces File, and Terrorist Incident Reporting System, were extracted from the original 

1960s era IBM EBCDIC code by Marty O’Neil II at the University of North Texas 

Geography Department using the instructions described below: 

For the 1967 and 1968 Hamlet Evaluation System conversions, the following 

code was used on a Linux system running Ubuntu: 

dd conv\=ascii,unblock cbs\=195 if\=RG330.HES.HAMLA67 

of\=data.txt cut data.txt -c1,2-3,4-5,6-7,8-9,10-

13,14,15,16-31,32-45,46-50,51-53,54-61,62,63-64,65-67,68-

69,70-72,73-75,76-77,78-195 --output-delimiter=“,” > 

processed.txt 

 
This code breaks down the file to one that can be imported with proper columns into 

excel, adjusted and error corrected, then imported into GIS for analysis. A new, but 

similar, code will be required for subsequent years due to changes in the HES data 

collected. Once the conversions were completed, I formatted the .xls files and created 

column labels matching the data from the NARA instructions for each data set. Once 

again, the MGRS data was missing the 100,000m ID so I had to use the same process 

as VCIIF to add the ID.   

The Southeast Asia Friendly Forces File (SEAFF) tracked each friendly 

maneuver battalion headquarters location at the end of the month from October 1966 to 

July 1972. The file conversion process from EBIDIC to ASCII used the following code: 

dd conv\=ascii,unblock cbs\=144 if\=RG330.SEAFA.Y6672 

of\=data.txt 

cut data.txt -c1-6,7-8,9-10,11-40,41-43,44-51,52-53,54,55-

57,58-59,60-62,63-82,83-127,128-132 --output-delimiter=“,” 

> processed.txt 

 



542 

Each point contains data on the unit name, type of unit, and country of origin, location 

and various tracking numbers. The SEAFF file had 306 out of 19008 records without a 

grid coordinate. These were all ARVN units, which could not be plotted.  

The Terrorist Incident Reporting System (TIRSA) collected data on all Viet Cong 

initiated activities identified by the RVN National Police and the Combined Intelligence 

Center Vietnam between October 1967 and February 1973. This included everything 

from harassment of local officials, propaganda and terrorism. However, it did not include 

conventional firefights, which were collected by the VCIIF. Each point contains data on 

date and time of incident, location, means of attack, such as shooting or mine, results 

such as abduction, and the enemy objective, size of the attacking force and casualties. 

The conversion code for the TIRSA file was: 

dd conv\=ascii,unblock cbs\=74 if\=RG330.TIRSA.Y6773 

of\=data.txt cut data.txt -c1-2,3-4,5-6,7-10,11,12-13,14-

15,16-17,18-19,20-21,22-23,24-25,26-29,30-37,39,40-41,42-

43,44-46,47,48-49,50,51-52,53-54,55-57,58-59,60-62,63-

64,65-66,67-69,70-71,72-74 --output-delimiter=“,” > 

processed.txt 

 
Many of the other layers used in this study I had to create. For the road layer, I 

started with the ESRI world road layer available from their website. I clipped this for 

Southeast Asia, and then overlaid this on military Corps Tactical Zone maps from the 

1960s. I edited the layer by removing roads not present at that time and I adjusted some 

routes to conform to the map.  For the river layer, I started with the ESRI world rivers 

layer available at their website. I then clipped it to cover just Southeast Asia and added 

rivers that were missing by tracing Vietnam War era maps. I then checked this by 

overlaying on the SRTM layer and exporting to Google Earth as a .kml file to look for 

general accuracy. For the city layer, I again started with ESRI world cities as the base, 
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and then clipped for Southeast Asia. I then added points for cities in South Vietnam not 

listed. The PSYOP order of battle layer I created by compiling a spreadsheet of grid 

coordinates for units and facility locations. I then converted these to Lat/Long using an 

online conversion program. I used GeoRover to add the points to ArcGIS. For each data 

set, some points had to be manually corrected due to data errors. 

Example of EBCDIC format files: 
 
Southeast Asia Friendly forces file (661 pages about 2.7 MB) 
Data:  
M1111066101/1 MAR 103BT104583051M  USC011ST MAR REGT DANANG  18TAA                                                  
M11110  Unit Number unknown 
67  Year   1967 
03  Month   March 
1/1 MAR      Unit name  1/1 Marines                   
103  Province  Quang Nam Province 
BT106584  MGRS Coordinates without 100,000m ID 
05  VC Military region code 
1  Corps Tactical Zone 
M  service code Marines 
Blank  Mission code not used 
US  Country of unit US 
C01  Unit Type  Infantry 
1ST MAR REGT   Higher HQ  1st Marine Regiment        
DANANG        Station code Da Nang                                  
18TAA   Unit type  Marine Infantry 
 
Sample of dataset:     
M1111067041/1 MAR                       103BT106584051M  USC011ST 

MAR REGT        DANANG               18TAA            

M1111067051/1 MAR                       103BT106584051M  USC011ST 

MAR REGT        DANANG               18TAA            

M1111067061/1 MAR                       103BT106584051M  USC011ST 

MAR REGT        DANANG               18TAA            

M1111067071/1 MAR                       103BT106584051M  USC011ST 

MAR             DANANG               18TAA      

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



544 

Hamlet Evaluation System file (8722 pages, 2 files of about 29MB each, 1967 and 1968) 
Data:  
10101010168101NTAN-AN      HAI-AN 0000{001YD514548PVCADMVC00{00{  
00{X00{2    CONY   R  NYYY0  05XX                                                        
1 Country ID 
01 Province ID 
01  District ID 
01  Village ID 
01  Hamlet ID 
6811  Date 
1 Record Type 
N validity code (Non-continuously rated) 
TAN-AN     Hamlet name 
HAI-AN     x name 
0000{ hamlet population 
001 GVN hamlet ID 
YD514548 MGRS Grid coordinates 
P Priority area code 
VC Control status Viet Cong 
ADM Hamlet type for 1967 code 
VC  Control for current month (Viet Cong) 
00{ Security Classification 
00{   Development Score 
00  Revolutionary Dev Status 
{X0 
0 
{2 CONY   R    NYYY0            05XX   Unknown codes    
  
Sample data sets:                                        
10101020367091CDA-NGHI         HAI-BA        0062D006YD460529NUC   

CO14D20{  17BD00{1EEE4EDE4DDD4DDD3EDD4CDD3CONN   

R208YNNNN1441141162222142133105DE                                              

10101020367101CDA-NGHI         HAI-BA        0062D006YD460529NUC   

CO14D20{  17BD00{1EEE4EDE4DDD4DDD3EDD4CDD3CONN   

R208YNNNN3441141162222142133105DE                    
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Terrorist Incident Reporting System (1500 pages, about 4.5 MB) 
Data: 67103900011020504056709182200YD986057 3902139930A10A9039921004             
67 Year of report 
10 Month of report 
39 week of year 
0002 incident sequence number 
1 Corps Tactical Zone  1st CTZ 
02 Province code  Thua Thien Province 
03 District Code  unk 
09 Village code  unk 
01 Hamlet Code  unk 
67 Year of incident  1967 
09 Month of incident  Sept 
19 Day of incident  19 
2130 time of incident  9:30pm 
YD646445 Military Grid Reference System (MGRS) location coordinates 
  blank 
3 quarter of year  3rd 
10 means code  Shooting 
10 action code  assassination-selective 
399 objective code  Civilian 
3 size of attacking force  Squad 
0A segment count 
1 periodic set counter 
Periodic set: 
0A primary subfield indicator 
10 means used code 
399 enemy objective code 
10 enemy action code 
001   count killed/destroyed 
 
Sample Data set: 
67103900031020504026709202300YD966043 3902039990A10A9039920002            

67103900041020508006709210900         3403039990A10A4039930001            

67103900051020903066709222200YD988146 3902039940A10A9039920001            

67103900061020904026709232200YD900190 3101032030A10A1032010001            

67103900071020000006709242100         3909016040A10A9016090000             
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Map 20 Example 1972 HES map 
Map showing the primitive visualization capability of the HES system in 1970. 
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Map 21 Example of layering various data sets using GIS 
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Map 22 Example of HES data for analysis 
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      Rallier Numbers 

Monthly Chieu Hoi ralliers. Note drop prior to Tet holiday and jump in February 1967.6  

                                                 
6
 Koch, Chieu Hoi Study, 23. 
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Photograph 2 Edward Lansdale meets with Ngo Dinh Diem.  
VAS002698, undated, Douglas Pike Photograph Collection, TTVA. 

Photograph 1 Propaganda Dissemination.  
Photograph VA066941, undated, Rufus Phillips Collection, TTVA 
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Photograph 3 403rd POLWAR Company member explains poster to villagers in Long 
Dinh, 8 July 1968. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC49887, all NARA photos in this dissertation 
available at Fold3.com. 
 

 
Photograph 4 1st LT James R. Paris drops leaflets from a helicopter. 

The 173rd Airborne Brigade conducting intensive Civic Action and PSYWAR activities 
while on a sweep operation in Binh Duong Province approx. 20 miles north of Saigon. 1st 
LT James R. Paris of Elizabethton, TN, TDY from the USAB&VAPAC, Okinawa to MACV 
PSYWAR drops leaflets from a helicopter. 28 September 1965. NARA 111-CCV-443-
CC32166. 
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Photograph 5 Loud speaker tri-lambretta  

PSYOP Tri-Lambretta airlifted into operation. TTVA, Negative VAN015301, No Date, Earl 
R. Rhine Collection, The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University.  
 

 
Photograph 6 Children crowd around audio-visual truck. 

Children of Ho Nai Village crowd around an audio-visual truck of the 246th PSYOP 
Company to listen to music. September 1966. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC36735. 
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Photograph 7 PSYWAR operation in Hau Nghia Province. 

SSG Leroy Massie (Dayton, OH), cinematographer with Team C, US Army Special Photo 
Detachment, Pacific, films PSYWAR operation in the village of Phouc Vinh Minh, Cu Chi 
District, Hau Nghia Province. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC40496.  
 

 
Photograph 8  6th PSYOP Battalion TV Director. 

2LT Robert J. Serry, 6th PSYOP Battalion, TV Director for ARVN, and a Vietnamese 
cameraman watch the monitors during a television program. September 1966. NARA 
111-CCV-443-CC36738. 
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Photograph 9 Members of the 246th PSYOP Co., and Vietnamese soldiers 
load leaflet bombs at the Bien Hoa Airfield. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC36725. 

 
Photograph 10 SP4 Pete Mendez, Illustrator, 246th PSYOP Detachment, 
draws leaflet, 4 October 1967. NARA 111-CCV-443-43739. 
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Photograph 11 PFC Wesley Molandes, explains movie. 

PFC Wesley Molandes (Nacogdoches, TX) driver and projectionist, 245th PSYOP Co., 
explains to the villagers in broken Vietnamese what the movie was about. Phan Thiet, 
Vietnam, 16 October 1967. NARA 111-CCV-443-43942. 

 
Photograph 12 POLWAR Team in Saigon.  

ARVN POLWAR Team in Cholon, Saigon, June 1968. NARA 111-CCV-443- CC50050. 
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Photograph 13 403rd ARVN Political Warfare Co. 

Villagers hold the food and clothing commodities that were distributed to them by 
members of the 403rd ARVN Political Warfare Co., during a MEDCAP in the village of 
Long Dinh, located 50 KM southwest of Saigon.  NARA 111-CCV-443-CC49882 
 

 
Photograph 14 Member of the 403rd ARVN Political Warfare Co.  

Member of the 403rd ARVN Political Warfare Co., 7th ARVN Infantry Division, wraps 
bundles of clothes in a poster that explains the mission of the “Highway 4 Campaign,” to 
be distributed to the villagers of Long Dinh. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC49883. 
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Photograph 15 SPC John D. Holmes passes out leaflets to a Vietnamese child.  

SPC John D. Holmes, PSYOP NCOIC, passes out leaflets to a Vietnamese child as SGT 
Phuc, Vietnamese broadcaster, speaks to all the villagers over a public address system 
during operation in the village of Phouc Vinh Minh, Cu Chi District, Hau Nghia Province, 
14-16 June 1967. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC40494. 

 
Photograph 16 Members of the Vietnamese Cultural Drama Group. 

Members of the Vietnamese Cultural Drama Group entertain the village of Ap Trung, 
North West of My Tho, during the “Highway 4 PSYOPs Campaign” conducted by 
members of the 403rd ARVN Political Warfare Co., 7th ARVN Infantry Division, 9 July 
1968. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC49891. 
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Photograph 17 The 6th PSYOP Battalion headquarters in Saigon. 

 October 1967. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC530646. 

 
Photograph 18 6th PSYOP Battalion leaflet drop from a C-47 aircraft.  

7 April 1968. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC47676. 



561 

 
Photograph 19 Kit Carson Scout speaks during Project “Loud Speaker.” 

Phan Ngoc Mai, Kit Carson Scout, speaks into microphone, while SGT Rermar, SP6 Niens, 
and SSG Hoang, look on during Project “Loud Speaker,” conducted by Team HB 31, 
Detachment 3, 7th PSYOP Battalion in Da Nang. 20-21 March 1969.                              
NARA 111-CCV-443-CC67765. 

 
Photograph 20 View of the Orderly Room (left) and the Supply Room of Co A, 8th 

PSYOP Battalion, at Nha Trang. 6 July 1970. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC71864. 
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Photograph 21 SP4 Robert Boussy, pressman, Co. B, 8th PSYOP Battalion, 
prepares his press for a print run. 6 July 1970. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC71869. 

 
Photograph 22 UH-1D helicopter drops leaflets prepared by Co. Battalion, 

8th PSYOP Bn. October 1970. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC74426. 
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Photograph 23 The Propaganda Development Center at the 8th PSYOP 

Battalion. 6 July 1970. NARA 111-CCV-443-CC71865. 

 
Photograph 24 AEM-ABS 4 1000 watt Loudspeaker, AEHC, Peale Collection.  
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Photograph 25 “The ‘Late Hero’ Nguyen Van Be reads about his own death.” AEHC, 

Peale Collection. 

 

 
Photograph 26 One-Dong leaflet printed by 7th PSYOP Group for North Vietnam in 

August 1966. AEHC, Peale Collection, Terror. 

FRONT: Money is worth less and less. As the war goes on there will be less and less to 
buy. Prices will go higher and higher, your savings will become worthless papers. 

BACK: Beware of another money reform such as that of 1959. You may lose all your 
wealth, fruit of your sweat and tears. 
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Photograph 27 Republic of Korea friendship leaflet. AEHC, Peale Collection. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

p 

Photograph 28 Miss Nguyen-Thi, illustrator at the 8th PSYOP Detachment, works on some 
paintings to be used for new propaganda leaflets. Nha Trang, Vietnam Civil Operations and 
Rural Development Support 29 April-1 May 1970. VA056743, Joel M. Shanus Collection, 
TTVA. 
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Photograph 29 Ace of Spades “Death” card. Museum Object, undated, Alpha Co., 1st 

Battalion, 20th Infantry, 11th Light Infantry Brigade, Americal Division Association 
Collection, TTVA museum#1329. 

 
Photograph 30 POLWAR team disseminating products, Dinh Tuong 

Province, November 1964. VA009238, Edward P. Metzner Collection, TTVA. 
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