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Abstract

The central highlands of Vietnam were of vital s&tggc importance during the Second
Indochina War (1955-1975); the collapse of Soutétvamese forces in this region in March
1975 led to the fall of Saigon just one month latBespite this area’s importance, most central
highlands historiography addresses large militarpgaigns, such as the 19¥guyen Hue
“Easter Offensive” and the 1975 Ho Chi Minh Offexesi Micro-histories are of great value in
examining the implementation of national prograyes,all province case studies examine events
in the more heavily populated and ethnically honmageis Saigon and Mekong Delta regions of
the Republic of Vietham (RVN).

This thesis examines Lam Dong province, at thelsoatend of the Vietnamese central
highlands. Focusing on the territorial forcesiative and RVN policy toward ethnic minority
Montagnards in the highlands—two vital yet underdgtd topics in Vietnam War
historiography—this study demonstrates the opearatisuccess of the former and the strategic
failure of the latter. The thesis is organizedodmiogically and concentrates on the final six
years of the war, when South Vietnamese officiadsanncreasingly promulgating and executing
policy. The first part of the study details bagkgnd information and outlines the war through
1967, when the National Liberation Front (NLF) htid advantage. The middle section
scrutinizes the late 1960s and early 1970s andibdesahe factors that led to increased province
security. The final section analyzes the final tears of the war following the departure of
U.S. troops. In this period, South Viethamesedsrigeld the advantage against a weakened
NLF, yet ordinary citizens’ discontent reachedimak.

In-depth study of both province- and national-ledetuments from this period
demonstrates that local officials, both Americad &ietnamese, often attempted to address
challenges but were hindered by the centralizedreadf the Saigon bureaucracy. The inability
and unwillingness of the RVN to address adequasslyes such as highlands refugee policy led
to the gradual dissatisfaction of many Montagnamdbe highlands. This study elucidates RVN
initiatives such as the territorial force, Main g Area, and Return to Village programs—
seldom-mentioned yet key facets of the Saigon gowent’s attempt to mollify ethnic tensions

and counter the threat posed by the NLF.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

To seize and control the Highlands is to solvevthele problem of South Vietham.

—People’s Army of Vietnam General Vouygn Giap

On 10 March 1975, the People’s Army of Vietham (IRYF-10 Division, supported by
two additional PAVN divisions, launched a threesgyed attack on Ban Me Thuot, a crucial city
in Tay Nguyenthe central highlands of South Vietham. Defenoigdnly one regiment of the
Army of the Republic of Vietham (ARVN) and approxately nine Regional Force (RF)
battalions—the latter composed primarily of Montagls, the indigenous people of the
highlands—the city fell in only a ddy.

On 14 March, South Vietnamese President NguyenTWaeu asked General Pham Van
Phu, commander of the highlands, how long he cbald against the North Vietnamese
invasion. Phu replied that he would defend théllaigds to the death and could possibly hold
for a month. Thieu, believing that a withdrawalsweecessary in order to preserve combat
power, directed that Phu abandon the highland@ikieu ordered Phu to keep the news from
province chiefs, leaving only RF units to defenel withdrawalf Contemporaneous observers
noted that a Montagnard separatist grdtpnt Uni de Lutte des Races Oppriméésited
Struggle Front for the Oppressed Races, or FULR&]J,been operating in the central highlands

for the past year as a communist front. As a tesaime Montagnard villagers had been

2U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, “The HighlandefsSouth Vietnam: A Review of Political
Developments and Forces,” June 1966, Box 10, GEReords, Office of Management Support, MACV CORDS
MR2, Records Group [hereafter RG] 472 [unless etfsr cited, all archival materials are from the \N&tional
Archives].

% For a list of acronyms and abbreviations, see AgpeA.

* Cao Van VienThe Final CollapséWashington, D.C.: Indochina Monographs, 1983)768

® Thieu’s decision to abandon the highlands wasoditiee most important of the war, yet the precise
reasons for it remain unanswered. PAVN General Man Dung, claims that captured ARVN Colonel PHauay
Tat noted that Thieu’s animosity toward the Montawgls factored into his decision. Van Tien DuBgy Great
Spring Victory(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1977), 97.



assisting FULRO, allowing the National Liberatiorofit (NLF) to move reconnaissance
elements into the area uncontested. On the dtheddttack, North Viethamese tanks assaulting
Ban Me Thuot had “Front for the Liberation of EthiMinorities” painted on their sides and
many of the Rhade Montagnard RF units had nottesstfie PAVN onslaugHt.

Why had some members of this minority group, asgediwith loyalty to United States
forces, assisted the PAVN? How had years of Lh& \detnamese investment in the highlands
come to naught? Given the importance of the higldawhat was U.S.-RVN policy in this
region and how was that policy implemented at tivall level?

Answering these questions requires an in-depth & dke preceding decade of U.S.-
RVN policy in the central highlands. Specificaléymicro-history will allow a detailed
examination of policy measures and the manner iclwthey were implemented at the
operational and tactical levels of war. This pagdresses two interrelated initiatives that
helped account for the tactical and operationatesg yet strategic defeat in Lam Dong: the
territorial militia program and U.S.-RVN initiatiggoward the Montagnards. In addition to
providing significant explanatory power, examinatmf these policies and programs will
address under-studied aspects of the war.

Most Vietnam War historiography focuses on the &bhiStates presence in Vietham—
particularly 1965-1968, the period of greatest Uh8olvement—with an emphasis on American
policymakers and operations. Some have arguedhbainited States pursued a course of action
overly dependent on counterinsurgency—deemed ‘ijgatibn” during the war—while others
have argued that the U.S. never deviated from aegtional approach. Recently, scholars have
addressed the origins of the Second Indochina Wiyrta a more limited extent, the Paris peace

talks which ended most American involvement in 3apd973° Historians have also begun to

" Gerald HickeyFree in the Forest: Ethnohistory of the Vietnamésatral Highlands, 1954-197@lew
Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), 273.

8 For the former view, see Harry G. Summers@n Strategy: A Critical Analysis of the Vietham War
(Novato: Presidio Press, 1982). For the lattewyigee Andrew F. Krepinevicithe Army and VietnaifBaltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); and Johr,Nlagrning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurggnc
Lessons from Malaya and Vietng&002; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005)

° See, for example, Larry Bermaxp Peace, No Honor: Nixon, Kissinger, and BetragaVietnam(New

York: Free Press, 2001); Jeffrey Kimbaixon’s Vietnam Wa(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002); and



examine North Vietnam and the National Liberatioarfe*® Unfortunately, analysis of the
South Viethamese government remains limited, witistnhistoriography concentrating on Ngo
Dinh Diem, who held power in Saigon from 1955 uhtd ouster and assassination in a
November 1963 coup. Even sparser is analysis of the Republic of \dgtrArmed Forces
(RVNAF). Though several historians have examimedArmy of the Republic of Vietnam
(ARVN), the Regional Forces and Popular Forcesclwhepresented approximately the same
number of troops as the ARVN, have yet to be amalym detaif'*

Though some literature has examined individual jpraes during the Vietnam War, none
of these micro-histories has focused on the cehighllands. Given the significant insights
gleaned from previous micro-histories of provinocethe Mekong Delta region and Saigon area,

a micro-history of a highlands province will filiis gap in the literatur€. More importantly,

Pierre AsselinA Bitter Peace: Washington, Hanoi, and the Makihthe Paris AgreemerfChapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 2007).

10 See, for example, Ang Cheng Guahe Vietnam War from the Other Sigddew York: Routledge,

2002); Ang Cheng Guafgnding the Vietham WgNew York: Routledge, 2003); Robert Brigha@ulerrilla
Diplomacy: The NLF's Foreign Relations and the \Netm War(lthaca: Cornell University Press, 1999).

Y Philip E. CattonPiem’s Final Failure: Prelude to America’s War irietham(Lawrence: University
Press of Kansas, 2002); Edward Miller, “Grand Desi¢/ision, Power, and Nation Building in Americ#&#iance
with Ngo Dinh Diem, 1954-1960" (Ph.D. diss., Ha&sniversity, 2004); Jessica Chapman, “Staging Deaxy:
South Vietnam’s 1955 Referendum to Depose Bao Maplomatic History September 2006, 671-703.

12 For literature on the ARVN, see Robert Brigha&R\VN: Life and Death in the South Viethamese Army
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2006); Andvéiest,Vietnam’s Forgotten Army: Heroism and Betrayal in
the ARVN(New York: NYU Press, 2008); Ha Mai Vie$teel and Blood: South Viethamese Armor and thefwvar
Southeast Asi@Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2008). Therspéiterature on the RF and PF primarily addresses
the U.S. Marine Corps Combined Action Platoon (CAR)gram. See Francis J. WeEhe Village(1972; New
York: Pocket Books, 2002); Michael Petersbhe Combined Action Platoons: The U.S. Marines’eDilVar in
Vietnam(New York: Praeger, 1989); and Albert Hemingw@yyr War Was Different: Marine Combined Action

Platoons in VietnanfAnnapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1994).

13 previous micro-histories include Eric M. Bergertile Dynamics of Defeat: The Vietnam War in Hau
Nghia ProvincgBoulder, CO: Westview Press, 1991); Jeffrey Ré¢ar Comes to Long An: Revolutionary
Conflict in a Vietnamese Provin¢Berkeley: University of California Press, 197and David W.P. ElliottThe
Viethamese War: Revolution and Social Change irMbkong Delta, 1930-1972,vols (Armonk, NY: M.E.
Sharpe, 2003). Bergerud focused primarily on ferations of U.S. forces, Elliott focused mainlytbe actions of
the National Liberation Front, and Race examineddperations of U.S., ARVN, and NLF forces.



existing micro-histories have focused on areas datad by ethnic Viethamese. As one
historian noted in his province study, “[U]nlike myaprovinces in the Central Highlands, Hau
Nghia [province] was almost entirely populated Hynéc Vietnamese, so it is not necessary to
consider the special circumstances caused by #sepece of non-Vietnamese hill tribé8.’Any
analysis of the highlands, however, must take antmunt presence of the Montagnards and their
relationship with the local and central governme®ignificantly, no study addresses U.S.-RVN
Montagnard policy, and Highlanders have receivdg bnef mention in Vietnam War
historiography®> Though only a small minority in South Vietnam—egpgmately five percent
of the population—the Montagnards occupied soméeimost politically, economically, and
militarily important terrain in the country, androprised approximately half of the population of
the central highlands and Lam Dong province dutiregwar-°

Because of the relatively limited presence of Wi8ts and officials in many highland
provinces—a function of the low population dengityhese areas—the South Vietnamese
central government, local government, and sectoiges all had a chance to develop and face
challenges on their own; the limited presence okAoan forces in Lam Dong makes it an

excellent place to analyze the effect of policiemnulgated by the centralized Saigon

14 Bergerud;The Dynamics of Defegat.

15 Anthropologists have addressed Montagnard issuasriuch greater extent than historians. American
anthropologist Gerald Hickey devoted more studhtoMontagnards than any other scholar duringter #fie war.
See HickeyFree in the Forestsee also Hickey'Sons of the Mountains: Ethnohistory of the Vietrear@entral
Highlands to 1954New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982hattered World: Adaptaion and Survival among
Vietnam'’s Highland Peoples during the Vietnam \(Rtriladelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pre€93), and
Window on a War: An Anthropologist in the Vietnaonflict (Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 2002). For
other anthropological perspectives, see Oscar Jateithe Ethnography of Vietnam’s Central Highlanders: A
Historical Contextualization, 1850-1990lew York: RouteledgeCurzon, 2003). See also ¢isah Kelly,Vietnam
Studies: U.S. Army Special Forces, 1961-1@/ashington, D.C.: GPO, 1972); and Christophelviss,U.S.

Special Forces and Counterinsurgency in Vietnaniitddy Innovation and Institutional Failure, 196136London:
Routledge, 2007).

16 Lam Dong Survey [1963], Historian’s BackgroundeBil Military History Branch, Box 12, MACJ3,
RG472; American Embassy Saigon, The MontagnarddJaidPolicy, April 1968, Box 10, MACV CORDS MR2,
Office of Management Support, General Records, RG47



government and its superpower patron. Similahg,limited U.S. presence provides a unique
opportunity to examine Vietnamese forces, espegcsafice these units often could not rely on
American support for local security. Additionallystudy of Lam Dong allows for insight into
ethnic policy in Vietnam; the province saw a lamgenber of North Viethnamese refugees
resettled in the 1950s—a Saigon directive thatnparny ethnic Viethamese and Montagnards in
close proximity for the first time. Additionalljpecause the province was spared the heavy
fighting of the late 1960s and early 1970s, it eigeced an influx of Montagnard refugees
during this period.

Due to the limited availability of certain recor@sd to ensure a detailed examination of
the often-neglected “Vietnamization” period of thar—in which the South Vietnamese
government undertook an increasingly large burdeesponsibility—this study focuses on
1968-1974 in Lam Dony. This monograph argues that while Washington aigd®’s
territorial militia program yielded great dividenohsthe form of increased local security, the two
governments often operated at cross-purposes liagavtbntagnard policy; while provincial
security improved, even during the years of Ameriadthdrawal, highland policies suffered
from failures of conception and execution. Thasgitudes of American influence in Vietnam
combined with perennial instability in Saigon prdwisastrous for the formulation of coherent
policy in the highlands.

There are three components to this argument. , EIrSt involvement increased the
effectiveness of security policies embraced bywilanamese—notably the territorial security
forces program—nbut as U.S. influence waned, theemomplex issue of highland ethnic
minorities policy became convoluted and often cadtiitory. As the war progressed, tension
over a variety of issues between ethnic ViethanaeseMontagnards was so intense that only
forceful measures from Saigon could have salvalgedituation, but these measures were rarely
forthcoming. At both the local and national levélsS. officials had to prod South Viethamese
officials to undertake more conciliatory policiesvard the Montagnards. In the early years of

the American war, U.S. involvement inadvertentlipled foment Montagnard ethno-nationalist

7 According to Rich Boylan, a retired National Are&s and Records Administration (NARA) military
records archivist, many U.S. units at the provianéd lower levels burned excess records due tokeofegecure
storage. This procedure was not changed untileztive from LTG William Peers—the result of theéstigation

in the wake of the My Lai massacre.



separatism. As the war progressed, U.S. officiaéd their considerable leverage over RVN
officials to force Viethamese officials to acquiego promises of better treatment of
Highlanders. As the U.S. withdrew, however, it leverage over Saigon and became
increasingly unable to dictate policy to its alkt the national and local levels, this caused a
shift in policy, the effect of which was to seeiland promises unredeemed. In the final years
of the war, with large numbers of highland residathsplaced by the war, Saigon’s failure to
address adequately the profound refugee crisisteeasecurity issue, as increasingly large
numbers of citizens became simultaneously deperatetite government’s largesse and
disaffected with its policies.

Second, on the key issue of pacification, the mamehich Saigon countered the NLF
threat improved over time. Beginning with the draald extremely weak Civil Guard and Self-
Defense Force, Washington and Saigon mounted a mooseeffort to quantitatively and
qualitatively strengthen territorial forces. Tleeritorial militia had an inherent advantage over
ARVN in that the RF and PF usually lived in theamie villages and thus were structured in
consonance with traditional Vietnamese (and Mordadncultural practices. Though maligned
in passing by many writers, the RF and PF in Lamdbgrew to become a relatively capable
force’® By the end of 1972, the territorial militia waspable of holding their own against the
weakened NLF, yet one of the main attributes thaderthe militia so effective—the close
proximity of family—also made it vulnerable to ada scale conventional force onslaught.
Conversely, the NLF in Lam Dong was quite powettfiubugh 1968, but gradually withered
away, and by the early 1970s it increasingly fodus® mere survival.

In this regard, and others, U.S. strategy was tederin Lam Dong, the war through
1968 resembled a civil war: province residents RFdwagainst each other to advance competing
visions of the future. As the war progressed, herehe NLF was caught in a vicious cycle:

NLF cadres indigenous to Lam Dong were slowly edoaled, as replacements from the South

18 One of the few authors to acknowledge the positivgributions of the territorial forces is Krepimeh,
who notes that RF/PF casualties comprised appra&lynhalf of all RVNAF casualties from 1967-71.
Additionally, he observes that th&Fs and PFs accounted for 12-30 percent of all WXNombat deaths
(depending on the yeag)et they consumed only 2-4 percent of the totaliahoost of the wat [emphasis original]
As the focus of Krepinevich’s work is on strateggwever, he does not devote additional study thel@ment of

the territorial forces over time. Krepinevidkymy and Vietnam218-221.



were not forthcoming, they were replaced by persbfirom the North. After 1968, the war in
Lam Dong began to resemble one country versus engiarticularly subsequent to the 1972
Easter Offensive, the aftershocks of which wellefstt in 1974. Through 1967, however, the
United States focused on conventional operatiodgtaa buildup of the ARVN, and in the late
war period the United States began an intensifiitéo improve pacification and local
security initiatives—an effort that succeeded imgnareas, most notably in the effectiveness of
territorial forces. These findings challenge histgraphy which claims that the United States
did not devote sufficient attention to the gueariNar, as well as literature that asserts the war
was either entirely an NLF victory or entirely a M triumph ™

Third, locally-sourced solutions were often morteetive than national programs. Lam
Dong struggled under the weight of Saigon’s inkes—most notably the national mobilization
decree, the Lam Dong tea cooperative, and locahatidnal level democracy initiatives. The
tea cooperative, the largest project directed f8aigon, took years of time and effort, and was
never truly operational. Additionally, the sige#int American presence often had a detrimental
effect on the United States’ objective to creasel&sufficient state. Although Lam Dong never
had a large American presence, it was affectedtheless. Near the end of the war, the
economic dependency that the U.S. had created eudslyafelt: prices for commodities and
construction materials skyrocketed, causing hapd&himost residents and sending the
wealthiest to Saigon.

The U.S. presence, however, had a mixed effecherobthe most important highland
issues of the war: Viethamese-Montagnard relatigxssecurity in the countryside increased,
relations between Highlanders and Lowlanders detggd as issues that had festered for some

time—Vietnamese settlement and forced Montagndotaéon—came to a head in 1968.

19 For examples of work that emphasize the role @NhF, see KrepineviciArmy and Vietnamand Seth
JacobsAmerica’s Miracle Man in Vietnam: Ngo Dinh Diem lig®n, Race, and U.S. Intervention in Southeast
Asia, 1950-1957Durham: Duke University Press, 2004). For thwhe emphasize the pre-eminence of the PAVN
(and DRV in general) in the outcome of the war, gdaary History Institute of Vietnamyictory in Vietham: The
Official History of the People's Army of Vietnar854-1975Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002),gsran
Merle L. Pribbenow. See also Summéds, StrategyMark Moyar, Triumph Forsaken: The Vietham War, 1954-
1965(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); amavis SorleyA Better War: The Unexamined Victories
and Final Tragedy of America’s Last Years in Vietr{dlew York: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1999).



Despite prodding from U.S. and local Viethamesecials, it was not until the end of 1969 that
Saigon began to issue land titles in an attemptitress the problem, and South Viethamese
failures of policy conception and execution play®d the communist narrative of capitalist
exploitation of Highlanders. The study of refugesettlement and ethnic minorities in the
central highlands reveals that South Vietnamesemorent officials had considerable agency—
agency that often contradicted the policy goals@indctives of the United States. Though
historians of the Ngo Dinh Diem era (1954-63) heaaently contested historiography that
portrays South Vietham as a mere appendage of tBe-tdr as one historian argued, a “fictive”
state—the orthodoxy depicting the post-Diem govemnand local Viethamese officials as

American puppets has heretofore not been challeffged

20 For Diem period revisionism, see CattBiem’s Final Failure and Miller, “Grand Designs.” For
“fictive state” comment, see Robert Buzzandasters of War: Military Dissent and Politics inglVietnam Era
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), ®r & exposition of Buzzanco’s “fictive state” poof view,
see James M. Carténventing Vietnam: The United States and StatediByl 1954-196&New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2008).



Chapter 2 - Foundations: Vietham and Lam Dong throgh 1954

This is another type of war...war by guerrillas, seiswes, assassins, war by ambush instead of
combat, by infiltration instead of aggression, segkictory by eroding and exhausting the
enemy instead of engaging him...It requires, in treg@tions where we must counter it...a
whole new kind of strategy, a wholly different kin€iforce.

—President John F. Kennedy, speech to West Pailetsal962

The partition of Vietham in 1954 and the subseqivga Dinh Diem period were
instrumental in setting the conditions for the depeent of Lam Dong. Seeking greater
religious and economic freedom, refugees from tbeglNmigrated to the South after the
partition of the country. Encouraged by the U.&ked Diem government, many of these
refugees settled in the highlands, placing theclase proximity to the Montagnards—the
historical occupants of the highlands. Seekinget@nomic development of the region, Diem
embarked on a policy of Montagnard resettlementfaraed assimilation.

Though the communist movement in South Vietnamesalf grave setbacks in the late
1950s, in 1960 it launched a counteroffensive Withfounding of the Front for the National
Liberation of South Vietnam (NLF). With an extrdgeffective assassination campaign, the
NLF reversed much of Diem’'s momentum, and Diem &btmyincrease security in the
countryside with a number of campaigns of forcdldge relocation—most notably, the
Strategic Hamlet program. These actions backfgseding resentment among the populace,
particularly in the highlands, where Montagnardsenesettled—ostensibly for security
reasons—and their land subsequently occupied lmycethetnamese. With a growing ethno-
nationalism encouraged by the arrival of U.S. A@pecial Forces in the early 1960s, tensions
exploded in 1964 with a Montagnard revolt in selv8ecial Forces camps in the highlands.
Though the situation was eventually resolved—Iar¢ygl Americans, and not the South
Vietnamese government—the so-called “FULRO revaigimed after the Montagnard separatist

organization that had fomented it, was a turninigiggia this region.

1 Ronald Spectorfter Tet: The Bloodiest Year in Vietnghew York: Free Press, 1993), 188.



The NLF was able to gain traction by exploitingaslages between Montagnards and
ethnic Vietnamese. With a large “carrot’—the preenof equality in a new socialist Vietham—
and an equally large “stick’—death or impressmerttee-NLF made inroads in the Montagnard
community. Through the end of 1967, the NLF in LRong maintained the initiative,
launching regimental-sized attacks and decimatiRyN and territorial force units. Though
Viethamese and American officials increased efftartdevelop territorial forces beginning in

1966, they were still not yet a match for the NLKidg this period.
Background

Viethamese and Montagnard History and Culture Through 1954

With its origins in southern China, Viethamesensokbgy was influenced by an
amalgam of beliefs incorporating three great tradg inherited from the Middle Kingdom—
Buddhism, Confucianism, and TaoidmIn A.D. 938, the nascent Vietnamese civilizatioon
independence from China and began to expand salbsbybing parts of the Cham and Khmer
kingdoms?® In the fifteenth century, a renewed challengenftbe Chinese Ming dynasty
caused the beginning of a cultural divide betweamhern and southern Viethamese, as regional
loyalties sometimes superseded a homogenous Viesaidentity* Northern Vietham was
heavily influenced by Chinese traditions of schitésm and Ming dynasty neo-Confucianism;
by contrast, southern Vietnam developed traditimfrsutonomy?> Foreign influence further
altered the economic and cultural landscape ofridiet By the 1880s, the French, who had
begun to colonize Vietnam in the mid-nineteenthtwan solidified their hold on the country
dividing it into three areas—Tonkin, Annam, and BiacChina. Cochin China was the home of

Saigon, a major port city, and the only one ofttiree territories that was a direct colony of

2 pacification Studies Group, Historical and Cull@ansiderations, Box 4, Office Files of Henry Lee
Braddock 1968-75, HQ MACV, RG472.

% There is no definitive date of Vietnamese indeeee, but in A.D. 938 the Vietnamese defeated the
Chinese at the climactic Battle of Bach-dang Ritlee; next year saw the ascendancy of Ngo Quyemesfirst
modern Vietnamese “king.” Keith W. TayldFhe Birth of ViethanBerkeley: University of California Press,
1983), 268-70.

?* |bid., 296-97.

%% |bid., 297.
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France. As a result, it was the most heavily mficed by French culture and capitalism—
eventually becoming known as “the Paris of the QirieThe health of Saigon’s market
economy would become an issue of crucial importalucag the period of American
involvement in Vietnam.

During the Vietnamese expansion, the indigenouglpedf Vietham remained
concentrated in mountainous areas of Southeast A$ia ethnic Viethamese called these people
Moi, or “savage’—the terrMlontagnard(“mountain dweller” or “mountaineer”) was firste
by the French in the 1920s as a replacement fopefarative Vietnamese terffi. The
Montagnards, or Highlanders, had migrated into moday Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia
during prehistoric times and maintained their disticulture and identity. A diverse group of
less-advanced Mon-Khmer and Malayo-Polynesian gaefih great differences from the
Indianized peoples of Cambodia and Laos as wel@sSinicized peoples of Vietnam, the
Highlanders were divided by language and furtheideid by sub-ethnic group, or tribé.In
Lam Dong most Montagnards were of Mon-Khmer sto¢khe Koho linguistic group, and
divided into the Maa and Sre subgroups.

Over the course of a millennium, wars and tenddagxpansion had gradually brought the
Montagnards and ethnic Vietnamese into close gebgral, but not cultural, contact.

Beginning in the Red River Delta in the tenth cen#y.D., the Viethamese civilization began to
expand southward. By the eleventh century, théndimese pushed south to the city of Hue,
seizing territory from the Kingdom of Champa. Tharteenth century saw Vietnamese control

from the Chinese border to the city of Da NangteA& decisive military victory over the Cham

% Terminology remains an unresolved issue. In regears, the Rhade termsa Chu(Sons of the
Mountains)andDegahave been adopted by some Montagnard communitiestatter in the large refugee
community in North Carolina—yet the lack of a commanguage has made it impossible for Highlanderse
common terminology. To avoid confusion, this studl use the terms “Montagnard” or “Highlander” tefer to
the indigenous inhabitants of the highlands andehas “ethnic Viethamese” or “Lowlander” to deberitheKinh
or Viet peoples that now occupy most of present-day Viatn&ee Hickeyi-ree in the Forestxx.

%" Though the Viethamese are most often comparduket€hinese—particularly because of similarities in
culture, governmental administration, scholarshigg literature—the ethnic Viethamese have some comalities
with the Montagnards: the Viethamese language is-Miomer (Austroasiatic) in origin and has Austrdaas
influences, and the proto-Viethamese Dong-sonizatibn (seventh century B.C. through the to foesttury A.D.)

was heavily influenced by Austroasiatics. TayRirth of Vietnamxxi, 7-10.
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in 1471, the Viethamese expanded into the coaktad, @and by the end of the seventeenth
century they had conquered the final remnantsebtice-mighty Cham civilization. By 1780,
the Viethamese had pushed westward and annexedgbaine Khmer empire, most notably the
fertile Mekong Delta. This expansion, however, wamarily in the coastal lowlands, and
though the Jarai Montagnard kingdom had a tributalgtionship with the Vietnamese court at
Hue, it, like other Montagnard communities, mainéai its autonomy and relative isolatidn.
The historical lack of contact was due in parti® traditional beliefs of the Viethamese, who
felt that the highlands were the haunt of evilispiand that the upland streams carried
“poisoned” water which caused “fever,” or malariBhe lack of natural irrigation in the
highlands further discouraged Viethamese settlefecause most Viethamese cultivated wet
rice as a staple crop.

Additionally, an attitude of hostility prevailed—ehiethnamese considered all non-
Sinitic peoples to be “barbarians.” In the fiftéeoentury the Vietnamese royal court began
attempts to limit the corrupting influence of treuthern civilizations, going so far as to prohibit
Vietnamese intermarriage with Montagnards and éveradvanced Chafil. Foreign influence
exacerbated these tensions; upon completion af ¢baguest of modern-day Vietham in 1883,
the French declared the highlands a separate dandisought to limit ethnic Vietnamese
influence in the area. With a population of 500,891900, the Montagnards represented a
dominant force in the highlands, and the Frenclglsbto make inroads into Highlander
communities in order to use their land for econopn@jects such as rubber, tea, and coffee
plantations. These efforts to gain influence wargely successful—many Montagnards saw the
French as protectors. In 1950, by French decredjitihlands became a crown domain and thus
were not a part of the Viethamese states of Anflankin and Cochin China. In 1951, the
titular head of Vietnam, Bao Dai, promulgatestatut particulier(special statute) that
recognized highlander courts, land rights, andrautoy within the framework of the
Indochinese state. During the First Indochina iarght between the forces of the French
Union and the Viet Minh, the French Union Fourtfahtry Division—the “Montagnard

Division"—was led by ethnic Vietnamese officers bomposed primarily of HighlanderS.

% Hickey, Sons of the Mountaing44-45.
9 |bid., 146, 154.
% |bid., 407-35.
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Equally influential in Vietham, particularly in¢bhighlands, was the Frengfission
civilisatrice (civilizing mission). In contrast to the TheravaBladdhism of Indian-influenced
civilizations and the Mahayana Buddhism, Daoisna, @onfucianism of Chinese-influenced
civilizations, the various Montagnard tribes adldeiea somewhat diverse set of traditional
beliefs which emphasized various animist spirit$ atual animal sacrificé! In the mid-
nineteenth century and early twentieth centurypeetvely, French Catholic and American
Protestant missionaries began to proselytize ihlaigl communities. Their efforts were largely
successful; of the one-hundred most influential Mgard leaders during the Vietnam Warr,
fifty-five adhered to traditional religious practi, thirty identified themselves as Catholics,
fourteen identified as Protestants, and one idedtiis a Buddhist In 1850, missionaries in
highland communities began to introduce a Romaptsor Montagnard languages similar to
the Viethames®uoc Ngu This was relatively unsuccessful, however, astriontagnards felt
that there was no need for a written langu&ge.

The least understood and most problematic Montalgnidtural issue, however, was that
of agricultural methods. Though Viethamese and Ufffials often described the Highlanders
as “nomadic” people who practiced “slash-and-buymcalture,” the reality was more
complex®* The various Montagnard groups all observed atipecalled swidden farming or
shifting cultivation. This involved clearing ploté land through the slash and burn method. As
they did not practice crop rotation, they farmealat of land until the soil was exhausted and
then moved to an adjacent plot of land. At anyegitime, a Montagnard farmer might have one

plot of land actively being cultivated and anotfeur or five lying fallow. As soil nutrients

31 salemink Ethnography of Vietnam’s Central Highlande2¥-28; HickeySons of the Mountaingvi.

32 Hickey, Free in the Forest307. These numbers somewhat obscure the faanay Highlanders
practiced a syncretic religion combining elemeritaromism and Christianity. Religious demograptigs
Vietnamese province are problematic, as provinagbaries did not correspond to the geographicahtaries of
each Montagnard ethnic group. Both Toplui Piert8riih and Topui K’Broi, the two leaders of the Srthnic
group that comprised most of the Montagnard popmriah Lam Dong, were Catholic.

% Paul L. SeitzMen of Dignity: The Montagnards of South Vietn@Bar-le-Duc, France: Imprimerie
Saint-Paul, 1975), 27.

3 See, for example, Gerald Hickey, “Land Titlestloe Highlanders,” 12 December 1968, Box 15, General
Records, Office of Management Support, MACV CORDB2IRG472 and Gerald Hickey, “The Highland People
of South Vietnam: Social and Economic Developmgi®RPA Study RM-5281-ARPA], May 1967, Box 2, lbid.
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were restored—depending on environmental fact@sally a five- to seven-year process—the
farmer would seed the previously cultivated plotgpically, Montagnards would remain in
their settlements for generations, and move ondnifironmental or situational conditions
dictated. As large amounts of land lay fallow @y given time, however, many ethnic
Vietnamese considered swidden farming to be “waktahd “primitive.”> A growing dispute
over land would increase in the 1950s and by tl&®4 9vould become one of the key issues in
the central highlands.

Lam Dong

Lam Dong province (see figure A.1), located atgbethern end of the central highlands
was approximately 180 kilometers northeast of Saige@/ith an average temperature of 20-25
degrees Celsius year-round, the province had a milder climate than the lowlands of
Vietnam. A rugged, rural province, Lam Dong featljungle extending up slopes of mountains
and modern agriculture along the plateau. As a kiBary survey noted in 1963, “The terrain
through Lam Dong Province is advantageous for seeaf guerrilla tactics.” As the only areas
of cleared vegetation were along roads, the presehitees and heavy underbrush provided
“easy concealment for military forces and favors tise of ambushes by either friendly or
enemy forces3®

In 1963, the provincial capital, Bao Loc city (dexd from the Koho Montagnard name,
“Blao”), had a population of 7200 and like most of tbens and villages in Lam Dong was
located close to the major road, National Highw@ywhich bisected the province from the
southwest to the northeast and connected the mitigs of Dalat and Saigon. Many inhabitants
of Bao Loc had employment at French-owned tea atamts, and U.S. advisors operated out of
Bao Loc Agricultural College, a four-year collegdgilbby the United States Overseas Mission
(USOM) in 1956 with a population of approximate§02students. The province advisory team
occupied two five-room houses which formerly housellege professors, and provided

assistance to the province chief, district chi€lsjl Guard (the PF’s predecessor) and the Self

% Ibid.
3 Lam Dong Survey, 1963, Historian’s Background $iililitary History Branch, Box 12, MACJ3,
RG472.
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Defense Corps (the RF’s predecessor). Bao Loonasyalso the capital of Bao Loc district,
which comprised the western half of Lam Ddfg.

Di Linh city (derived from the Koho nameDjiring”), the capital of Di Linh district,
which encompassed the eastern half of Lam DongJotased approximately 35 kilometers
northeast of Bao Loc city and had a population@@Bpeople employed in tea and coffee
plantations and a 350-person leprosarium run bytitaolic Church. Inter-province Route 8
passed through the city, connecting Ban Me ThudtRiman Thiet. Most dwellings in Di Linh
and Bao Loc cities were built of cinderblock ordarivith wood frames, while in the outlying
villages, most homes were simple thatched hutsioiwo and grass dwellings.

With a land mass of approximately 4700 squarenkdters and a 1963 population
estimated at 62,000, Lam Dong had the low poputadensity characteristic of the central
highlands. The estimated 33,000 Vietnamese ar@@dontagnards also reflected the ethnic
diversity typical of this area in the 1968sUntil 1954, the majority of highlands residentsres
Montagnards. After the July 1954 Geneva Accordiedrthe First Indochina War and
temporarily partitioned Vietham along the seventegarallel into the communist Democratic
Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and the noncommunist R#jauof Vietham (RVN), approximately
800,000 Northerners immigrated to the South. Mairtye refugees were Catholics and Nung
fearing religious or ethnic persecution, Viethamebe had assisted the French and feared
retribution, and those who sought greater econ@mgortunity in the South. In order to give
itself political power in key areas, the Diem gaveent settled many of these refugees around
Saigon and in the central highlantsIn the highlands, the resettlement put large renbf

ethnic Vietnamese in close proximity with the Magrtards for the first time.

¥ Ibid.

% |bid.; Koho names oBlao andDijiring from Neil Olsen, “The Other War,” 26 January 1968,
collection of Mr. Olsen’s unpublished letters.

% Ibid.

0 Demographic information on the refugees remainzétise. According to one sample of 12,550
refugees, 11 percent were men, 23 percent womerG&percent children. Catholics composed 93 peiakthe
refugee population, and 86 percent of those sudvegasidered themselves poor—most made their ligig
fishermen or laborers. Other groups, however, wereposed largely of Viethamese who had serveldaritench
colonial army, and their dependents. Ronald Bnkuen, Jr. Operation Passage to Freedom: The United States
Navy in the Vietham W4Lubbock: Texas Tech University Press, 2007),284,36.
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Conclusion
Lam Dong was typical of many provinces in the hagias in that it contained large
numbers of both ethnic Viethamese and Montagnatdsmost of the ethnic Viethamese had
immigrated to the highlands in the mid-1950s, the tultures had a very brief period in which
to overcome their vast social, cultural, and lisgjaidifferences. Significantly, most Vietnamese
considered the Montagnard agricultural practicevatiden farming to be wasteful and
primitive—an issue that would be of great importas the war progressed and government

programs attempted to allocate land to both gradpople.
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Chapter 3 — Tumultuous Change: 1954 through 1967

In Il Corps, GVN forces are on the defensive andfjzation efforts have stopped...Some GVN
forces in Il Corps are already in a pessimistiofesof mind and are reluctant to engage in
offensive operations...[the] Montagnard situationjlevtemporarily quiescent, may explode at
any time.

—Telegram from General William Westmorelandnosander U.S.
MACYV, to General Earle Wheeler, chairman of the .WJ@&nt Chiefs of Staff, 6 March 1985

After the Geneva Accords ended the First Indochifaa, the French presence was
gradually replaced by American patronage. The Diwigy Eisenhower administration doubled
the number of U.S. military advisors from approxietg 350 to 700 and gave South Vietham
more than $500 million in military aid and morent.5 billion in economic aitf. The
planned elections of 1956 never occurred—the ViethMlaimed that Diem had reneged on the
Geneva Accords because he was sure to lose, wigita Elaimed that Viet Minh subversion had
rendered spurious any possibility of free electieasd through the late 1950s Diem solidified
his hold on power through repressive anti-communisasures. With their forces in the south
decimated, the revolutionary movement fought bémkning the Central Office for South
Vietham (COSVN) and the Front for the National Lrdgt@on of South Viethnam (NLF) in
December 1960. In 1961, newly inaugurated U.Ssi@eat John F. Kennedy began an
ambitious plan to expand the assistance efforottSVietnam. Over the next two years, the
number of U.S. advisors grew to 16,000 and the modtitious Diem initiative, the Strategic
Hamlet program, reached its zenith. The Stratelgimlet program, which sought to secure
villagers from the NLF through settlement in fagd compounds, eventually succumbed to

increased NLF attacks and villager resentment ateyed by forced relocatidh.

“1 Foreign Relations of the United Stafeereafter FRUS1964-1968 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1996), II:
400-01.

“2 John Pradog/ietham: The History of an Unwinnable War, 19458 @7awrence: University Press of
Kansas, 2009), 58.

“3 Catton,Diem’s Final Failure 185-92.
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In 1962, U.S. Military Assistance Command Vietnd/tACV) replaced the U.S.

Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG). The @®on of MACV was an important step in
the Americanization of the war, as it brought comdhauthority to the U.S. organization in
Vietnam, and divided the country into four Corp<fi@al Zones: | Corps had responsibility for
the northern portion of the RVN, Il Corps consistédhe central highlands and central coastal
provinces of the country, 1ll Corps oversaw thegBaiarea, and IV Corps encompassed the
Mekong Delta!* Of note, however, there were structural defides the U.S. command
structure. Because the overall headquarters éocéntral highlands, Il Corps, included five
lowland provinces that were demographically difféerfeom the seven highland provinces, it
included not only the 600,000 Montagnards of thared highlands, but also 2.3 million ethnic
Vietnamesé® The result was that the U.S. command structuseinfzerently less responsive to
the unique circumstances in the highlands, whepeoxgmately half of the inhabitants were
Montagnards.

Throughout Vietnam, Diem’s initiatives proved ingdate against the NLF offensive,
and rising tensions between the Catholic Diem &ediajority Buddhist population of Vietnam
were the catalyst for a U.S.-approved coup whigipled and killed Diem in November 1963.
The coup proved disastrous for stability in Saigod in 1964 U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson
escalated the war in order to shore up a weak motganized Saigon government. By 1965,
U.S. ground troops were conducting combat operatiotsouth Vietnam, and over the next two
years, American troop presence rose from 120,08@®000. After two years of conventional
operations emphasizing quantitative measures ssibbdy counts, the U.S. decided to devote
increased resources to counterinsurgency, or ‘jgatidn,” and established Civil Operations and
Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) in mi&a49which unified military and civilian

efforts under a single command.

“4 Depending on the document and its organizatioe/feriod, these areas are variously referred to as
CTZs, Corps, or Military Regions (MRs); this papall use “Corps” to describe each command area.

5 .M. Guess, Chief, EMA Branch to Leo Ruelas, ChiD, 3 May 1968, Box 9, MACV CORDS MR2,
Office of Management Support, General Records, RG4Jf note, Montagnards were almost always under-
counted in the highlands; even the U.S. Chief efltfCorps Ethnic Minorities Affairs Branch estiredtthat there
were only 400,000 Highlanders in Il Corps, whildetbauthority Gerald Hickey estimated that thereawe
approximately 600,000, with an additional 200,00@ther CTZs.
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During this period, Lam Dong underwent tumultuobarge. Like most of the
highlands, a tradition of central government hatlaxasted at the province level, and the 1955
establishment of the RVN brought government adrtretisrs at the province level. Increased
settlement, directed by Saigon, changed the ethaleup of the province, and in the late 1950s
and early 1960s Lam Dong transitioned from majddighlander to majority Vietnamese. The
American advisory effort began in earnest withel@blishment of MACV in February 1962;
by 1964 U.S. advisors were present in every Sougtngmese province. During 1964-1967,
U.S. advisors struggled to establish local goveraand build the nascent territorial militia to
provide local security. As more U.S. forces erdeveetnam, these efforts were soon
overshadowed by battalion-sized operations as moiged about the highlands in search of a
resurgent NLF. The heyday of the revolutionary smaent in Lam Dong, 1965-1967, saw local
and main force NLF units launch company- and hattasized operations, inflicting heavy

casualties on territorial forces as well as RVN Angkrican regulars.

The Inter-war Period

With the end of the First Indochina War in 1954etviam finally had its borders defined
under the terms of the Geneva Accords. In Mar@db1®iem put the highlands under the
administrative control of Saigon, and in Octobexytivere formally incorporated into the
nascent Republic of Vietnam which soon classiffezlMontagnards as “ethnic minorities,” an
action that infuriated Montagnard leaders who olesethat they had been the sole inhabitants of
the highlands for thousands of years. In 1956y@ualaunched an ambitious land development
program throughout the highlands designed to peembnomic opportunities for the South
Viethamese.

As a prelude to economic development, Diem soughbhsolidate his power by settling
ethnic Vietnamese in the sparsely populated higidarn response, in 1955 indigenous leaders
formed the Front for the Liberation of the Montagisa(FLM) and demanded equal treatment in
the civil service and recognition of land claiffiswith their claims disregarded, in 1957 an
FLM activist made a failed assassination attempbiem’s life*” Further exacerbating tensions

was an ambitious RVN land development programgbaght to expropriate highland areas in

“® Hickey, Free in the Forest50-51.
" Pradosyietnam,58.
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order to support Vietham’s growing consumer economnyresponse, a low-level U.S. official
urged Saigon to recognize Montagnard land rightsstgcommendation, however, fell on deaf
ears. As tensions grew, semi-independent schelets as Gerald Hickey and Bernard Fall
urged greater consideration of indigenous landrdaivhile high level U.S. civilian advisors
such as Wolf Ladejinsky and the Michigan State Ersity Advisory Group supported Diem’s
policy of Vietnamese settlement and forced Montagjassimilatiorf® In 1957, Montagnards
formed the Bajaraka (a combination of Bahnar, J&hade, and Koho—the four major
Montagnard ethno-linguistic groups in Vietham) maeat. The following year, Bajaraka
protest marches resulted in RVN imprisonment oféigder leaders and confiscation of the
spears and crossbows that most Montagnards useeag®ns'® At the end of the decade, the
Diem government promulgated decrees prohibitinghtdigders from owning lantf. With
relatively limited U.S. influence during this pediche government of South Vietnam

promulgated and enforced increasingly restrictivagures directed at its Montagnard citizens.

1961-1963: The Beginnings of the American War

At the beginning of the decade, U.S. officials &hthat ethnic minorities, particularly
Montagnards, would be prime targets for commumistuitment because of their subordinate
status in Viethnamese society. Yet American effdusng this era inadvertently exacerbated
cleavages between Highlanders and ethnic Vietham@&seajor U.S. study in 1961 recognized
the strategic importance of the highlands, andgeized that the NLF was moving at will in the
area, which they could use as staging areas toatdhé more populated areas of the country.
Under President Kennedy, a proponent of countergesicy and unconventional warfare, the
U.S. expanded its efforts throughout Vietham—pat&dy in the highlandd® By the end of
1961, U.S. Special Forces were serving as adviedR&/N Special Forces units in the
highlands, most of which were comprised of Montagaded by Vietnamese officers and
NCOs. Simultaneously, the Combined Studies Groupreicname for the U.S. Central

Intelligence Agency (CIA) in Vietham—establishee ttiillage Defense and Mountain Scout

8 Hickey, Free in the Forest]9, 43-45.
9 Kelly, U.S. Army Special Force$9-20
*%bid., 135

*! |bid., 19-20
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programs. The Village Defense program entaileldgérs denouncing the NLF in exchange for
arms and training in local defense. The Mountaiou$ program, also known as the Commando
program, involved training for Highlanders in infdtion, tactics, psychological operations, civic
action, and intelligence collectiof.

The advisory effort continued to expand; in Febyu862 the U.S. government replaced
the MAAG with MACV, and a growing American presenndhe highlands exacerbated
tensions between RVN and U.S. officials. In micg329under Operation Switchback, the CIA
transferred Village Defense and Mountain Scout o (now called the Civilian Irregular
Defense Group, or CIDG) and other highland openatio MACV>® Considerable debate about
highland policy characterized this period; Saigtficials expressed reservations about arming
Highlanders, and CIA personnel lamented that Upectl Forces had changed their programs
from political and defensive in nature to militaagd offensive, resulting in Americans, rather
than Vietnamese, leading operatidhs.

Of particular importance, mutual misunderstandingracterized U.S involvement in the
highlands in the early 1960s. Many highland leaddro had been involved in the ethno-
nationalist Bajaraka movement welcomed the U.Seqiree, as they felt it would shelter them
from the wrath of the Vietnamese governnt@niolicy failures by the RVN and U.S. during
this period meant increased Highlander alienatimhdissatisfaction with their government. As
a U.S. Special Forces commander in Vietham, ColBragicis Kelly, noted in a semi-official
history, during the early years in Vietnam, the hyewdependent U.S. Special Forces
organization was learning by doing, and often pecadta “let’'s-try-it-and see-what-happens”
approach?® U.S. Special Forces troops often oversteppetidhedaries of their advisory role,
assuming command of RVN Special Forces units whey ¢éncountered problems with the
Vietnamese officers. Often inadvertently, U.S. petence was contrasted with Viethamese

incompetence, and Highlanders increasingly graadtatvay from the RVN.

*2 Hickey, Free in the Forest74-78.
%3 lves,U.S. Special Force®7-32.

** Hickey, Free in the Forest79-81.
*° |bid., 83.

%6 Kelly, U.S. Army Special Force&0.

21



Many U.S. advisors observed that Montagnards tetmlechbody the qualities most
prized by the American fighting man. By virtuegsnetics, pre-modern technology, and a rural
lifestyle, Highlanders tended to be more muscutal l@ad greater physical strength and
endurance than the ethnic Vietnamese. In additigghysical attributes, Montagnards often
exemplified the values most important to Americalidiers—honesty, courage and loyalty. The
Highlanders’ lack of guile and artifice was endegrio their advisors, and their bravery became
legendary. Lam Dong RF/PF advisor Major JosepheéMu@called that in a protracted battle on
24 February 1967, two NLF main force battalionsroae two RF companies and an ARVN
company. With almost all of the RVN soldiers kiler seriously wounded, Mucelli and several
RF soldiers fought together in a ditch againstcittes from all sides. As a group of NLF
soldiers approached, a Montagnard RF soldier, whase Mucelli did not even know, shouted
in Koho that he had expended the last of his amtimi Seeing several enemy soldiers
approaching Mucelli from the advisor’s blind sitlee RF soldier pitched his Browning
Automatic Rifle at his enemies and then threw logdybover that of his American advisor.

Killed instantly by incoming submachine gun rountti® Montagnard’s action saved the life of
his advisor and allowed Mucelli to kill his attackend survive the engagement.

Additionally, genuine concern for the plight of thlentagnards drew U.S. troops closer
to the Highlanders. Some advisors explicitly coragahe situation in the highlands to the
nineteenth-century American frontier. SpecialistiFNeil Olsen, who learned the Koho
language during his tour in Lam Dong, summed ujea ¢ommon among many Americans
assigned to the highlands:

In working with the RF companies, | have come towhe Koho people and their
language and culture. These people, like all Mgmaiads, have gotten the raw end of the deal
from the ruling Vietnamese. All Montagnards hédite Yietnamese with a holy passion. The
situation is somewhat reminiscent of the way watée our Indians in the last century. |
personally feel that they are the most trustwoditoup around. A Koho soldier will thank you
for a kindness, perhaps paperback book, or sonwyche appreciatabe gift and knows that it
is given with friendship. The typical Viethamesigo{ugh not all, but most) expedtse

®" Joseph Mucelli, “Combat Actions in Lam Dong, 24feary 1967, recollection written in 2008. | am
indebted to Major Mucelli for sharing with me nuroes written statements, personal recollections,raaps from

his 45 months in Lam Dong province.
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Americans to lubricate his palm and land with bduhgifts. | think that [there] might well be
another conflict between the Montagnards and tiegn@mese when all of us are finished getting
the Communists off our back. | would support therithgnards to the hilt. (I was always for the
underdogy®
Because of the natural human inclination to supth@tunderdog—as basketball player Wilt
Chamberlain once pithily observed, “Nobody roots@Gmliath—many American advisors
relished their role as protectors of the Montagsaeden though this duty had not been
prescribed by U.S. officials. Remaining neutrabwary difficult; American soldiers in another
highland province noted that U.S. military advisamese “caught between two cultures that
disliked each other immensely?”

Additionally, prior to the 1960s French researchers undertaken almost all
ethnographic study of the highlands; American krealgke of the unique history and
demographics of the region was sparse. In thliygars of American involvement in
Vietnam, American officials offered little guidanoa how to resolve disputes between
Montagnards and Vietnamese in the highlands, amdrjofficers and NCOs were often on their
own to formulate policy. While higher-level U.Sficials from the early 1960s often
demonstrated ignorance of Montagnard history aftdre+—for example, by referring to
highlanders by the pejorative term6i"—lower-level CIA and military officers warned of
potential Highlander backlash against Diem’s refioceand “cultural uplift” program8’ Had
the U.S. officials responsible for the formulatiminpolicy understood issues such as France’s

role as benefactor of the Montagnards and theriesianimosity between the Highlanders and

%8 Neil Olsen, letter entitled “The Other War,” 2dary 1968, from an unpublished collection of Mr.
Olsen'’s letters home from Vietham. | am gratefuMr. Olsen—who has since become one of the foremqmerts
on the Koho language—for sharing his personalrettéth me.

%9 Introduction to “Tales from the Team: Stories @hdtos from MACV Team 31 [Cheo Reo Province],”
unpublished compendium of recollections from U@isors Joe Pickerill, Max Lund, Larry White, Stenarrison,
Lewis Grissaffi, and Jim O’Malley. | am gratefol Mr. Grissaffi and Mr. O’Malley for offering to sine their
recollections with me.

%0 ForMoi reference, see for example, Memorandum from Edangdale to Maxwell Taylor, n.d. [July
1961]; for warnings based on input of lower-levélitary and CIA officers, see Central Intelligenégency,
Memorandum for the Secretary of Defense, 13 JuB21Both in Mike Gravel, edBentagon Papers/ol. 2
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), 644, 687.
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Vietnamese, the situation in the highlands mightehdeveloped in a manner more favorable to
RVN interests.

Instead, as Colonel Kelly lamented, the close imahip that developed between the
Montagnards and Americans—one a pre-literate gofupbesmen who wore loincloths and
hunted with spears and crossbows, the other a grosidiers armed with automatic weapons
and the ability to summon helicopter gunships hih assistance of a tactical radio—"tended to
diminish the authority of the counterpart Vietnam&pecial Forces almost to the point of
eliminating the chain of comman@&” As the U.S. increasingly dominated decision-mgkin
Vietnam, it helped foster a separate Montagnardtigyewith implicit guarantees of increased
rights and treatment—guarantees that the U.S. walle, and the RVN unwilling, to redeem
during the late-war period. Both parties’ failtoeformulate consistent policy would prove to be
disastrous.

1964-1967: The GVN on the ropes

RVN-Montagnard Relationsin the Khanh Era

During January 1964, General Nguyen Khanh, commaoidde Vietnamese forces in
the highlands, overthrew the ruling junta in Saigéthanh, who had commanded Mobile Group
Il operating in the highlands during the First Indma War, changed policy and released
Montagnard activist Y Bham Enuol, appointing hinpdgy province chief for highland affairs in
Darlac. Khanh also released other highland leamigisn May 1964 upgraded the bureau of
highland affairs to a directorate under the Miryistf Defense® Despite these improvements,
U.S. officials in the highlands expressed skepticisoting that the “Montagnard-Viethamese
problem continues with minimum progress being madesolving it.” Though there was
interest at the local level, the officials argukdttthe “problem must be resolved at the national
level and specific instructions forwarded to thevdéo administrative echelons before any

progress can be mad®"U.S. officials continued to monitor closely theiation between RVN

1 Kelly, U.S. Army Special ForceS§3, 167.

%2 Hickey, Free in the Forest93-95.

%3 MACJ3 Il Corps Monthly Evaluation, June 1964, BoXMACVJ3 Evaluation and Analysis Division,
Monthly Evaluation Reports March 1964-July 1965,/H@&.
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and Montagnard leaders. In August, the VietnanieSerps commander convened a
“Montagnard Congress” to allow civilian and miligguersonnel to express their grievan¥es.
Despite these measures, in September 1964 sewchestrated by tHaont Uni de
Lutte des Races Opprimégénited Struggle Front for the Oppressed RaceEURO), a
Montagnard, Khmer Krom, and Cham ethno-nationakgiaratist organization, broke out in five
highland Special Forces camps. Killing and takiogtage Viethamese soldiers but sparing
Americans, approximately 3,000 rebels proclaimesir thesire to retake territory that they
claimed had been stolen from the ethnic minoriiegietnam®® Specifically, FULRO
demanded a powerful representative in Saigon,darsiilitary and economic aid, and an
American-trained force of ethnic minorities to pidessecurity for the highlands.

After disregarding Vietnamese demands to launcatick to free the hostages, U.S.
Special Forces troops negotiated an end to this.cigmerican officials noted that the rebellion
was quelled not by RVN officials, but by “US inflnge and the quick, effective action of US
advisors.” American observers blamed both thegtdMamese enemies and their Vietnamese
allies, suggesting that Montagnard separatism lead kncouraged by NLF propaganda, which
was able to capitalize on “the maltreatment suffdrg the Montagnards at the hands of the
Vietnamese, past and presefft.Tn turn, RVN officials argued that U.S. interface in the
highlands had helped precipitate the revolt. ORY/N general blamed a legacy of French and
American colonialism and neo-colonialism, arguingtf “The white man has a certain mystique
for the highland people that the Viethamese dchawe.®®

In the aftermath of the revolt, Khanh, pressungthie U.S., made significant concessions
at a highlands Viethnamese-Montagnard conferent® RVN leader granted amnesty for

dissident leaders, promised to practice positigerdnination regarding Montagnard school and

% MACJ3 Il Corps Monthly Evaluation, August 1964idb

% MACJ3 Il Corps Monthly Evaluation, September 1984d.; Hickey,Free in the Fores99-100. The
Cham were the remnants of the ancient empire offfpazand the Khmer Krom had been inhabitants ofprthe
Khmer empire that the Viethamese had conquerdaeimineteenth century. Though mentioned in the ROL
manifesto, the bulk of FULRO membership and leddpr&ras composed of Montagnards.

% Ibid., 103.

8" MACJ3 Il Corps Monthly Evaluation, September 198xd.

®8 Hickey, Free in the Forest]04.
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job applications, withdrew Diem’s land ownershigges of 1958 and 1959, established a
junior military school for Montagnard children, agd to the teaching of Montagnard languages
alongside Vietnamese in primary school, and prodniseallow Highlanders into a prestigious
military academy® Though instability between Buddhists and Catlsolicsouthern Vietnam
caused Khanh to cede power to Air Marshal Nguyem IGain February 1965, Khanh'’s
promises of education and respect for Highlandéuiand land rights would come back to
haunt the South Viethamese government.

Territorial Forcesin the Khanh Era

The RVN pushed for maximum use of the territofates in the mid-1960s. Though the
large-scale increase in U.S. forces countered riaag® NLF units, the PF absorbed about half
of all NLF actions against RVNAF forces from 196idugh 1967° During this period, there
was ample reason for Saigon and its patron, theed@tates—which had increased leverage as
the American presence expanded and a series of iealamese leaders attempted to
consolidate power—to focus on the expansion, deveémt and training of the territorial forces.
In 1965, the annual per capita costs for an RFHeoldere less than one-third that of an ARVN
soldier, while per capita costs for a PF soldiereAess than one-eighth of an ARVN soldier.
This cost disparity gradually lessened as the payeguipment gap between the various forces
was narrowed, yet even by 1967, when there wagdantigly less difference in training and
equipment between ARVN and the RF—on average asdRlter cost less than half of ARVN
soldier and a PF soldier less than one-third thahcdARVN serviceman—MACYV and the South
Vietnamese Joint General Staff (JGS) did not afultg use the territorial forces. It was not
until the end of 1967 that MACV set in motion plansncrease the training of the territorial
forces; by April 1968, the U.S. had formed 114 Mel#dvisory Teams (MATS), raising the

proportion of RF/PF advisors to eleven percenheftbtal U.S. advisors in South Vietndh.

89 MACJ3 Il Corps Monthly Evaluation, October 1968id.

" Thomas C. Thayer, Office of the Deputy Assistatr8tary of Defense (Systems AnalysisBystems
Analysis View of the Vietham War: 1965-19v3l. 7, U.S. Army Center of Military History [heafter CMH], 145.

" Ibid., 146. Fiscal Year (FY) 1965 figures for ssmdier were ARVN $2147, RF $600, PF $258;
FY1966 figures were ARVN$2073, RF $919, PF $534;1067 figures were ARVN $1893, RF $892, PF $571.
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During this period, Lam Dong experienced problemtirning the territorial militia into
an effective fighting force. Overall, there wasldi activity in the province in 1964, though the
small advisory team almost immediately began eepeing problems with officer leadership in
the provinc€? With emphasis on expanding territorial forces-1864 Lam Dong had recruited
approximately 2900 of 3500 authorized territor@ices authorized—the province made strides
to improve its local security. The territorial ma suffered from poor training, equipment,
organization, and morale; as a result, in 1964 @aajtempted to improve morale with a pay
raise’® The period saw an influx of Combat Youth—a quaitary training and organization
program of the early 1960s—into the PF and by titead 1964, a total of twelve RF companies
and twenty-three PF platoons were assigned torthenee. The province senior advisor noted
that the “Province Chief is ineffective as a Se€@ommander” and “has repeatedly failed to
assume an offensive posture or to take an actteegist” in military planning. The province
chief did not listen to U.S. advice, the provineaisr advisor noted, and the chief’s single-
minded focus on the defense of the provincial eapiais a contributing factor in his lack of
interest in other activitie§. The complaints would be repeated by successiwdmre advisors;
it would not be until 1968 that Lam Dong receivegravince chief who assigned priority to the
planning and execution of offensive operations.

Even with increased numbers of U.S. advisors, tYB/'R positions in the highlands
deteriorated in 1965. In a harbinger of futurergsethe NLF used the Tet cease-fire to re-arm
and conduct troop movements and attacks througheutighlands. The deteriorating security
situation in the countryside led to increased numbérefugees displaced by NLF activity. By
April 1965, at least 126,000 civilians, most of whavere Montagnards, had either fled or been
forced to move by the RVN. Overwhelmed with thentwer of refugees, Vietnamese officials

participated in symbolic measures such as the didicof a Montagnard trade school in

2 Lam Dong SAME Report, August 1964, Box 2, Senidwigors Monthly Evaluation (SAME) Reports,
MACYV J3 Evaluation and Analysis Division, RG472.

3 MACJ3 Il Corps Monthly Evaluation, June 1964, BoxMACVJ3 Evaluation and Analysis Division,
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LD SAME, November 1964, Box 4, Senior Advisors Ntig Evaluation (SAME) Reports, MACV J3
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Pleiku> To make matters worse for Saigon, increased Midtdiction of major supply routes
in the highlands—to include Lam Dong’s Highway 20at4sed a severe shortage of civilian
commodities, leading to a doubling of prices ondhen market and a thriving black market.

In Lam Dong, RF and PF allocations were almost detaly filled, but there were still problems
with present for duty strength, especially with Bie. As 1965 progressed, there were increased
numbers of combat engagements between the Lam @anitgrial forces and the NLF, but the
PF still had many members who were unarmed andinett. Further exacerbating problems, a
U.S. advisor noted, at least two of the RF commendere “unsatisfactory” due “to their
inexperience and lack of mature judgment.” Addiélby, he observed, though province
personnel generally accepted advice on minor nsttieey were “very hesitant to accept advice
on matters affecting major policy changes or majut displacementg*

Through 1965, the RF and PF were increasinglyeédhat the platoon and squad levels
yet continued to suffer from poor junior officealiership. In the province, the RF bore the
brunt of combat action, but when the PF engagdxitie, they were more likely to suffer
disproportionate casualties. By the end of the,ytba province had still not filled its RF and PF
allocations and continued to experience problentls gleésertions in both of these organizations.
Nonetheless, and despite the reluctance of prov@acters to use their forces in an offensive
role, 1965 saw growth in the size of the territbitaces and increased numbers of operations,
particularly offensive night patrol§. Trends in Lam Dong reflected developments through
the country; though desertion remained a gravelpmnobespecially in the territorial forces, a
year-old RVN conscription directive had helpedftiilé ranks of the burgeoning armed forces.
By November 1965 Saigon controlled 300,000 regwdacslocal officials controlled 260,000
territorial militia split evenly between the RF aR&.°

> Preceding paragraph from MACJ3 Il Corps Monthlyations, February-May 196gassim, Ibid.

"® MACJ3 Il Corps Monthly Evaluation, June 1964, bid

7LD SAME, January 1965, Box 6, Ibid. In the RF|yombout 1500 of 1800 assigned were present for
duty, compared with 1580 of 1630 assigned in the PF

8 LD SAME, February 1965, Ibid.; LD SAME, March 196@%ox 7, Ibid.; LD SAME, April 1965, Box 8,
Ibid.; LD SAME, May 1965; LD SAME, August 1965, B, Ibid.; LD SAME, November 1965, Box 12, Ibid.;
LD SAME, December 1965, Box 13, Ibid.
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Diem’s ouster, however, had brought to power asesf inept juntas in Saigon, and as
the government struggled to consolidate poweremtiid-1960s, U.S. ground troops continued
to pour into the country in an attempt to stabitize situation. Though the introduction of
American troops temporarily remedied the securttyasion, they had a detrimental effect on the
territorial militia program. Beginning in 1965,&lJ.S. advisory effort was perennially
undermanned, as the focus shifted to the manniggmfentional units. In 1967, realizing the
need for more advisors, particularly for the tenial forces, MACV began a plan to create 254
five-man teams to train and advise the RF and PFinitaative that would become the Mobile
Advisory Team (MAT) program. In 1968 MACV authaer an additional 2500 advisors,
mainly to the territorial militia. Yet during tr&ucial 1965-1968 period, the large-unit
conventional war occupied the focus of the U.Sitamy, and most U.S. advisory shortages—
over 2400 personnel, a 29 percent deficit—weraviitmilitary and RF/PF area®.

Competition for Highlander Loyalty

During 1965 and 1966, relations between the RVNtaadviontagards fluctuated with
continued leadership changes in Saigon. In A@@5] Saigon launched tAeuong Son
program in an attempt to improve relations in tighlands. Named after a mountain range in
the highlandsTruong Sor(TS) was a civic action program which conductedrapons in
highland areas and was one of the first Saigoratives that attempted to improve relations with
Highlanders. An official U.S. briefing noted thhe goals of the program were the improvement
of “the economic and social condition of the Momtagls, political action to spread GVN
[Government of Vietnam] propaganda themes” and avwgment of RVN-Montagnard
relations™

There were myriad problems, however, with thecstme and implementation of the TS
initiative. A similar program for the ethnic Vietmese, the Revolutionary Development (RD)
program, began in January 1966, but there wagye [aay disparity between the two programs, a
problem that was not rectified until 1967. Additatly, Saigon policy allowed ethnic

Vietnamese to serve in the TS, but Montagnards veebédden from serving in the

8 Thayer,Systems Analysi¥ol 7, 149.
8 MACCORDS Briefing, Truong Son Cadre Program, 29 1967, Box 10, MACV CORDS, MR2,
Office of Management Support, General Records, RG47
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Revolutionary Development program. In total, tHe program had 27,000 cadre members
while the TS had only 7000. Additionally, TS cathaned at a separate Montagnard training
center near Pleiku, while the RD cadre trainedh@tnhore prestigious National Training Center
in Vung Tau. A U.S. CORDS report noted that thepf&ram was more successful than the
RD initiative in gaining the support of the popudat This was not only the result of the simpler
mission of the TS—they were not expected to acinagéViet Cong Infrastructure” (the
political apparatus of the NLF)—but also becausa @fommon membership in a despised
ethnic minority.” Nonetheless, most American adkssagreed that the typical TS cadre member
was “more diligent, more honest, and more dedictitad his Viethamese counterpart.”
Statistically, the TS had better morale, less alestsm, and lower rates of desertion compared
with the RD. The favorable comments by U.S. adgismderscored a continued problem with
U.S.-Viethamese-Montagnard relations. Noting tAahericans working with the Montagnards
have traditionally tended to favor the simpler, embonest, more forthright Montagnard over his
Vietnamese counterpart,” the U.S. report warnet‘Mi@tnamese suspicions of the
Montagnards have been transferred to the Ameritaviest importantly, “Poor judgment on the
part of some US advisors in the past has exacerflia@se suspicions to the point where some
Vietnamese officials are highly mistrustful of Ariean intentions toward the Montagnards and
are extremely sensitive about direct American-Mgngad contacts.” With this atmosphere of
mistrust, the U.S. assessment cautioned, evendne@ssertions that “US sympathy for
Montagnard aspirations does not include suppaahgfkind for Montagnard autonomy
movements” were not successful, and all Americang worked with Montagnards maintained
a level of suspicion “in the eyes of many Vietnaem&¥

What is more, both the RD and TS were managedtljirtmugh province and district
chiefs, yet were ultimately controlled and fundgddifferent entities. The program meant to
serve the Vietnamese operated under the aegie dfithistry of Revolutionary Development, an
influential and powerful Cabinet-level organizatiget the program for the Montagnards
answered to the Special Committee for Montagnafdiisf (SCMA), a non-Cabinet level
advisory body. As a result of pressure from U &r8tary of State Dean Rusk, Ky had created

the SCMA in early 1966 to replace the extremelykv@aectorate of Montagnard Affairs.

82 |bid.
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Though attached directly to the office of the Primi@ister and headed by Paul Nur, a strong
Bahnar Montagnard leader, the SCMA was, in the wofda U.S. assessment, a “relatively
weak organization within the GVN which relies fouah of its financial and logistical support
on US government agencies.” Furthermore, the k¢&rt noted, the RVN Ministry of
Revolutionary Development had no interest in talomgr the Truong Son program because of
“deep-seated and long-standing Vietnamese feetihgst the inferiority of the Montagnard
peoples.®® Though the SCMA was never able to gain prominémc¢ie Vietnamese
government, it brought together Montagnards ofaliafe ethnic groups, which had the
unintended effect of furthering a collective Momagy identity?* The U.S.-RVN debate over
Montagnard policy during the mid-1960s reflecte®toncern that, though relations with
Saigon were perennially strained, the U.S. haddigation to pressure the RVN to enact more
liberal policies. This pattern that would stay stamt through the period of U.S. influence, but
change markedly once withdrawal began in 1969.

With Montagnards increasingly gravitating to U.gossored programs in the highlands,
communist forces increasingly switched to punitiveasures such as attacks on villdes.
Increasingly caught in between communist forcesWu® air strikes, dissatisfied with the Ky
and Thieu governments’ failure to honor Khanh’s4 #6omises, and angry that RVN
representatives had broken off negotiations, inéberer 1965 FULRO launched its second
revolt. After the revolt was suppressed, a secondd of recriminations ensued. American
officials blamed the Vietnamese for not moving glyenough to satisfy FULRO demands,
while Viethamese blamed the U.S. for fostering Mgntard separatism. In turn, some
Montagnard leaders blamed U.S. Special Forcestwuiting young Highlanders who might
otherwise have remained in school. The biggesstegprefor all parties was the extent and use of
U.S. leverage over the RVN. Vietnamese officialsented being forced to grant concessions to

the Highlanders, while one Montagnard leader itatsd his consternation by noting: “France
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gave birth to the baby, Vietham. Why does a powerétion like the United States let the
Vietnamese baby push it arountf?”

Through 1965 and 1966, the U.S. pushed Saigongtement promised highland
reforms. The ministry of education built boardsahools for Highlanders and the ministry of
agriculture drafted plans to ensure that each Mprated family was allocated five to eight
hectares of land, sufficient for swidden farminggt the U.S. war effort often operated at cross
purposes to these initiatives, offering tantalizatigrnatives to ostensible RVN plans for semi-
autonomy and gradual assimilation. The CIA finahggny Montagnard schools, and teenaged
Highlanders could earn a relatively substantial ami@f money by joining U.S. paramilitary
programs. The communists intensified their acegitihroughout South Vietnam, particularly in
the highlands, and by 1965 over 1,000 North Vietesartroops per month were infiltrating into
the highland$’ Additionally, NLF propaganda during this periodensified. The land
development program, which had established settiesmeear the Cambodian border, soon faced
opposition from the NLF, and by mid-1965 most el ethnic Vietnamese settlers had fled to
more secure areas to the south and east, and er@ayning development centers were
controlled by the NLFE®

Through 1966, Saigon announced amnesty for FULRQp#, and thousands swore
loyalty to the RVN; in April 1967 the RVN Constitahal Assembly announced a new
constitution, calling for an Ethnic Minorities Catihheaded by the vice president. Two-thirds
of the council would be composed of ethnic minestand the council would advise the
government on germane issesn the highlands, MACV desired to transition ClD@its—
over 40,000 troops by 1967—to RF units under therobof the RVN, but organizational

change was problematic because most Montagnardddvatbped a strong bond with their
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American counterparts which only served to furthlenate the Highlanders from the ethnic
Viethameseg?

Additionally, official promulgations showed compegidemands for Montagnard loyalty
by the RVN and NLF. The NLF declared that the aligti revolution would establish
autonomous zones in which native culture and lagits would be preserved. In August 1967,
Thieu signed Decree 003/67 which provided for “slagghts” for the Montagnards, created the
EM council, and promised to distribute titles tahlanders so that they could practice swidden
farming. FULRO leader Y Bham Enoul objected, sistigg that Statut particulief be
substituted for the phrase “special rights” andticred to demand that the highlands have a
separate flag, direct access to foreign aid, aladioas with foreign nationd- Though
Highlanders were dissatisfied with the slow pacestifrm, the communist movement
demonstrated that it was willing to use a powechrrot-and-stick approach. In December 1967,
the NLF—after entreaties to join the revolutiondaled by warnings to the Stieng Montagards
of Dak Son that they would be punished if theyef@ito join the movement—obliterated the

village with flamethrowers and grenades, killingeowo hundred-fifty civilians?

Territorial Forcesin the Thieu Era

In Lam Dong, a September 1967 visit by GeneraltWerland suggested that American
priorities remained on the recent RVN elections andgecuring the people from “VC
harassment” through the use of conventional tr8dgs. October 1967 Westmoreland’s deputy,
General Creighton Abrams, suggested a change mseoemphasizing the importance of the RF
and PF. Abrams pushed his recommendations to Wesland but the Vietnamese JGS
considered the initiative a U.S. take-over and gppadirecting resources away from ARVN and
toward the territorial forces. The strain in U\8etnamese relations took months to resolve

before the JGS finally accepted U.S. recommendsasoich as the formation of MATs and the
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9 COMUSMACYV Visit to 23d DTA, Lam Dong Province, Baoc, 6 Sep 1967, Box 10, MACV CORDS
MR2, Office of Management Support, General RecdR{3472.
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issuance of new weapoffs.The change in policy was founded on solid evigeacl967 U.S.
study on the RF/PF noted that these units took masaalties and accounted for more kills than
ARVN. Yet there were problems with the territoriaices, to include perceptions of inadequate
pay and, if wounded, inadequate medical care—Ue€Slical evacuation helicopters were often
available only if an American advisor was operatwith the unit. The primary concerns of
territorial force members, however, surroundedcer@erpiece of Viethamese and Montagnard
life—the family. Specifically, territorial force embers expressed concern that if they were
killed, their families would not be supported. Welthe ARVN, the PF had no death benefit and
even a short relocation to a neighboring village yweoblematic due to inadequate family
housing. Significantly, most did not understanel tbncept of the nation-state or the overall war
against the NLF and were only comfortable expresgoals in terms of local and family
objectives®

The study did, however, point to a structural adage that the territorial forces had over
their regular counterparts: the number one reaged by RF members for “liking to be in the
RF” was to be “near the family?® Experts on Viethamese and Montagnard societyegtho
these findings. In 1967, Gerald Hickey emphasthedmportance of the territorial militia
program, noting “the PF could provide a basis fasg roots organization of the Viethamese
villages in a way that the RD cadre as outsidensof” Though political organization was
“badly needed,” Hickey argued, Western-style orgamons such as political parties were likely
to remain weak, especially in relation to “multnfttional organizations such as [ethnic or
religious] sects® Though resources and training still remainedsane, by the end of 1967,
ARVN and territorial forces troops each numbereprapimately 300,000 troops. In the case of

the territorial forces, these 300,000 men weredéigievenly between the RF and BF.

° Notes from Province Senior Advisors Meeting, 20iAp968, Ibid.

% Philip Worchel, Samuel Popkin, et @reliminary Report on a Socio-Psychological Stufly o
Regional/Popular Forces Viet-NarfSimulmatics Corporation, 1967), CMH, 1-9.

% |bid.

97 Gerald Hickey, “Accommodation in South Vietnam:TKey to Sociopolitical Solidarity,” (Santa
Monica: RAND, October 1967), CMH, 1, 18.

% Table 2 in ThayeSystems Analysi¥/ol. 6, CMH.
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Land Reform and Refugee Policies

Land reform, an equally important and even morgerttious issue, was mired in
problems. In August 1967 Saigon had promulgatiash@ reform decree in order to assist
distribution problems for Montagnard families andpded that the “maximum hectarage
allowable for each family will be defined and esitgtied by the Minister of Agriculture.” Yet
three months later there was no progress; RVNiaffidiad not addressed the specifics of land
reform and U.S. highland officials were still iretdark about the Montagnard Land Reform
program® In November 1967, a Saigon decree addressegéuisconcerns of swidden
farming, permitting Montagnard families larger glaif land because of rotating agriculture.
American highland officials noted, however, thatdbreports indicated that the problem was not
the division of properties, but rather the “congdwsquatter invasion by Viethamese into
traditional Montagnard lands.” Exacerbating trosdition was inadequate manning of local
institutions meant to address land issues. Aloitly mine provinces and major cities in 1l Corps,
Lam Dong had an inadequate land service office.edgan officials noted that only three
provinces maintained acceptable offices, and elvesetwere “under-staffed, under equipped,
and questionably budgeted.” Despite U.S. chanaet@rn of RVN budgetary allocations for
land services as “grossly inadequate,” Vietnaméfgiads did not propose additional fundifi®

The refugee policy of this era was confused anshtsproductive. In order to increase
security in the countryside, the U.S.-RVN policysaa relocate citizens into urban areas, which
were generally more secure. In mid-1967, Undere&ary of State Katzenbach directed that
U.S. policies should focus on “stimulating greatfugee flow through psychological
inducements to further decrease the enemy’s manpmase.*** Yet U.S. studies noted that
almost three-quarters of the refugees were wonmehnest of the males were children or old
men—nhardly prime recruitment material for the NU¥ore importantly, a U.S. Department of

Defense study noted, the relocations engenderedtraent at the Saigon government, and

9 J.M Urtes, Legal and Land Aff Officer NLD/CORDSeéon II, Nha Trang to John L. Cooper, Chief
Land Branch, USAID, AGR, 23 November 1967, Box M&CV CORDS MR2, Office of Management Support,
General Records, RG472.

199 and Reforms, 22 November 1967, Ibid.

191 pentagon PapersGravel ed., vol. 4, 508.
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demonstrated to the people that the RVN was todkweprotect themt®? It would not be until
the final years of the war, when U.S. influenc&/iatham was greatly diminished, that most
American officials realized that such a narrowatsof security was detrimental to their own

designs.

Security in Lam Dong

Security in Lam Dong during this period was tenya@assthe performance territorial force
units—in particular the RF—varied greatly basedeadership quality. Lam Dong RF/PF
advisor Joseph Mucelli recounted that “there whred of the fourteen RF companies in Lam
Dong that were the equal of any similar size fancany army.” Through 1967, NLF main force
units mounted battalion- and larger-sized attacktls. and RVN forces in the province. For
example, on 24 February 1967, the 1 8&ain Force Battalion, 840Main Force Battalion, and
240" Company—a combined strength of approximately 10@@s—overran the 487
Montagnard Scout Company and two RF compatfiies.

Conclusion

Beginning in the mid-1950s, the government of S&liginam undertook policies
designed to exert control over the central hightandorder to consolidate power and exploit
economic resources. With the settlement of latgalbrers of ethnic Vietnamese in areas
controlled by the Highlanders for thousands of geeonflict over land rights and cultural
assimilation ensued. Beginning in the early 196DS, Special Forces advisors played an
increasingly large role in the RVN—particularlytime strategically important central highlands.
U.S. advisors, frustrated by the perceived lackamhpetence of their Vietnamese counterparts,
often assumed command of units composed primafriantagnards. Additionally, the
Americans often sympathized with the plight of Highlanders, who they felt had been the
victims of unjust discrimination at the hands of #thnic Viethamese. During this period, a
strong bond formed between Americans and Montagh&udher damaging Vietnamese-

Montagnard relations, which reached their nadit964 and 1965 with two large revolts in the

192 Study of Mass Population Displacement, Part 1 A7 Trerry Rambo, et alThe Refugee Situation in
Phu Yen ProvincéHuman Sciences Research Corporation, 1967), BIH.C

193 Mucelli, “Combat Actions in Lam Dong Province, Bdbruary 1967.”
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highlands. The instability of the RVN following ster of Diem in 1963 caused the U.S. to send
large numbers of U.S. conventional troops to Vietma 1965. Though this temporarily
stabilized the country, it drew the focus of the é&inan effort away from the development of
the South Vietnamese armed forces. From 1965 ¢ghwr@967, U.S. leaders focused their effort

largely on large-scale U.S. operations designetestroy the NLF.
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Chapter 4 — Counterinsurgency: 1968-1969

Over the past several years some 4 million peogle lgone through refugee status. That's an
awful high percentage of a population of 17 million

—Ambassador William E. Colby, Deputy to the UcBmmander
MACV for CORDS, briefing to U.S. Secretary of De$erMelvin Laird, March 196’

In 1968, the tide began to turn in favor of goveemtforces in Lam Dong. NLF losses
during the Tet Offensives combined with increastehéion to territorial forces—impelled by a
new province chief and increased MACV emphasisherdievelopment of Viethamese units—
resulted in greater security. Additionally, thougbreased RVN emphasis on local security
forces was salutary, Saigon’s other security ittteaduring this period—compulsory
relocations—was not. Despite official changesdafqy regarding refugees and relocation,
provincial officials followed Saigon’s orders torsmlidate and relocate remote Highlander
villages—a scheme eerily reminiscent of the falkihtegic Hamlet program of the early 1960s.
To make matters worse, the government hastily gaee with these relocations without
devoting resources towards ensuring that citizemslavhave an adequate standard of living after
their relocation. The Refugee and Social Welfarm@ise in Lam Dong was in shambles, and as
a result many refugees did not receive the timely alequate assistance which they had been
promised by the government. Despite these problenr#orial forces in Lam Dong were
increasingly on the offensive, and by the end efytkar, the province senior advisor would note

the “great progress” in turning Lam Dong into &-seffficient province:®

1968

At the beginning of the Lunar New Year during Jamyul968, the NLF launchekkt
Mau Thanha general offensive in major urban areas in S¥iginam with the objective of

inciting a “general uprising” among the people olifh Vietnam. By the end of February 1968,

194 3orley, ed.Vietnam Chronicles149.
195 DPR, 31 December 1968, Box 8, CORDS MR2, Offit&lanagement Support, General Records,
RG472.
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the offensive had failed; South Vietnamese citizesd not taken up arms with the NLF, and
after initial successes, revolutionary cadres hdfised a grievous blow. Smaller offensives
followed in May and August; these, too, made ihpiagress before being defeated. Hanoi’'s
own history noted that they had overestimated sthength of the mass political forces in the
urban areas” and “somewhat underestimated the ditiealband reactions of the enemy and had
set our goals too higH®

In July 1968, under U.S. direction, the RVN laurdttiee Territorial Forces Intensified
Offensive. Noting that the “severe beating in8ttupon the enemy and his resulting need to
refit and retrain has caused the withdrawal of m¥{6/NVA units to sanctuaries in and out of
country,” the directive ordered province chiefcapitalize on NLF operational losses through
increased attacks by the B¥. Still, the capabilities of the territorial forsevere inadequate,
particularly in the highlands. In this area, Ansan and Viethamese forces assigned to work
with the territorial forces averaged less than bathe recommended training per week, and
there were problems with small unit leadershipm@any commanders, platoon leaders, and
squad leaders were not aggressive enough, not gnakeof modern technology such as the
portable radios, and most importantly, Vietnamasgidt and province officials were often not
taking the initiative to rectify problematic leadbip®® General Cao Van Vien, chairman of the
JGS, and his deputy chairman and RF/PF commangritelnant General Nguyen Van La,
noted that territorial forces units were not préyéained and often rushed into combat

operations prior to formal training®

Territorial Security
Beginning January 1968, the U.S.-RVN war effort smgdantitative and qualitative
gains in the territorial forces through increasethmand emphasis, devotion of additional

resources, and structural and organizational imgrmnts:° By spring 1968, each of the four

%€ Quoted in Pradoy/ietham,254-55.

197 Territorial Forces Intensified Offensive, 19 JG§68, Box 10, MACV CORDS MR2, Office of
Management Support, General Records, RG472.

198 pevelopment of Firepower and Tactical CapabilitR&/PF, ND [1968], Ibid.

199 postal Message from JGS/CTC, 10 Sep 68, Ibid.

1% Terms of Reference for the Deputy Commanding GenkField Force Vietnam (I FFORCEV), 20
January 1968, Box 15, MACV CORDS, MR2, Office of hdgement Support, General Records, RG472.
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corps commands in the ARVN had a brigadier genvehnal served as corps deputy commander
for territorial forces. Additionally, U.S. advispefforts increased throughout the lower and
higher level command structures. In addition @4 advisors per province and six advisors
per district, the U.S. devoted specific resouroahe territorial forces by creating Mobile
Advisory Teams (MATs}!! Other initiatives supplemented the increased esigton
pacification. For example, a U.S.-directed effortveed out incompetent or corrupt province
chiefs bore fruit throughout South Vietnam; in L&ong, Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Duy
Bach took the place of a corrupt province chielie U.S. command in the highlands noted that
although the campaign to appoint better provingefsthad “been most successful,” more effort
was needed to replace incompetent or inept disthietfs “who are key executors of pacification,
including territorial security®? Yet the initiatives supported by U.S. and Vieteam officials
still required assistance from the national govesnin In Lam Dong, Colonel Bach assumed
command and immediately relieved a number of coraap incompetent officials, but the
cumbersome bureaucracy in Saigon failed to appepiacements?

In mid-1968, the U.S. began a comprehensive glancrease the capabilities of the
territorial forces. Each province was assigneess#VWATS, composed of five American
officers and NCOs with an ARVN interpreter and gsed to advise and instruct the RF/PF as
well as accompany them on operations until theyeweapable of independent execution.
Additionally, the U.S. sought to improve combagfiower by issuing the most advanced
weaponry to the RF and upgrading the small armetso the PEX* In Lam Dong, MATs
equipped many RF companies with the same small ases by the U.S. Army and ARVN,

1 proposed Province and District JTD, 2 March 1968 Recommended Change to CORDS JTD—
RF/PF Division, 25 March 1968, both in Box 15, MA@ORDS MR2, Office of Management Support, General
Records, RG472. Each MAT had a Senior Advisorjsiast Light Weapons Infantry Advisor, Medical Ader,
Heavy Weapons Infantry Advisor—a captain, lieuténand three sergeants first class.

12 DEPCORDS, Il CTZ to All PSAs, Ineffective and/ooi@upt District Chiefs, 6 May 1968, Ibid.

13psA, Lam Dong to Robert K. Rogers, NLD/PAD CORIIFS;V, Ineffective and/or Corrupt District
Chiefs, 8 May 1968, Ibid.

114 Orientation for US Commanders, 17 July 1968, RFBFEfing, Box 14, MACV CORDS, MR2, Office
of Management Support, General Records, RG4721989, RF weaponry matched U.S. and ARVN units (M16
rifles and M60 machineguns) while the PF had aremsed number of M2 carbines and BARSs to replagie th

semiautomatic M1 carbines; all three of these waaplowever, were of Second World War vintage.
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such as M16 rifles and M60 machine gtttsThough security in Lam Dong continued to
improve with the addition of three PF platoons and additional RF company, security and
pacification forces sometimes operated at crospgaas; many TS cadre and RF/PF members
deserted in order to join the 40@nd 408 ARVN Scout companies (composed wholly of
Montagnards) because of higher pay and better beh&f Due to similar developments
throughout Vietnam, RVN officials worked to mitigethese problems by increasing territorial
forces’ training, pay and benefftS. Lam Dong officials also used punitive measuresires
deserters, such as circulating blacklists thatgméad their employment and requiring deserters
to reimburse the government for training if caught.

The allied war effort also attempted to addresslfaoonditions noted by so many
territorial forces personnel, yet progress in #risa was uneven. Though medical care for
RF/PF dependents improved, it was still inferiothte substandard care for ARVN families.
Progress was often maddeningly slow yet steady.ekample, Lam Dong had been authorized
400 units of PF housing for 1968; though local@é#fis had planned and requested 100 units at
the beginning of 1968, it was not until the endhaf year that construction was complet¥d.
Nonetheless, the increasing combat effectivenegsremmale of the territorial forces in Lam
Dong could be quantified in the form of steadilg@E@sing monthly desertion rates. By mid-
1968 the province’s RF and PF desertion rates wé@rpercent and 0.27 percent, respectively,
compared with a monthly territorial forces desertiate of approximately four percent from
mid-1964 through 1965° By November 1968, the province senior advisooresal that
because of the “interest, dedication, and effengs” of Colonel Bach, pacification progress
was “significant and improving” and there were piosiand “marked departures in the

performance of GVN civil and military units and pennel” from the mediocre performance of

15Bao Loc District Report, 31 December 1968, Boib&].

°] DPR, 31 October 1968, Ibid.

17 Summary of Senior Advisors Monthly Evaluation, @ir 1968, RG 472, MACV J3 Evaluation and
Analysis Division, Senior Advisors Monthly Evaluati (SAME) Summaries, Box 1, NA.

118 B'sar Subsector Report, 30 November 1968, Box 8&OM CORDS, MR2, Office of Management
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early and mid-1968% Much of this was attributable to better leadaysbi the territorial

forces. The U.S. had directed that Popular Fola®an leaders and squad leaders attend a six-
week training course and village and hamlet offscaitend a separate six-week training course.
Enroliment by the various provinces was so high there was no more room at the National
Training Center, and Saigon was forced to enacioéiagfor each provincE?!

Nonetheless, other problems remained; the seni®radlvisor in Lam Dong noted that
though the province chief continued “to press faximum utilization” of territorial forces, the
RF and PF remained “overcommitted to static defeegairements for Highway 20, US base
areas and permanent facilities within [the] proeifitt? Many of these problems could be traced
to the large number of U.S. troops in South Vietruring this time period. Numbering
approximately a half-million, most were supportgmmel who lived lives of relative luxury,
requiring large numbers of convoy operations tdasngheir standard of living. Additionally,
the American combat troops were often dependetagistically-intensive equipment such as
helicopters, artillery, and armored vehicles. TgtoW.S. units were present in Lam Dong only
intermittently, the large logistical requirementieated the province as substantial numbers of
RF troops were required to provide security for.l&® RVN engineers repairing and upgrading
Highway 20—a major re-supply route through the Beaagntral highlands—and for security of
the large number of convoy operations. The redulfterican advisors noted, was a “decrease in
the ability to conduct operations which [would] ke direct and continuing effect on the
security of the contested areas™”

Viewed in its totality, Lam Dong’s progress in tteea of local security, attributable both
to the decrease in NLF activity and the increasguhbilities of the territorial forces, was
indicative of trends as a whole in the southerinlaigds. A fall 1968 U.S. assessment of

security in the highlands was sanguine, creditimggincreased security in the southern provinces

120| DPR, 30 November 1968, Box 8, MACV CORDS, MR2fi€d of Management Support, General
Records, RG472.
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of Binh Thuan, Lam Dong, Ninh Thuan, Quang Duc, @anglen Duc to the improved
capabilities of local Vietnamese forcks.

NLF

In the highlands, though the NLF presence remastrethg, weaknesses began to appear
in the communist-led war effort. A key NLF docurheraptured in October 1968, noted that “in
the General Offensive and General Uprising we tkdlexl or captured a number of the enemy’s
administrative personnel and intelligence agenteavillage and hamlet level.” Yet despite this
success, the document noted, the revolutionary mexewas yet to “operate successfully at the
district and province level.” As a result, “theeemy have [sic] been able to consolidate and
develop their forces to continue their activitiggiast the Revolution.” Though resilient, the
“U.S. and their puppet allies” could be toppledffr the province level down” through a
concerted effort against local government. The Mbiphasized planning, compiling lists of
local officials, learning addresses and movemetiepss, interrogation of targets, and the
eventual capture or assassination of targetshdrt,sthe goal of the continuous NLF offensive
was to “eliminate the leaders of the enemy pup@ethimery.” While improving its own
“espionage, secret security, and armed reconnaisdarces,” the NLF sought to “kill everyone
from cell leader up who is working for U.S. and papintelligence agencie$®®

Developments in Lam Dong reflected the mixed ss®eg of the NLF in 1968. In the
first half of the year, though only one of the tmain force battalions in Lam Dong conducted
significant operations, the NLF remained a powelfdute in the province. The Front divided
Lam Dong into five districts, assigning several soxten-person armed propaganda teams to
each zone. In addition to the two main force Ilhatta and an estimated 700-person political
apparatus for proselytizing, logistics, and ingghce, the NLF maintained eight company-sized
local force units capable of conducting infiltratjdharassment, security for political activities,
and ambushes. These units had the ability to rmodedeploy securely, and, compared with
territorial forces, possessed superior weaponnydieg large numbers of automatic weapons,
Rocket Propelled Grenades (RPGs), and mortarsraldMeam Dong advisors noted, the NLF

124HQ | FFV, CORDS Field Overview September 19680t3ober 1968, Box 14, Ibid.
125 vietnamese Security Service Field Office, The issf Viet Cong Provincial Security Forces, 8
October 1968 Box 15, MACV CORDS, MR2, Office of Mayement Support, General Records, RG472.
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units were “more than a match for equivalent si@&N units” and Front efforts to subvert RVN
forces “directly and through relatives have enjogethe success*°

In the second half of 1968, their strength bluriigdhe losses from the Tet Offensives
and increasingly powerful local security forceg NLF shifted operations in Lam Dong to
squad and platoon sized engagements, to includé-scase infiltration into hamlet population
centers—developments that presaged a 1969 COS\éhtigi to limit operations and conserve
fighting power. Nonetheless, NLF cadres continteecbllect taxes at will from villages and
highway traffic*?” Additionally, NLF intelligence remained effectjvibe identification,
kidnapping and assassination of local officials aridrmants continued. The last four months
in 1968 saw five officials kidnapped, one RVN infant assassinated, and numerous citizens
kidnapped, all in Highlander villages. Americateliigence estimated that the “kidnapping of a
large number of people in the highland provincéssééd to a continuing shortage of able bodied
personnel within VC ranks:?® Even though there were few material consequetices,
psychological effect of NLF operations was acuter example, U.S. officials in Lam Dong
reported that the attack on a Montagnard haml8eptember 1968 “did much to instill fear” in
its Highlander inhabitant$® Largely because of security concerns, local guace in Lam
Dong remained problematic. Fearing kidnap or assason, many village and hamlet chiefs
did not remain in hamlets at night, and U.S. adgisssessed that village and hamlet council
personnel were similarly reluctant to engage iordfthat might make them a target. Overall, a

U.S. report noted, “virtually non-existent tax emflions, absence of officials from their hamlets,

126| D Combined Province Pacification Plan, 31 Julg8®ox 14, MACV CORDS MR2, Office of
Management Support, General Records, RG472; Comhfinavince Pacification Plan, 24 January 1968, Bdx
Ibid. Specifically, intelligence reports indicatdtht the NLF maintained the 186 and 145A and 1&NForce
Battalions of approximately 482 and 300 men, retpely. Additionally, the NLF had in Lam Dong twemgineer
companies, three organic provincial forces (tof8l then), 327 men organized into 10 platoon-sizedlldistrict
units, and 15 armed propaganda teams of approXyriE@enen each.

127 Dj Linh District Report, September 1968, For exéamin one month in Di Linh, NLF abductions
included 2 hamlet chiefs and 3 assistant chiefsjedisas rural health workers, a school teacherapdstal official.
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129| DPR, 30 September 1968, Box 8, Ibid.
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and poor supervision of hamlet workers” reflectedrlocal governmerit® Though
Highlanders were often intimidated by the NLF, tegre often more likely to desert the Front
than their Vietnamese counterparts. Tleeu Hoi(“Open Arms”) program in Lam Dong was
indicative of Montagnard dissatisfaction with theR A nationwide program designed to
induce NLF members to “rally” to the GVN with proses of amnesty;hieu Hoiin Lam Dong

seemed to only attrattoi Chanh(“ralliers”) with Montagnard name's”

FULRO

During this time, as part of their highlands stgat, the communist leadership reached
out to FULRO. U.S. reports suggested that FULRflée Y Bham Enoul had received offers of
support from NLF political cadre, to include anesfto form an independent Montagnard nation
in exchange for FULRO's allegiané&. Exacerbating the intransigence of the Montagnard
separatist group were representatives of the i Sauth Vietnam. The U.S. Ethnic Minorities
Affairs (EMA) chief in the highlands reported thraainy higher-level U.S. officials demonstrated
“a poor awareness of the political situation in kighlands,” allowing possible exploitation by
FULRO and the NLF. The EMA chief outlined four tdides to the effective implementation of
the EMA program: onerous RVN administrative procdedyMDEM inefficiency, the continued
deadlock between Saigon and FULRO, and inadeqtafteng of South Vietnamese
organizations meant to serve ethnic minoritiesough CORDS and the EMA supported a
greater U.S. role in resolving RVN-FULRO disputieg U.S. Embassy enforced a strict policy
of non-interference, which the EMA chief criticizad “an amateurial [sic] approach to a critical
problem” and warned that the festering issues warekly moving to a crisis point. In addition
to problems from the American side, the U.S. dditienchantly noted that the MDEM in
Saigon was manned primarily by ethnic Viethamese pdssessed little intrinsic motivation to
assist Highlanders’

Nonetheless, through 1968 RVN and FULRO offic@atinued negotiations. Saigon

agreed that FULRO could have its own banner assngwas flown subordinate to the national
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flag and also agreed that Saigon would establiSkrzeral Commissariat for Montagnard
Affairs, with FULRO leader Y Bham Enuol as commas®r. Wary of Montagnard irredentism,
however, Saigon refused to consider FULRO'’s denfandmerican- and Viethamese-advised
Montagnard military units commanded by Montagndfiters. Eventually, Y Bham dropped
his demand for separate regimental-size units acepied Montagnard company-sized units
within RVN security forces, though Vietnamese afis attempted to forestall the integration of
Montagnard-organized platoons and companies—mamsizh had been created by FULRO—
into ARVN. A U.S. observer noted that “FULRO anadMagnard problems are still very much
a reality, and the committee provides the only simgnboard for the several agencies and
organizations concerned with policy and programthénhighlands*** As negotiations
progressed, U.S. observers warned of the posgibfliIEULRO sympathizers deserting if Saigon
refused the integration of FULRO units into the RMRN"* Additionally, rumors swirled
throughout U.S.-Montagnard Special Forces campgsddrRDS and Embassy personnel
operated with a veil of secrecy regarding RVN-FULR&yotiations and “often acted contrary to
the official policy of ‘hands off’ regarding the ERO effort in the Highlands.” Highlanders
and U.S. military personnel voiced the belief tAaterican civilian officials were aiding
FULRO in commodities and perhaps materiel assistémough flights by Air America, the
CIA’s proprietary airline*® Though the rumors were unsubstantiated, their persence served
to further undermine Saigon’s authority.

By the end of 1968, however, the conditions wetda the dissolution of FULRO.
After years of self-imposed exile in Cambodia, g negotiations, and RVN promises to
integrate former Montagnard separatists into Vietese society, FULRO Chairman Y Bham
Enuol agreed to return to Vietham and cooperath thig Saigon government. The concession

set the stage for the dissolution of the resistgnoap, as hard-line Montagnard, Cham, and
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Office of Management Support, General Records, RG47

135 FULRO Situation, 9 August 1968, Box 10, Ibid.
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Khmer Krom separatists split from the movement, giode moderate FULRO leaders made

preparations to integrate their militants into RdNAF.**’

Consolidation and Relocation

According to William Colby, head of the U.S. rupacification effort, mid-1968 marked
a change in U.S. attitudes toward refugees. WBkeayssvious U.S. policy had been to encourage
refugee flow in a shortsighted and cynical ganmlitrhit the “manpower base” of the NLF, by
1968 MACV emphasized that population centers barselcrather than evacuated, and the
returning of refugees to their villages becamepapiority **® Nonetheless, the example of Lam
Dong demonstrates that the reality of the situaitiiie highlands was more complex and often
out of the purview of MACV.

While officials in the northern highlands debatsslies of concern to FULRO, the
Montagnard residents of Lam Dong—few of whom wemmhers of separatist organizations—
had to contend with RVN directives to consolidatd eelocate hamlets. Though the Tet
Offensives had primarily impacted major cities, tiagional government, as part of measures to
increase security in the countryside, embarked plamto bring residents of the highlands—
most of them Montagnards—to secure areas, antinéighat would mirror closely the failed
strategic hamlet program of the early 1960s. Kanw®le, in the Kala area of Di Linh district,
local TS cadre attempted to improve security bysotidating residents from three Highlander
hamlets into one secure area. The TS cadre, wheingtrumental in the interface between the
Montagnards and the Vietnamese provincial govermnseffifered from numerous problems.

For example, about ten TS cadre had joined thergno@fter fleeing NLF impressment. Once
their own families were shifted from semi-securse¢goure hamlets, the Montagnard TS
members no longer felt obligated to remain withghegram. RVN directives dictated that

disciplinary measures be taken against desertersegalcitrant members, yet the preferred

137 Norman C. LaBrie, “FULRO: The History of Politiciension in the South Viethamese Highlands”
(M.A. Thesis, U. Massachusetts, 1971), 99-103. rieaf¥as the U.S. Embassy’s political reporting adfi for the
central highlands from April 1968-September 1968uch of his thesis is based on interviews with Waehese and
Montagnard officials.
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punitive measure—conscription—was not possible ighleinders were not subject to
involuntary service in the armed forc€8. Leadership of the TS was also a problem; most
service chiefs—RVN civilian officials directly sutmbnate to the province chief—were not
willing to accompany TS or RD cadre on missionthmfield. Colonel Bach, displeased with
this development, began to require local offictalspend more time visiting RD and TS
groups™*°

Other problems in Montagnard villages arose froengarticular social milieu of the
Highlanders. In mid-1968, for example, the Lam Bsenior advisor noted that there were
approximately 4000 Montagnards living in unsecuaezhs and in need of relocation, but many
of these citizens were even more reluctant thain ¢tienic Viethamese counterparts to move to
unfamiliar localed** Other measures intended to expose the Montagtmrdsdernity had
little effect; though Lam Dong had had an operationral credit program since 1967, to the
consternation of the U.S. credit advisor most Haglders were still subsistence farming and not
operating in the market economy. The credit advigted that the lack of security in Pleiku and
Kontum instilled fear in the Highlanders of Lam @pnMost Montagnard families, particularly
those who had relocated to the southern highlamdsdape the heavier fighting in the north
were more concerned with survival than obtainiregitt*> Additionally, though most members
of the TS—indeed most Montagnards—were illitertite,RVN supplied only a three-day adult
literacy course for cadre membéf$.Saigon also engaged in other measures designed to
assimilate the Montagnards into the Vietnamesei@allsphere; for example, in 1968, local
officials implemented the RVN'’s primary school edtion initiatives. In schools composed
primarily of Montagnards, Vietnamese was the primManguage of instruction, but Koho was

also used to explain difficult concepts, and batiguages were used equally in readffiglf
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ethnic Vietnamese students dominated, however, Kasonot used at all. Secondary education
was vocational in nature; the Agricultural Techhidagh School in Bao Loc, for example,

taught “Viethamese agricultural methods and tealst|as well as carpentry, mechanics,
welding, metal working, electricity, plumbing, blpeint reading, and shop managenéhnt.
Though Saigon was determined to bring modern agmi@ias well as Viethamese language and
culture to the Montagnards, transforming an ersirgety in the span of a few years was
improbable, particularly due to the poor stateochl and national institutions.

As in the rest of the highlands, the Lam Dong Reéugnd Social Welfare office was
understaffed. Though authorized six staff memitbes|. am Dong office had only two
personnel—the incompetent and corrupt chief andr&-e-and through much of 1968 lacked a
U.S. advisor. In addition to the lack of emphdsn Saigon, expanded draft levies exacerbated
crucial manning shortages. The Lam Dong RSW ahigef a continued target of ire from the
province senior advisor, who criticized the Vietresmm official’s “competency, honesty and
performance” and noted that “[d]espite continueadging and assistance, refugee and social
welfare programs in the province are virtually rexistent.” Though refugee services were a
crucial component of security in Lam Dong the sex\ghief, despite a GVN directive to expend
150 percent of his budget, spent less than 25 peotédiis annual budget, and was “possibly
implicated” in the diversion of foodstuffs and nraés. “Continued lack of performance by this
service cannot be permitted,” the U.S. officialethtand advisors at multiple levels
“recommended strongly” that the chief be remo¥#d.

Unfortunately, only intervention by Viethameseazghs and officials could solve the
problems of corruption and incompetence—yet eveanithis occurred, officials normally
remained in the government and were merely trarestéo different provinces. In a rare
successful example of citizen removal of corrufic@ls, an anonymous letter from the “Lam
Dong Anti-Communist League” named the province dephief for security and other GVN
officials as “conspirators in the diversion of RBnemodities and materials.” The province
deputy for security, long suspected by U.S. adgisbibeing a communist collaborator and a

corrupt officer, promptly requested a transfer fribra province chief, which was immediately

145 eo L. Ruelas, Chief NLD/Region Il to Ralph W. IGiAg. Educ. Advisor Bao-Loc ag. school,
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granted, and the Lam Dong representative in theoNatAssembly successfully removed four
other officials**’ Despite this fleeting success in the improvenoéical government, the
refugee situation continued to experience slowwaralen progress, especially in Highlander
hamlets. Six months later, hamlet residents whosees were burned in March 1968 finally
received a payment for each family member. Adddlty, U.S. officials reported that the Lam
Dong refugee program suffered setbacks as Hightaefiegees refused to return to their native
hamlets “for fear of severe dangéf®

In October, the province chief began executioa tfree-phase program to increase
pacification by the beginning of 1969. Though gefe and social welfare services were key
components of the pacification campaign, the prowisenior advisor noted that there was “[n]o
change in the directionless refugee program in Daomg due to the continued inefficiency and
disinterest [sic] of the refugee service chiefii’an unwelcome development, Saigon’s Ministry
of Health and Social Welfare (MHSW) withdrew $VNIndllion because of failure by the Lam
Dong RSW chief to spend it. Despite attemptsdaodfer the “deplorable” RSC chief, however,
the official remained, and U.S. officials requestecbntact team from the Saigon MHSW to
discuss the growing refugee problem with the preeichief*°

The situation in Gung Re Il hamlet in Di Linh dist was a typical example of the
security issues associated with the growing refyggeblem. An NLF attack on a hamlet in
Tuyen Duc province resulted in approximately 100nkdgnard families migrating to Gung Re Il
Hamlet in Lam Dong. Not native to the provinces thmilies were considered refugees and
according to RVN policy had until 1 January 196@ézide whether to remain in Lam Dong or
return to their old hamlet. The families facedumenviable choice; if they returned, they could
be subject to more NLF attacks, but if they remaimeLam Dong, they had to begin their lives
anew with minimal help from the quantitatively amahlitatively deficient Refugee and Social
Welfare Service. The security situation in Lam Devas also not without problems; the
hamlets south of Di Linh were still considered est¢d and subject to frequent taxation by the
NLF. The lack of security meant U.S. and RVN &atil missions, which in December 1968

147 DPR, 30 September 1968, Box 8, Ibid.
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accidentally killed three civilians. Local offid¢galack of effort to ameliorate the situation, a
U.S. advisor noted, caused resentment and “pro\itiefi VC with excellent propaganda®

By the end of 1968, Lam Dong had set in motiomgl® comply with RVN directives
mandating the abandonment of all hamlets deemedCuftrolled.” Province refugee
administrators began to relocate citizens who livethese hamlets; because Montagnard
hamlets were normally in more remote locationsy thare the brunt of the relocation program,
which was eerily similar to the failed Strategicrilat progrant>! In the last months of 1968,
seven previously contested hamlets were relocateddure areas within the district; while
Saigon viewed this as a matter of “bringing 2628i@ihal persons under GVN control,” the
government failed to articulate the necessity of/ing measures needed to ensure that hamlet
members would remain loyal to the RVN. In Lam Dpafjicials relocated at least 5000
citizens, and the last hamlet in Bao Loc rated ‘®dtrolled” was abandoned—its 35 families
were relocated and combat engineers assigned tdJaarg worked to clear land to provide new
homes'>?> Though Saigon directed local officials to carny iis program of relocation, it did not
provide the resources such as construction mategabineer support, and food necessary to
ensure refugee satisfaction. By the end of 1968 Dong had many homeless refugees, and
deficiencies in rice and salt allowances in mogfitinder refugee hamlets were acute. When
Lam Dong officials elevated the issue to the nai@overnment, Saigon’s MHSW promised

only to “take [the] matter under consideration pagxt year*>®

Land Reform
In August 1968, after two years of prodding by th&. Mission, the RVN Prime
Minister’s office announced the formation of a Specommission on land reform. American
officials continued to argue that legal guarant#fdglontagnard land ownership were necessary

in order to protect against Vietnamese encroacharahto preserve tribal rights and future
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expansion. Since the settlement of North Vietnamefigees in the mid-1950s, Montagnard
lands had been gradually taken over by individuathamese, often with the consent of local
and national officials. Official and unofficializares of Montagnard lands were usually ignored
when the Highlanders brought claims through thenémese judicial system, and in the rare
occasions when courts rendered a favorable veaidfiontagnards, local officials would often
refuse to enforce it. Though there was often ehdagd for both communities, friction arose
when Vietnamese and Highlanders attempted to expéaghboring holdings. Local land
service representatives were not numerous or palembugh to resolve disputes, especially
after the RVN'’s mobilization law had decreasedrtbhapabilities. Noting that land issues were a
“constant theme of complaint in the 1964, 1967 968 Montagnard conferences,” Tuyen Duc
Province Senior Advisor Frank Wisner expressednangon American view that land issues
were “the most important area of contention betwtkerhighlanders and the Vietname$g.”
While the national government continued to makevgbrogress on the important issue
of land reform, it continued to devote an inordeamount of resources to complex economic
development initiatives, such as the Lam Dong Tazdfy, which had been under construction
since 1967. In a harbinger of events to comepfieFation of the Lam Dong Tea Factory
continued to be delayed because of problems irupirag the expensive and complex equipment
needed for the enterprise, as well as the absdrtbe €eylonese technician required to operate
the equipment> More ominously, RVN officials were having problgiiinancing the project
because of the consequences of large-scale U@&vement. The Viethamese piastre was
continuing to decline in value, driven by increagsahey supply, lack of confidence in the
piastre, and the introduction of large amounts ofefican dollars into the Vietnamese
economy**® Additionally, U.S. involvement was draining thegb of qualified RVN workers;

many chose employment with U.S. military and canliorganizations due to the relatively high
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wages offered by these organizations. For exartipgegverall attrition rate for the RD program
was 33%, largely because Vietnamese took employmiénthe U.S. governmernit/

Toward the end of 1968, however, there was sostdigation for guarded optimism on
the part of U.S. and RVN officials in the highland3ue to NLF losses and greatly increased
territorial forces, security—particularly in Lam Bg and the four other southern highland
provinces—was dramatically improved from previoeang. Local RVN officials, particularly
in Lam Dong, were more competent than previousig, many anti-communist local leaders
were willing to assume office even after their meessors had been assassinated by the NLF—a
sure sign of increased confidence and securitysp@ethese improvements, certain
developments did not augur well for the highlanti@ne of the most important influences” in
the highlands economy, noted a U.S. assessmenthedsresence of FWMAF [Free World
Military Armed Forces] and their need for local Wwers and services.” Additionally, the
assessment noted that the South Viethamese govetrmras failing to care for the increasingly
large number of refugees displaced by the war.ughdJ.S. officials in the highlands
optimistically predicted that increasingly largenmhers of civil affairs projects would both
placate the refugees and continue to stimulate¢baomy, they failed to acknowledge that their
time was running ou® In the United States, antiwar sentiment wasgisapidly. Though
initially supportive of the war, by late 1967 a wrdly of Americans believed that the U.S.
decision to intervene in Vietnam had been a mistakdhough the January 1968 Tet offensive
had been an operational defeat for the NLF, thprma and ferocity of the communist onslaught
seemed to belie official U.S. pronouncements @padly approaching victory. Later that year,
protests at college campuses, in Washington Drd.aathe Democratic National Convention in
Chicago demonstrated that the U.S. could not stdfietnam indefinitely.

Yet the results of the increased effort in thehtagds still remained to be seen. As 1968
drew to a close, the Bishop of Dalat came to LamdXo celebrate Mass in a Montagnard

resettlement hamlet. Expressing hope for the éjtilve bishop’s sermon in both Koho and
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Vietnamese emphasized the importance of projedtanim Dong as an illustration of what could

be accomplished through the cooperation of Montalgnand Vietnames&®

1969

In Lam Dong and the highlands, developments irD18fyely mirrored those of the
previous year. Increased training effort and desed numbers of U.S. troops led to continued
improvements in the territorial forces, while theakened NLF instituted a policy of limited
combat engagement in order to preserve their rangagtrength. Increasingly, NLF operations
were supplemented by North Viethamese PAVN trooasquerading as South Vietnamese
guerrillas. As an American official and studentdntagnard politics observed, by 1969, the
communist movement was “resigned to the fact tisghenetration, agitation and propaganda
efforts had failed, [and] that the highlands woliét/e to be taken by storm if at aff*

Beginning in 1969 and continuing until the endttd tvar, the NLF and PAVN increasingly
shifted from soft power to hard power operatiomgeted at Montagnard refugee camps and
resettlement areas. As many U.S. officials contaanpeously noted, many Montagnards chose
to vote with their feet and leave these contestedsi® What the Americans did not anticipate,
however, was that the communist attacks on Montaga@as would—perhaps unwittingly—
undermine Highlander confidence in the RVN, asgixeernment proved both unable and
unwilling to accommodate large numbers of displastbahic minorities.

At the beginning of the year, the situation in tinghlands from the U.S.-RVN
perspective appeared to be favorable. Not onlyth@a$LF increasingly marginalized in both
combat effectiveness and political cachet, the Rivilllly appeared to be making inroads in the
Montagnard community. After arduous negotiationd the departure of hard-line Montagnard
separatists, FULRO was formally dissolved in Febrd®69. Over the course of the year,
however, and despite warnings from local offici&ajgon failed to redeem its promises of land

rights and assistance for the Montagnards. Withreow definition of security that failed to
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consider factors beyond the narrow confines of “GMN/C control,” the overall relationship

between the Montagnards and the RVN remained tenuou

FULRO

The late-1968 decision by FULRO Chairman Y Bharou#o return to South Vietnam
and work with the government had caused considei@yisternation in the ranks of movement.
In January 1969, several hundred FULRO memberistémd on autonomous states for ethnic
minorities in Vietnam, detained Y Bham in CambodNonetheless, the RVN took advantage of
an opportunity to rid itself permanently of an uthwveene gadfly, and on 1 February 1969, in an
elaborate ceremony in Ban Me Thuot, thousands &fRf) members pledged their loyalty to
the RVN. FULRO leaders representing Y Bham prootal that FULRO was now dissolved,
and promised full cooperation with the RVN. Thoubare were promising indications of a new
era of Viethamese-Montagnard relations, there weom signs of discontent. Some South
Vietnamese officials complained that former FULR®mbers would be integrated into the
RVNAF, and objected to the placemeniMii into leadership positions in the military. On the
other side, many Montagnards worried that the R\é@¢gment of Highlanders in the
government was a facade, and that the governmeantiva@ver honor its promises of greater
autonomy and respect for ethnic minorities. THelmation dinner following the FULRO
dissolution ceremony was an ominous sign that d@mse and Montagnard fears and
suspicions would be realized. An American officated that as President Thieu dined with his
Viethamese ministers and foreign guests in one rddomtagnard leaders and lower-ranking

American advisors dined separately in a smallem:t8

Refugee and Land | ssues
Since the early 1960s, as citizens relocated ati@mpt to find greater security and jobs,
urban populations had grown and slums often appeareities. These increasingly large urban
areas were disproportionately impacted by the TrSives. By October 1968, there were
320,000 refugees in Il Corps—Ilargely the resulihef of NLF attacks of that year, as most
American military complexes were located in majbies. With the planned reduction in

163) aBrie, “FULRO,” 102-05.
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American forces, it was imperative to move refudessk to the countryside to produce the
commodities necessary for RVN survival. Otherwides. officials speculated, the “malaise
caused by living a refugee existence for extendeob@ of time” would be exacerbated and
massive unemployment would occtff. The U.S. command prioritized five approaches for
relocation: 1) to the original community, 2) to@tant community, 3) to a newly created
resettled hamlet, 4) the upgrading of a temporafiygee camp into resettled hamlet, 5) inter-
province resettlement in which refugees from ormimce would be resettled in another.
Despite these priorities, and the acknowledged dicatns inherent in placing refugees in
different provinces, few refugees were settledriginal or other extant communities, and many
were resettled in different provinces. Through3,98.S. and RVN officials had to contend with
90,000 displaced persons in recognized refugee £amap had yet to receive all entitlements
under Saigon’s resettlement program and an additii2z9,000 in unrecognized camps who
were dependent on RVN security forces. Many ofehgtizens expressed the desire to return to
their original communities and also clamored fadiidnal resettlement allowances as well as
receipt of timely and adequate aid from the Miyistf Health, Social Welfare and Relief
(MHSWR). With the complexities inherent in suchssige resettlement operations, province
officials formulated integrated refugee resettletrans and military operations to restore
security for resettlement®

In reality, there were myriad problems in both te@ception and execution of these
resettlement plans. Recognizing the problems lardpe numbers of refugees in inadequate
camps, beginning in January 1969 RVN highland @l directed by Il Corps commander
General Lu Lan, began to encourage the resettleofieatugees in original communities “where
security permits**® Unfortunately, while people whose original comrities were connected to
the government structure or located along linesoofimunication were “prime subjects for

resettlement,” the directive noted that “[p]rimgiWlontagnard refugees from isolated areas in
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the highlands are not likely candidates for retorforiginal community’ areas'®’ Because

most refugees in the former category were ethnetr\dmese, while those from isolated hamlets
were primarily Highlanders, the directive had tiffe& of rendering assistance to the former
group but not the latter—it would be up to RVN oféils and U.S. advisors at the province level
to solve the Montagnard situation without highereleassistance.

Other issues prefigured the systemically flawegra@ch to security that would manifest
itself in the coming years. In February 1969, &fires in Lam Dong began the relocation of
230 Montagnard families to more secure areas. séhee month, despite objections from
American advisors, the Di Linh district chief witleslv territorial troops protecting two
Montagnard hamlets, an action that resulted in BR &htry into one of the hamlets and its
abandonment by most of the hamlet populatf8nin May, Saigon officials delivered only a
fraction of the promised rice allocation to Montaghresettlement sites. Though province
officials attempted to intervene with the RVN'’s msiny of agriculture and MDEM, it is unclear
if the villagers ever received the allocation.

Many lingering issues from the previous year watilenot resolved until late 1969.
Despite a directive from Saigon, highland officialeuggled over the best manner to delineate
land boundaries, finally settling on the use ofagrhotographs, a technique that encountered
many delays because of bad weather and lack efséts. Additionally, even by mid-1969,
there were still many refugees from urban areamrthern South Vietham who had been
displaced during the Tet Offensive. Officials mrsus provinces, including Lam Dong,
opposed the resettlement of refugees due to aatedpolitical and economic disruption. It was
not until the second half of 1969 that most ofttieigees were resettled in the highlands and the

first few land titles granted to Montagnard fans(t&’

Economic Development
Over the course of the year, the Viethamese ecandevelopment of the highlands

continued unabated. A significant impetus wasudysby the U.S. Development and Resources
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Corporation entitled “The Postwar Development & Republic of Vietham: Policies and
Programs,” Volume Two. Published in March 196@, study outlined “substantial areas of the
Highlands” that offered postwar economic developthogportunities. As one U.S. official
sardonically noted, “In the minds of many peoplgstwar’ appears to be today.” The
monograph detailed agriculture and forestry pobsés, was a very popular item at the U.S.
Embassy Commercial Library, and had many reviedera the Viethamese private sector.
Additionally, the U.S. official noted, it “served anodel for relocation and resettlement
planning” for RVN agriculture and forestry officii®

For its part, Saigon continued to remain focusethe tea production in Lam Dong,
which continued to have problems with price flutima and demand—Ilack of off-shore export
markets, war, uncontrolled exploitation for quidkfits, decreased quality of tea processing, in-
country marketing restrictions all contributed &ctkased demand and over-production of tea.
While Saigon devoted its resources to the tea factioneglected other, more important
initiatives. The TS program, which often servedhasinterface between Saigon and
Montagnards, was, in the words of the Lam Dongaesilvisor, falling “into the contempt of
the general Viethamese public” due to U.S. and R&INre to provide direction and support,

leading to the “foreseeable disintegration of thial program.*"?

Local Security
In 1969, quantitative and qualitative conditiomgproved for the territorial forces. In the
first half of 1969, the PF desertion rates wers than half that of RF and regular urlits.A
study indicated that socio-economic factors, paldidy housing conditions and the delay of
entitlements, were the primary cause of desertidrsa result, toward the end of the year the
U.S. and RVN redoubled their efforts to provide lgudousing for members of the ARVN and

territorial forces. Additional empirical data iledted that the territorial forces were an
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increasingly viable entity; through 1969 and 194BVN combat units had a desertion rate four
to five times the rate of the PF and about thmeedi the rate of the RF! The most commonly
cited cause for desertion was “separation from lfaemd concern for their welfare,” a
consideration not faced by the territorial forcdsvived close to their familie€® This would
prove to be a double-edged sword, however, as mepgndent deaths would result from the
close proximity of territorial force family members

At the beginning of the year, ARVN strength waprapimately 395,000, while RF
strength stood at 252,000 and PF manpower at 186,00e basic problem for all Viethamese
forces was still leadership, a U.S. study noteolugfin in 1969 there was a marked improvement
in the performance of the territorial forces anmberesponding decline in that of the ARV,
Through 1969, security continued to improve dua ttecline in NLF activity and quantitative
and qualitative improvements in the territorialdes. The decrease in communist activity and
General Abrams’s increased emphasis on indigermusd yielded dividends at the local level,
as U.S. troops focused on training Vietnamese ur@teer than on conventional operations.
U.S. officials in Lam Dong attributed increasedd®ectiveness to the remaining American
infantry company in the province, which for severanths conducted a miniature version of the
Marine Corps combined action program, in which $qads embedded with individual PF
platoons at the hamlet level. By fall 1969, U.S. troops, with the exceptiortioé small
advisory team and three MATS, had left Lam Ddn{.lt is possible to extrapolate the
improvements in the Lam Dong territorial forceghe entire country; territorial force

17 Thayer,Systems Analysi¥ol. 7, 66, 72. For more analysis that confitims hypothesis that socio-
economic conditions leading to desertion, see BiigiARVN
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performance in the province was average amon@rbs provinces, and Il Corps RF and PF
performance was consistently the worst of the fmups areas in the RVN?

Despite these improvements in security, the sgodbr residents of Lam Dong
remained tenuous. By 1969, Viethamese officialsevedmost wholly running operations in
Lam Dong—only one company of U.S. troops remaiaed, U.S. advisors had been cautioned
to let province officials make their own decisiorfward the end of 1969, as the RVN began to
stand on its own, problems manifested themseheatsnbuld prove harbingers of the future. In
November, President Thieu presided over the lorigyed opening of the Lam Dong tea factory.
Yet as soon as Saigon declared the large-scalé&hdghproject operational, it had to shut down
for repairs. The Refugee and Social Welfare Serwitose stated goal was the integration of
Montagnards into Viethamese society through thiedbditation and economic improvement of
former refugees,” experienced problems. Thoughtegfugee classrooms were almost
complete, the RSW Service replaced refugee teaghgr€&ducation Service personnel, a move
protested by American advisors but sanctioned ligo®a Though the Education Service
instructors had more formal education, they laakatlural and linguistic understanding of the
Montagnards®°

Additionally, toward the end of 1969 the GVN as&d former FULRO rebels to RF
units as part of the modus vivendi between the gowent and the separatist group. There were
problems with this initiative, however—the RF compassigned to Lam Dong, despite a large
amount of training by American forces and a gogulitation, was on the verge of having its
M16 rifles withdrawn, a measure that U.S. adviseasned would have a deleterious effect on
morale and combat power. Additionally, seventyheigther former FULRO members assigned

to Lam Dong as replacements were denied weaparygettier; though U.S. officials did not

179 Office of Territorial Forces Advisory Report, Vd).No. 2, 1969, 21 August 1969 Box 4, HQ MACV,
Territorial Security Directorate, Regional ForcegiBlar Forces Division, General Records 1968-704 RGRF
and PF performance in Il Corps was less than hatfdf the national average, measured in metricls aa “kill
ratio,” weapons captured, desertion rate, etc.

180| DPR, 30 November 1969, Box 11, HQ MACV CORDS, Bepand Analysis Directorate, Reports
Division, Province Reports 10/1967-03/1973, RG472.

60



know the source of the orders, they suspectedtthais due to political machinations in

Saigon*®*

The NLF

In mid-1969, at the same time that the territdioates began assuming greater defensive
responsibilities, COSVN promulgated Directive 9ethmandated that the NLF place a greater
emphasis on selective targeting and economy oéftrctics-® As the year progressed,
territorial forces, though hampered by understriengits, continued to inflict damage on the
NLF, in one instance killing seventeen NLF troopsuih ambush®® American intelligence
reports indicated that the NLF was increasinglyusx on survival and forced to levy heavier
taxes and acquire rice at any prit&.As NLF operations tapered off, kidnappings and
assassinations of village officials declined, i89@veraging only one per month, a fifty percent
decrease. Though October saw one RF post ovenareasingly NLF units sought to conserve
combat power by engaging in squad and platoon sisedloff attacks against territorial forces
using mortars and rocket-propelled grenades—a rddtiai had the effect of killing more
civilians, who were increasingly located in closeximity to the RF and, especially, the B,
The increased numbers of civilians killed by theRM\Herved to undermine proselytization
efforts, and the Front failed to replenish its é¢pdl cadres. By fall 1969, the U.S. senior advisor
in Lam Dong reported the “near elimination” of Nckdres at the village and hamlet level, and
the two NLF main force battalions had ceased toaipen the area, though approximately six

local force companies in the area remained an taféefighting force'®®

811 DPR, 31 December 1969, Ibid.

182 Thayer,Systems Analysi¥ol. 7, 295.

183 DPR, 30 November 1969, Box 11, HQ MACV CORDS, Bepand Analysis Directorate, Reports
Division, Province Reports 10/1967-03/1973, RG472.

%4 DPR, 31 October 1969, Box 10, Ibid.

185 During May and June, 7 civilians were killed aréiviounded by NLF mortar and B40 rocket attacks on
hamlets; see LDPR, 31 May 1969, Box 7 and LDPR]JWB& 1969, Box 8, Ibid. The NLF kidnapped a tofa
and assassinated 1 during the final six month®691see above reports and LDPR, 30 December Bi6911,
Ibid.

186 | DPR, 30 September 1969, Box 10, Ibid.; LDPR, 8l 1969, Box 8, Ibid.
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Conclusion
In many ways, 1968 and 1969 set the pattern forynyears to follow in Lam Dong.
Large scale resistance by the NLF had waned, andiithdrawal of U.S. combat units had a
salutary effect on the performance of the RF and Y&t Saigon demonstrated a marked
reluctance to fulfill its promises to displaced s, and with the decline in U.S. influence the
government displayed an unwillingness to honogutarantees of Montagnard land rights.
Unfortunately for the RVN-U.S. effort, these prabkewould only be exacerbated in the coming

years with the increasing number of refugees aadviéming of U.S. influence.
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Chapter 5 - Increased Security: 1970-1971

One of the things that, and it's been for a lomgetithe RF and PF are carrying the major burden
of the war.

—General Creighton Abrams, U.S.
commander MACV, comments at a Weekly Intelligensériate Update, 23 October 1871

The years 1970 and 1971 represented the high-wetek for government control in Lam
Dong and the highlands. The ambitious U.S. progmmcrease the capacity of the territorial
forces was quite effective, and the consolidatiomezcontinued to expand, even with the lack of
regulars in Lam Dong. NLF activity was increasinijinited to standoff engagements using
indirect fire weapons and RPGs, which unproducjivesulted in increased numbers of civilian
casualties. The RVN had finally begun to idenéifhd distribute land under the Main Living
Area program, and a better crop of officers, tdude Colonel Bach in Lam Dong, worked to
improve the efficiency of local government. Yetidg this period of relative calm in the
highlands, the government failed to move with assesf urgency to establish systems that could
aid displaced persons in the case of another consineffensive. Though the RVN had reached
a modus vivendi with FULRO that provided for théeigration of former Montagnard separatists
into the RVNAF, the implementation of this agreem&as at best problematic. It remained
clear that many high-level RVN officials would ordgdress Montagnard welfare issues when

pressured by American officials.

1970
By 1970, RVN policy toward the Montagnards, astean paper, was conciliatory. The
MDEM in Saigon was to act as an advocate for therésts of ethnic minorities, and its
representatives throughout South Vietnam were torea the increased educational and

humanitarian measuré® Furthermore, in April 1970, Saigon restricted tise of forced

187 _ewis Sorley, edYietnam Chronicles: The Abrams Tapes, 1968-1@¥Pbock: Texas Tech
University Press, 2004), 681.
183 | aBrie, “FULRO,” 146.
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relocations, but Il Corps Commander General Ngo irored the order, arguing that he had
personal authorization from Thieu to continue wekettlement. Through the coming years,
Dzu would prove one of the most formidable oppos@htMontagnard advocates such as U.S.
anthropologist Gerald Hickey. Dzu, who had hadtreés killed by rebellious Montagnards,
saw security strictly in terms of military utilitguch as the proportion of families relocated to
areas that the government deemed secure. Addltipha was under pressure from those
Vietnamese who desired Montagnard land—particularsouthern highland areas such as Lam
Dong, Ban Me Thuot, and Dalat, where developenseasingly did not have to worry about

NLF attacks® It would not be until mid-1971 that pressure froh$. political officials would

compel Dzu to change his policies.

NLF

At the beginning of 1970, intelligence reportsigaded that there were less than 1000
communist troops in Lam Dong, and most of theseeiA&VN masquerading as NLF.
Additionally, there were an estimated 300 politicatires, most of whom were also suspected to
be from outside the province. PAVN/NLF attacksidgithis period increasingly resulted in
civilian casualties. Those killed or wounded weften ordinary citizens, rather than local
officials. It is unclear whether this was intemi@b targeting, the result of increasing numbers of
standoff attacks (attacks from a distance with ebgkopelled grenades and indirect fire
weapons, rather than hamlet infiltration), the hestithe close proximity of the new territorial
forces’ family housing, or a combination of alléer In some cases, the NLF/PAVN engaged in
rocket and mortar attacks on population centeBain Loc and Di LinH>® With the attacks on
the two cities, the first six months of 1970 welealx for the people of Lam Dong. In addition
to six assassinations of local officials, citizemslured twenty-five kidnappings, and a total of
fifty-one civilians were killed and 114 wounded RYF attacks during this period.
Additionally, sixteen RVNAF personnel—most of th&® and PF—were killed and another

18 Henry S. Bradsher, “Saigon Orders Relief for Mgni@rds, The Evening Starl6 June 1971, Box 32,
MACV CORDS MR2, Office of the Executive SecretaBgneral Records, RG472.

199 5ee especially LDPR, 30 April 1970, Box 12, HQ MACORDS, Reports and Analysis Directorate,
Reports Division, Province Reports 10/1967-03/1%G472, in which rocket and mortar attacks on the dities

killed twelve and wounded twenty-five civiliansy@ military personnel were also casualties in tredtecks).
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forty wounded during the first half of 197%. There was also an increase in attacks designed to
disrupt the provincial election in June; NLF adivéand some confusion and disorganization at
polling places led to a relatively low turnout & @ercent. The U.S. senior advisor lamented
that the NLF was able to operate with “almost catgimmunity” during June, and local
security forces remained on the defensive duriisypriod**2

This activity was short-lived, however, peakinghe spring and summer months before
being crushed by an aggressive territorial foreamaign directed by Colonel Bach. By fall
1970, mauled by engagements in which the RF angeRFthe upper hand, the NLF switched to
tactics such as the emplacement of command- asduyreedetonated mines along Highway 20.
By September, the senior U.S. advisor noted treaNthF “no longer poses a major threat to
pacification and development” as communist lossekdxceeded government losses for the
third consecutive month. The U.S. advisor creditsdcounterpart and his local security
campaign, noting approvingly that, “It is an acegptact that any program he [Col. Bach]
personally directs moves with dramatic resutfs."In another positive development, in the
aftermath of two communist attacks on populatiomees in March, U.S. officials reported that
Lam Dong RSW personnel “responded outstandinglypaodided required assistance
immediately™®*

By October 1970, though local force companies wgéheusing Lam Dong for the
movement of supplies through the region, the stalldorce companies, two local force
platoons, and eighteen reconnaissance teams weatBray/contact, either due to operational
losses or biding time for a major offensiVa. NLF attempts to procure supplies were costly, and
twelve NLF cadres were killed in manned and unmdrarebushes. Local units secured areas
where Montagnards harvested rice—common targetSlf&rsupply procurement—and an RF
company worked with a U.S. unit, temporarily asemjto Lam Dong, to destroy supply caches,
crop areas, and base areas. Other signs sinplantyed to a shift in the war. A November NLF

offensive throughout MR6 failed in Lam Dong—an Rfituepulsed an attempt by a reinforced

91| DPRs, January-June 1970, Box 11-14. Totalsifolian KIA do not include the assassinations.
92| DPR, 30 June 1970, Box 14, Ibid.

193 DPR, 30 September 1970, Box 15, Ibid.

194 DPR, 31 March 1970, Box 12, Ibid.

195 DPR, 31 October 1970, Box 16, Ibid.
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NLF company to overrun an outpost. Local unitstesgal important documents and began to
emplace approximately fifty mechanical ambushes—-x@tae antipersonnel mines attached to

trip wires—per night?®

Territorial Forces

Much of the decline in NLF capabilities was attitidble to the increased combat power
of the territorial forces. Largely through thecett of the MATS, the performance of territorial
forces improved markedly, particularly the abilibyundertake longer-duration operations, night
ambush operations, and the capacity to work irefangits such as two or more PF platoons and
in three to four RF company groups.

Yet there were problems involving some territoftate units. After intense negotiations
throughout the previous year, the South Viethangesernment and the leadership of FULRO
agreed that members of the Highlander separatsipgeould renounce their belief in an
independent Montagnard state, swear loyalty td¥ill, and become members of the RVNAF.
At the beginning of the year, Saigon officials hlackatened to withdraw the advanced M16
rifles that had been issued to the DB company in Lam Dong which was composed of forme
FULRO members from another province. Only throbggh-level advocacy by U.S. advisors
was the company allowed to keep its M16s and, aftarths of waiting, finally given an
operational assignment. Despite the objectionsaz Viethamese and U.S. officials, however,
scores of men designated as RF replacements, thkkiwf former FULRO members, were given
Second World War-vintage weapatis.In April, the 228' RF Company, which province
officials sent to the Koho village of D'Jiramouraw/attacked and overrun by several NLF
companies, and almost all of its personnel killedvounded. Though the former FULRO troops
had fought bravely, the incident demonstrated aberrof problems with the government’s
integration of former FULRO members. Chief amadmgse problems was language difficulty;
for example, the RF Company, village residents,\diethamese support units all spoke
different languages—calling for artillery supporasvimpossible because the territorial force
artillery units in Lam Dong were manned by soldiete spoke only Vietnames$&

19| DPR, 30 November 1970, Box 16, Ibid.
197 DPR, 31 January 1970, Box 11, Ibid.
198 | DPR, 30 April 1970, Box 12, Ibid.
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In addition to the problems with former FULRO igtation, there remained other
significant challenges to the successful employrmoéterritorial forces. Though U.S. combat
troops had been virtually absent from the provifocepproximately a year, security
requirements for U.S. engineers working to maingaid improve Highway 20, as well as
general security for the 120 kilometers of highwajzam Dong, continued to make heavy
demands on territorial force resour¢&s Despite the improvement in the capabilities and
effectiveness of the territorial forces, the setid®. advisor noted that leadership—specifically,
the “lack of qualified officers to replace totalycompetent commanders”—remained the main
problem in RF and PF unit® American advisors in the field noted that teriiibforce leaders
knew what to do, but were not doing it. For examghough they had been instructed otherwise,
units still engaged in risky and amateurish behasich as marching down the middle of
established roads with no flank security and fgilio deploy men to search likely ambush and
sniper positions. There were also problems in rgoant; though province officials had begun
an aggressive campaign designed to recruit Montdgrawho were exempt from the RVN’s
conscription law yet represented half of all mijt@ge males in Lam Dong—the effort was
unsuccessful at persuading members to join. Nefeth, an additional three PF platoons were
authorized and raised, bringing the province tmahirty-nine®®* In a sign of their ability to
undertake increasingly complex operations, Lam DRRgunits, in conjunction with ARVN
support and VNAF air assets, participated in a koglinpany airmobile assault deep into an
NLF/PAVN base ared’? During October 1970, the temporary presenceléfSa brigade
assisted in the development of the territorial ésr;n Lam Dong; instead of leading operations,
the U.S. platoons operated in tandem with RF comegarin these operations, they were now
supported almost entirely by Vietnam Air Force (VR/pilots who had supplanted U.S. Air
Force pilots in the direction of air asséts.

By the end of 1970, U.S. officials noted an “upsgvin optimism by Lam Dong officials

and a large element of the population” and a cpmeding increase in investments and long-

199 DPR, 31 May 1970, Box 14, Ibid.

200| DPR, 30 June 1970, Box 14, Ibid.

201) DPR, 31 July 1970, Box 15, Ibid.

22| DPR, 30 September 1970, Box 15, Ibid.
23| DPR, 31 October 1970, Box 16, Ibid.
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term construction. More importantly, residentd.ain Dong demonstrated increased confidence
in their security situation as they had begun #pair of buildings damaged or destroyed by the
NLF. Previously, citizens had been reluctant taurlel because of fear of retribution. The U.S.
senior advisor observed that “the war in this pnoegiagainst VC forces threatening territorial
security is being fought entirely by Vietnamesecés with no support from US combat units.”
With five NLF/PAVN soldiers killed for every govemment soldier killed in Lam Dong,
communist forces were increasingly focused on piogwcrucial supplies such as foodstuffs,

and RVNAF intelligence indicated that their advelessino longer had the potential to mount a

major assauft>*

Refugees and Resettlement

Despite military gains, political factors remair@@blematic in Lam Dong. In January,
local officials had completed eight classroomsrédugees, staffed with refugee cadre teachers,
and also planned vocational classes in subjectsasimasonry, carpentry, and sewifigln
1970, Lam Dong often received scores or even haisdvérefugees per month, often from
isolated border regions that were primarily inhathiby Montagnards. Province services showed
a marked improvement; in most cases, refugeesvext@nmediate attention and temporary
housing, and local medical officials were becomimgeasingly adept at treating the outbreaks
of communicable disease that could wreak havoigh-population density environmerfts.
Overall, U.S. officials noted that the local RSWWAsee was responding “rapidly and effectively”
to the challenges it facéd’ Larger questions of the refugees’ permanent disipa, however,
remained unanswered, as families who were forcédfaheir homes due to NLF attacks often
remained permanently in government refugee caffipadditionally, the rising cost of living
throughout Vietnam was felt acutely in Lam Dondirdugh the Agricultural Bank loan

program, the province had 730 recipients of crduit,economic fluctuations meant that new

24 DPR, 31 December 1970, Box 17, lbid.
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construction—now a possibility due to the improgedurity situation—had ground to a halt as
the price of construction materials such as cersieyrocketed. Other businesses were similarly
impacted; for example, the high cost of feed resbih a decrease in hog productf8h.

Beginning in mid-1970, the rising costs of stapdans, particularly foodstuffs, would become a
major concern in Lam Dorfg’

Since 1966, PAVN and NLF units had violated Camandieutrality and established
base areas and re-supply routes that fed men atediehdrom North to South Vietnam. In April
1970, U.S. President Richard Nixon authorized aet@acursion into Cambodia in order to
capture COSVN and eliminate sanctuary areas. Heglgng in Cambodia resulted in an
unprecedented number of war refugees in Lam Domgnid-1970, the RSW service chief in
Lam Dong began preparations to receive 10,000 eefsignost of whom were ethnic
Vietnamese from Cambodia. Overall, U.S. officiadged that the local RSW service was
responding “rapidly and effectively” to the chaligs it faced. Nonetheless, U.S. and RVN
officials worried of possible problems with theugées’ integration into the social and economic
structure of province. Officials also noted that/as unclear how the large numbers of refugees
would eventually become economically independedtwahere their loyalties la§* Lam Dong
absorbed the 10,000 refugees in a six-day peragsieg a thirteen percent province population
increase. The U.S. senior advisor noted thatdlchievements of the Province Chief and his
staff in preparing for receiving, housing and feedihese repatriates was nothing less than
outstanding.” But higher prices in the provinced an “almost total commitment of the
province to the refugee problem” resulted in a slown of other projects. Local officials were
assisted by religious, military, civilian, and pte sector involvement, and the refugees were
housed in five existing structures and 133 tefisaccordance with RVN policy, all refugees
received temporary resettlement and travel alloesfié Not accustomed to the alien
environment of the highlands, however, over 300thefrefugees left almost immediately for

the Mekong Delta—a region far more culturally, gequdpically, and economically similar to

209) DPR, 30 April 1970, Box 12, Ibid.
49| DPR, 30 June 1970, Box 14, Ibid.
21 |bid.

212) DPR, 31 August 1970, Box 15, Ibid.
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Cambodia—and most of the remaining repatriatesessed a desire to leave Lam DShgThe
desires of refugees often caused consternatioheopdrt of U.S. and RVN officials; the senior
American advisor noted the “disappointing” progressard the establishment of local
governance for repatriates due to the “indifferemicehe part of the repatriates themselves.”
Similarly, services provided by the RSW slackened e Province Chief lost interest in the
Cambodian refugees after it became clear thatwaed to leave. Eventually, only 2000 were
resettled in Lam Dong:* The repatriates did spark interest at the higlessis of the command
structure; in November, the Prime Minister, cabimeimbers, and William Colby visited the
Cambodian refugees that remained in Lam Ddng.

The many Montagnard refugees in Lam Dong did tteact similar high-level interest,
however, and problems with both refugees and nsplaited Highlanders continued in 1970. It
was not until the end of the year that the finalugr of refugees from the beginning of 1970—a
total of 177 Montagnards—received their final rédsetent benefit§!® Of even greater
importance was the slowness of the MLA programith&tend of the year, RVN Minister for the
Development of Ethnic Minorities Paul Nur issueddaertificates to over 700 Montagnard
farmers. Yet the average plot of land was only heotares—far less than the five hectares
deemed necessary for traditional Montagnard swididiening—and most Highlanders still did
not have deeds to their land at all, making themesable to encroachment. The first land title
had been issued at the end of 1969, and through th@7government issued approximately 2600
land titles—yet these averaged only two and onéHueaitares per titlét” The inadequacies of
the land reform program would become one of thetm@sous problems in the highlands during
the 1970s.

Local Governance
In mid-June, twenty-three candidates competedifosesats on the Lam Dong provincial
council. In all, U.S. officials deemed the elengdfair and square,” and the results reflected the

213| DPR, 30 September 1970, Box 15, Ibid.
24| DPR, 31 October 1970, Box 16, Ibid.
“° DPR, 31 December 1970, Box 17, Ibid.
4% DPR, 31 October 1970, Box 16, Ibid.
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demographics and identity politics present in thevmce: three ethnic Vietnamese and three
Montagnards were electét In an unexpected development, however, the efed officers

for the new council resulted in the selection ofitégnards as chairman and deputy chairman.
The U.S. senior advisor noted that “serious probklefrcooperation” were bound to result from
such an arrangement and would delay province dpaedat and the council budget. The
Vietnamese refused to take direction from Highlasdand also refused a secretary seat on the
council®*® The matter was finally resolved through the dagpbf the province chief; a series of
meetings between the Montagnards and Vietnamedertegesulted in the resignation of the
Highlander chairman and his replacement with anietffiethamese. Even after the scuffle,
more serious problems remained; the rising cobvioly remained the primary concern of Lam

Dong resident§?°

Economic Development

The completion of the Lam Dong tea factory, th8.lenior advisor noted, “brought to a
head all of the long-brewing political dissatisfaos” surrounding the project, and
“machinations by differing local elements promiséstantial eventual embarrassment for the
United States.” If swift action were not takergtet the factory “properly managed and in
production,” he warned, it “could become one of owst prominent white elephants in Asia.”
Despite a total U.S. investment of over one milliess. dollars, the projected needed RVN
ministerial intervention in order to reorganize teadership and give clear guidance for
operation. Otherwise, the project would neverlile o run efficiently and produce high-quality
tea needed for expoitt The vicissitudes of the economy had resulteddedine in the tea
industry, but the enormous amount of lead time @apital investment resulted in continuous
pressure from Saigon to ensure the project workicect intervention from the RVN Prime
Minister meant that local officials would continteethrow good money after bad in a fatally

flawed enterprisé®? Despite these efforts, and continued RVN investiarospects for the re-
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opening of the tea factory “remained dim” due te thilure to select a new board of
governors?® At the end of the year, the senior advisor nétat Lam Dong “is now the father
of two magnificent white elephants,” the “infamousim Dong tea factory and the recently
completed Tan Phat airfield. The airfield, anotimajor project, was originally built at great
cost for use by Air Vietnam, but the South Vietnamairline no longer had interest in the field,
and it could not support sustained use by U.Srafircso was limited to six Air America courier
flights a week®* Instead of addressing complex, controversial lerob, such as Montagnard-
Vietnamese relations, Saigon continued to expenye lguantities of resources on large projects

of marginal utility.

1971
Dispatches from Saigon at the beginning of 19dicated the RVN's steadily increasing

reliance on territorial forces. Nguyen Van Thiewl &Villiam Colby both noted marked gains in
the performance of the territorial forces, and theyposed expanding the scope of these military
units’ missions so that they could increasinglyetaker operations of the next high-echelon unit.
Since the beginning of the professionalizationhef territorial forces in 1965, U.S. officials had
conceived of local security as three concentrigginThe first ring, at the hamlet and village
level, was the PF; the second, district and praviegel ring was the RF; and the final, national
level ring was the ARVN. Though Thieu expressesidasire that the People’s Self Defense
Forces (PSDF, a program designed to provide villagembers with weapons and rudimentary
training) take over the role of the PF, allowinglegroup to move up one level, Colby
expressed his doubts about the ability of PSDF neesito defend themselves. The U.S. official
did observe, however, that territorial force opierag were increasingly effective, and proposed
that the RF be increasingly groomed to focus onipo® operations into base areas as well as
reaction operations where “muscle is needed foitaeial security.?*®> The optimism of such
high-level Viethamese and American officials wadlystaced; by 1971, territorial forces

accounted for almost forty percent of communist batdeaths, a dramatic increase from
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previous years, in which territorial forces sustainyet failed to inflict, large numbers of
casualtie$?® Yet 1971 was similar to 1970 in that concretagai security were undermined
by continued apathy on the part of Saigon towarditizens in the highlands. Even though a
highly publicized incident exposed the RVN’s mistraent of Montagnards, substantive
progress in addressing the root causes of thasesissSaigon’s policies involving mandatory

relocation and land tenure—was fleeting.

Relocation

Though the RVN was increasingly standing on iteipte rapid U.S. withdrawal had a
detrimental impact on the situational awarenegg@fince advisory teams. As advisory
elements were cut, smaller teams hunkered dowmfed observed actions primarily through
aerial reconnaissance. U.S. advisors’ growingneke on reports from their Vietnamese
counterparts often led to widespread informatiomsgaOne of the most egregious examples of
this was regarding Montagnard relocations. In 187@ 1971, tensions flared between Gerald
Hickey and RVN highlands commander General Ngo D2aspite the 1969 Saigon directive
meant to curtail mandatory relocations, Dzu hadinaed with his campaign of forced
resettlement for Montagnards in the highlands. hWitle effort from Saigon to enforce its own
directive, Hickey complained loudly and repeatadly).S. officials about the relocation, and
treatment in general, of the Montagnards. Whenbkeevas confronted by American officials,
Dzu noted that he was busy with security issued,aagued that Hickey’s statements were
interfering with Dzu’s efforts to prosecute the wathe highlands and validated communist
propaganda that portrayed the RVN as completelytarested in the plight of the
Montagnard$?’ In truth, there were no good options for the Mgmiards; relocation meant
abandoning their territory—which, contrary to wige=ad Vietnamese and American belief, had
remained in the family for generations—and staringw with only minimal assistance.
Staying in place, however, exposed them to NLFckst@and impressment, as well as errant fire

from RVNAF units who often did not exercise the sadliscretion in Montagnard environments
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as in ethnic Vietnamese areas. The only viabletisol—bringing RVN security forces to
Montagnard areas—was difficult because the tradfiitands of the Montagnards were in
isolated areas.

As a result of continued tension from Montagnatdogates—most of whom were
lower-level military officers and civilian advisorgho had served with Highlanders—the U.S.
command in the highlands asked province seniorsadvifor information on all relocations of
Montagnard hamlets. American officials in the gtds noted that the lack of U.S. resources in
theater and the waning of U.S. influence meanttt@RVN was essentially on its own,
particularly on non-military issues such as refugegistance and social welfare support.
Though the U.S. command was able to temporarilyfbeted resettlement, General Dzu
continued to demand a return to the practite.

An incident in the winter of 1970-71 brought reéegssues to a head and forced a
change in policy from the highest levels of the RVAL Plei Kotu refugee camp in Pleiku
province, 250 of 2000 relocated Montagnards had digneglect after being placed on a windy
ridgeline without adequate protection from the \Weat By spring 1971, outrage from some
U.S. officials had reached Washington. U.S. Sertatiovard Kennedy convened a refugee
subcommittee; fearing that the U.S. Congress wmddce aid to South Vietham, Thieu issued
an order mandating Saigon’s specific approval foyr farced relocations of Montagnards.
Nonetheless, U.S. officials were not of one mindlaissue of Montagnard resettlement. Many
higher-level U.S. officials supported relocatiorhile lower-level U.S. military officers were
often the staunchest critics of the RVN’s treatn@frthe Montagnard&®

lllustrating the divergence of opinion on relooatpolicy were officials of the U.S.
Agency for International Development (USAID), whefended relocation programs and
characterized most camps—over which they had ayrsesponsibility—as humane. USAID
officials, in turn, placed blame on the Highland#rasmselves, noting that Montagnard tribal
leaders often did not understand complex polidmsexample, a USAID official noted, with the

exception of the MDEM, Montagnard leaders were“paying attention to the MLA program.”

228 CORDS MR2, Movement of Montagnard Population, Hgld Provinces, 21 February 1971, Ibid.
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Additionally, USAID, like the RVN, was focused dmeteconomic development of the
highlands. If properly administered, a USAID oidiicnoted, the MLA program could be “the
catalyst to solve the entire gamet [sic] of accluated land grievancies [sic] and problems that
have plagued the GVN for years.” Once problemswsurfaced and solved, the door to
development of the Highlands can be operféy.”

It was largely moot, however, that local officiéifisoughout the highland provinces were
divided on their evaluation of Montagnard relocatpmlicy—true power continued to be held by
RVN officials in Saigon, which had always treatedypnces as extensions of the central
government apparatus. The centralized controltexbin a contradiction that would persist
throughout the short life of the RVN; Saigon denmehthat provinces exercise self-sufficiency
and initiative, yet it steadfastly blocked exerar$docal power and continued to exercise firm
measures of control, such as the personal appamtofi@ll province chiefs by President

Thieu?®

Local Security

During 1971 there were indications of increased/ipe® security, yet local programs
continued to experience problems. For examplesuarea to improve the living conditions of
territorial forces’ dependents continued to expereeuneven progress. One assessment
described the importance of benefits for dependarttze overall campaign to improve the
performance of the RF and PF. As the study ndte, difficult to interest RF/PF or ARVN
soldiers in civic action when, in some instanchksirtfamilies are living under worse conditions
than the people the soldiers are supposed to A&lpret combat effectiveness remained
relatively high. Of crucial importance was thegmece of U.S. forces in a supporting, though
not direct combat, role. The U.S. First CavalryiBion continued to operate along the II/IlI

Corps border area, forcing NLF infiltration routesunfamiliar areas in Lam Dong and making

2% Max E. Sauerbry, Ch Land Reform Div MR2, Montaghland, 26 October 1971, Ibid.

%1 CORDS Plans, Policy and Programs, Local FiscdtSafficiency, 12 April 1971, Ibid.
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them vulnerable to mechanical ambusfidsThe continued presence of U.S. troops in border
regions—Iimiting infiltration but allowing local fees to engage and combat NLF/PAVN
units—made 1971 an effective year for the U.S.-Raffdrt in Lam Dong. In mid-1971, Bao

Loc achieved gains in security that allowed it ¢éottansferred to RVN officials for evaluation,
while Di Linh, which had a larger number of Montagtls, remained under the aegis of the U.S.
for evaluation purpos€s?

Despite gains in security, an assessment by Jauh\VRann, the new U.S. senior advisor
in the highlands, laid bare the problems with hrgbehelon leadership in the region. Vann, who
had served in Ill and IV Corps from 1966-71, nateat with the exception of General Dzu and
his staff, “the Il Corps Headquarters leadershipaslequate.” Political intrigue, a problem
throughout the senior ranks of the ARVN, was esgiscacute in the highlands. Thieu sought to
isolate senior officers loyal to other leaders—dmample, General Duong Van Minh—by
assigning them away from the Saigon area and gdbim in the remote highlands.
Furthermore, Vann noted, “ARVN troop morale andhfigg spirit are less than satisfactory and
there is an obvious reluctance on the part of B®RNWN commanders and troops to do battle
with the NVA.” Though common throughout VietnametARVN units in the highlands
suffered from an “over-reliance on air and artillés get the job done and a truly remarkable
lethargy when it comes to taking the fight to themy.”#*°

Vann also noted though Il Corps was responsibi&dth the highlands and the lowlands
of central Vietnam, the two regions were drasticdlfferent. In the heavily populated coastal
lowlands, composed almost entirely of ethnic Vieteae, territorial forces were “quite
obviously the lowest quality of the RF/PF effortaintrywide.” For example, many territorial
forces members in the coastal provinces did noyeaeapons during the day—clear “evidence
of an accommodation” between the communists an&¥¢ militia, Vann noted—and many,
especially in the PF, held daytime civilian jolhough the highlands had more effective
fighting forces, conflicts based on ethnicity plaguhese units. For example, the Second

Ranger Group, which operated along the ViethamesabOdian border, had twelve Ranger

23 Edward Long to MG Brown, CG, IFFV, Lam Dong Proséndtd 15 Apr 71, [18 April 1971], Box 33,
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battalions manned primarily with Montagnards arftcefed primarily by ethnic Viethamese.
Vann noted that the Vietnamese officers rarely agzamied their men on operations. The lack
of confidence was palpable, as these units ramtyated outside of their artillery range fans,
and as a result only covered ten to twenty peraktiteir assigned area of operations. Vann
noted that great improvements could be made bypecem Viethamese officers with
Montagnards, yet General Dzu had rejected thismaoendation. U.S. advisors were frustrated
because efforts to relieve or transfer corrupiceffs were not successful; as most of the senior
ARVN officers were assigned to Il Corps as punishindisobedience was commofi.

For their part, U.S. advisors in Lam Dong remaifradtrated at what they perceived to
be a lack of support from their higher headquartditse Il Corps regional headquarters was
“ineffective and unnecessary,” Colonel Barton Hagdydahe Lam Dong senior advisor noted,
and the “advisory effort is being accomplishedpitesof the regional headquarters,” rather than
because of it. Also, he argued, “most of the stafitions at region exist to justify their
existence” and were unresponsive to requests fistaace, yet produced “a steady stream of
papers, directives, and report requests” though didshot have “the least idea of what Lam
Dong even looks like” or whether their directivggpbed to the province. Particularly egregious,
Colonel Hayward noted, was the lack of supporinfam-combat functions. Despite the best
efforts of U.S. advisors in Lam Dong, they could eeen procure a full-time agricultural
advisor, and the “fantastic potential” was beingted because of the lack of “sound advice” on
agricultural matters. Higher level guidance wasmfitontradictory and not tailored to the actual
requirements on the ground. For example, Haywatddthat his first and only instruction from
a senior U.S. civilian official was to “get the tietory operating.” Though the RVN had
designated the tea factory the number one probidmam Dong, the lack of tea advisors in
Vietnam and the U.S. meant that Lam Dong requinedassistance of the United Kingdom,
which possessed many tea experts. Yet Saigonadiimish representatives to conduct
coordination, and as a result local U.S. and Vieiese officials were on their own to liaise with

a foreign governmerft’

28 bid.
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Territorial Forces

At the beginning of the year, RVN officials wittdv the 53d ARVN from Lam Dong,
leaving the province completely without U.S. or ARYegulars for the first time since the
Americanization of the war. During this time, Ibo#ficials also embarked on a major shuffling
of territorial force units in Lam Dong in order hinder NLF attempts to infiltrate these urfits.

In mid-1971, MATSs began standing down and were ggiyg replaced by Mobile Training
Teams (MTTs) composed of ARVN officers and NCOsnttolled by the RVNAF JGS, each
team was composed of fifteen personnel and dedi¢atthe training of the RF/PF. Though the
teams were three times the size of an equivalent &am, the RVN fielded a third as many
teams as the U.S. (103 MTTs versus over 350 MA8rg),the Viethamese teams possessed
neither organic transportation nor communicaticnsigment® During this time, provinces
also received territorial artillery to replace AR\&xillery units assigned to support local
security missions. Lam Dong received three plaganfrterritorial artillery, but these units
experienced shortcomings in training and equiprfi€nt.

Though the province experienced some securitylpnabwith hamlet entries during the
first half of the year, by the summer province advs reported that there were fewer hamlet
entries and “people feel more secure as they verf@uther and farther out into the consolidation
zone in pursuit of their day-to-day activitie§** Further, businesses were being established in
areas that had been insecure in 1970 and the vadtitmaffic on Highway 20 continued to
increase. By late summer 1971, the performanckeoPF had improved such that RVN
officials, after being prodded by U.S. advisorsedied that the PF take over security for the
highway, a development that promised to alleviaeerhanpower drain on the RF. While RF
units maintained a steady pace of operations, stikyemained deficient in some areas—for
example, in their reluctance to use fire suppohictv stemmed in part from the lack of trained

38| DPR, 31 January 1971, Box 18, Ibid.; LDPR, 30iAp871, Box 19, Ibid.
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artillery forward observers that were essentiainglets of the fire support plan for each
company?*?

The continued development and reassigning of slwes part of a larger
“Vietnamization” plan designed by U.S. officialsttan over greater responsibility to the RVN.
Equally important in this effort was the Hamlet Eaadion System (HES), which assigned a
letter grade to all hamlets based on a complex ganadtion of objective and subjective
measurements. Grades of A or B indicated that mowent forces controlled the hamlets, a C
meant that NLF activity was possible, a grade eh@&ant that NLF activity was present, and a
grade of V meant “Viet Cong control” of a hamlés part of the campaign plan, officials
planned to eventually remove all RF units from Al & hamlets and locate PF platoons outside
of hamlets, security conditions permittifij. Additionally, in Lam Dong local officials initiad
plans to create a mobile reaction force and rephattePF units two static positions manned by
RF companies. Accordingly, RF companies and prowvé battalions were increasingly
dedicated to mobile operatioff$. With continued security gains at the end of 1RMN
officials reassigned one of Lam Dong’s RF compagnesssing the province with nineteen total
companies. The end of the year also saw Lam Dfiagjgds move RF companies to less secure
areas in the province, such as V-rated hamletsaarektension of the consolidation zdfe.
Additionally, Lam Dong experienced a successfutuging drive to fill RF and PF ranks to
almost one-hundred percent of authorized stretgth’;[sJomewhat disturbing,” the province
senior advisor reported, was that over seventygpemaf those recruits were “Highlander

‘volunteers.”?4®

NLF
In a new tactic, NLF units attacked a Montagnafdgee camp on 26 February 1971,

sowing fear amongst its inhabitaité. This development was perhaps due to the failfitiee

242 |bid.
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NLF and PAVN to consolidate control in Lam DongheINLF apparatus in Lam Dong, U.S.
officials reported, was “down” but not yet “countedt” as evidenced by an attack on the Di
Linh National Police headquarters and several ass#ons of suspected RVN collaborators.
Though mechanical ambushes were so successfllltliatadres and guerrillas moved almost
exclusively during daylight hours, yet by occupyimgher terrain, guerrillas were increasingly
adept at avoiding the approximately 250 mecharindl200 manned ambushes that the
territorial forces employed on daily badf§. NLF attacks during this period concentrated on
smaller, easier targets, for example, squad staekst against a PF platoon outpost. Intelligence
reported that thirty NLF replacements had beensasseduring this period, but these
replacements were mostly teenagers recruited fratside the provincé*® Documents captured
from guerrillas killed by territorial forces inditead that NLF units were “understrength,
underfed, underequipped and terribly afraid ofrttechanical ambusH> Confirming the

NLF’s focus on survival, Lam Dong RF companies fimcreased evidence of NLF food

production activity throughout the provin€g.

RVN-Montagnard Relations
In 1971, many local officials in Lam Dong struggjl® provide services to the

Montagnard community while encountering roadbldcks Saigon. At the beginning of the
year, local officials distributed at least two wabeffaloes or cows to each Montagnard refugee
hamlet®>? Additionally, the Agricultural Development Chieisited each Montagnard village,
and 314 applicants received money for agricultprajects such as animal husbandry. While
every applicant received aid, the relative deafthpplicants indicated that local officials were
still not entirely successful in publicizing progra meant to benefit ethnic minorities. As
always, the lack of a shared language was oneeahtist significant obstacles in this

endeavof>® One of the primary groups dedicated to the iaterfwith Vietnamese officials, the
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TS, was successful in completing the census, bt afficials reported that the effectiveness of
the organization was still “severely limited” byetlskadre members’ lack of literacy.

In mid-1971, the RVN finally established guidarigethe Main Living Area program,
which was designed to address contentious landdessues. RVN Decree 138, which stated
that it was imperative that the Montagnards “mamtheir life in accordance with their
particular customs and traditions without bothemeasion by other people,” was the result of
years of entreaties by the U.S. government ‘fljger to protect the Montagnards’ land in their
absence,” the decree established a main livingfaré&raditional hamlets,” resettlement
hamlets, and original hamlet sites currently abaedo Further, it maintained that each province
chief had authority over final decisions on lar&higon also decreed that even if there were
existing ethnic Vietnamese lands in the area, Mymdeds would receive other land in
compensation. Additionally, national officials gl to alleviate the problem of squatting by
directing that local officials exercise “tight coolf’ over sites vacated by Montagnards for
security reasons’

Though Decree 138 was a substantial and long-eavatep forward, local officials
encountered many problems in the implementatigheflirective. In Lam Dong, although the
province detailed two six-person teams to work \ilih Land Affairs service chief on the MLA
program, progress was impeded by Saigon’s failuisdue implementing instructions, as was
customary for other decrees, for Decree £38The Lam Dong Land Affairs service chief
complained that the “extremely complicated proceess further complicated by the original
resettlement of many Highlander hamlets; much ¢éoctimsternation of Montagnard citizens and
local officials assigned to assist them, the oaggommunities had ceased to exist. RVN
officials had, for the sake of convenience, takemarous Highlander hamlets and designated
them as single new hamlets. Each of the origiaallats maintained their identity, however, and
insisted on MLA allocation on the basis of origiamlets. Through the second half of 1971,

local officials made progress in identifying Montagd lands, but were only able to produce
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land titles for several hundred families. Desfitis slow progress, the Land Affairs service’s
goal was to complete land title requests for athLBong Highlander hamlets by end of 1572.
Nonetheless, U.S. officials noted that a “majortabtle” to land reform was the “vast unutilized
holdings” of the Bao Loc Agricultural high schoaicathe Lam Dong Forest and Agricultural
experimental stations—both of which were controlbgdhe national government. The province
chief requested that the Ministry of Agricultursuevey and reallocate land, but like most
requests sent to Saigon, a response was not imelgdiarthcoming?>’

Local efforts made progress in some areas but stgneied in others. The RVN desired
an expansion of lowland rice planting by Montagsaahd instructed province officials to train
Highlanders in wet rice cultivation, modern agrtaudl techniques, and the use of genetically
engineered rice seed—so-called “miracle rice.” Menhtagnard communities were reluctant to
embrace change, and still wanted to plant locaktias instead of new seeds. Some
communities, however, acquiesced to the use o$ptanting and increased use of fertilizers and
insecticides. Despite these difficulties, Montagisan one region of Lam Dong planted over
200 hectares of lowland rice, compared with thirgtares the previous year. Nonetheless, the
average Yield of Highlander rice crops was smalti, anly enough to feed families through April
1972%°® Additionally, problems continued with the provinRSW service—U.S. officials
reported that the chief spent at least fifty peradrnis time in Saigon and “programs come to a
complete stop in his absenc@”

The province chief's appointment of a Montagnasdthnic Minorities (EM) service
chief, though “long over-due,” in the opinion okthenior U.S. advisor, initially backfired in the
Montangard community because it was seen as agabkippointment meant to mollify the
Highlanders®® Nonetheless, the province senior advisor repdhatithe new EM service chief
“has been a breath of fresh air” and cooperatidh wther services markedly improved—
especially the vital area of land reform. The redwef, Aspirant (a subaltern rank) K’'But,

emphasized adult education, took an “active intéreghe long-neglected TS program, and was

¢ | DPR, 31 December 1971, Box 23, Ibid.; LDPR, 3pt8mber 1971, Box 21, Ibid.
%7 DPR, 30 October 1971, Box 22, Ibid.

8| DPR, 31 December 1971, Box 23, Ibid.

%9 DPR, 31 May 1971, Box 19, Ibid.

260) pPR, 31 July 1971, Box 20, Ibid.

82



“at last bringing hope that someone is interestedbing something” for the Montagnarfs.
During the second half of the year, the provinag@eadvisor noted an “overall improvement”
in the performance of the EM program, as K’'Buttstion school lunch program for the
Montagnard boarding school and an improved foottidigion program for relocated families.
Significantly, the new EM chief insisted that alighlander village and hamlet officials who
could not speak Vietnamese attend adult educalsmses that he conducted in various
Montagard hamlet®®? Even in 1971, the majority of TS cadre—the orgation at the forefront
of the land reform program—and Montagnard villagd hamlet officials were illiterate, a factor
that critically limited their effectivene$8® Though the Land Affairs service chief held a day
literacy class for these teams, progress on thifaation of land remained slow, as most
Montagnard families were illiterate and had difftgun identifying their own land. Though the
first two months of the program netted only a ledithumber of title dossiers, on average each
plot contained enough land for a family’s self-gtiéfincy. Despite signs of progress, each
individual packet had to be approved by Saigomoagss that often took montff¥.

Another important Saigon-directed initiative whe teturn-to-village (RTV) program.
Just as security problems in the 1960s and foreledation had clustered many citizens in urban
shantytowns, the continued improvement in many ipie®s’ security meant that population
dispersal was finally possible. The need for ti&Rrogram in Lam Dong was especially
acute, as approximately 4800 people from numeraudédts had relocated over the course of
several years to a small area just east of Di Litiess on the existing land was great, and local
officials saw the need to cajole residents to retartheir hamlets, many of which were now in
the secure consolidation zoffé. The lack of rice lands in this area, the PSAoregl, “stymies
economic development of these hamlét§”After much prodding by U.S. advisors, the new

province chief, Lieutenant Colonel Huu, finallytiated a plan to move the hamlets to Di

%1 DPR, 31 August 1971, Box 21, Ibid.
%62) DPR, 30 September 1971, Box 21, Ibid.
263) DPR, 31 July 1971, Box 20, Ibid.

%4| DPR, 31 August 1971, Box 21, Ibid.

23| DPR, 30 June 1971, Box 20, Ibid.

266) DPR, 31 July 1971, Box 20, Ibid.

83



Linh.?®” Despite the need for more RTV programs, the Bhlprogram was the sole prospect,
as it was difficult to find Montagnard volunteersce the continued fear of the NLF caused
many to stay in impoverished, crowded areas. Higiér apprehensions were compounded by
mistrust of their own government. Not only wererignards often impressed into the
communist military, they were also impressed i ARVN—a violation of Viethamese law.
Additionally, many Montagards feared that theirgemece away from the watchful gaze of
American advisors would make them vulnerable toRheenix program—the PSA reported that
many citizens feared that they would be “continualirested and harassed by Phuong Ho&hg”

Economic Development

Initiatives for economic improvement continuecetaounter significant challenges.
Despite a VN$31 million loan approved for tea andadditional VN$8 million still needed for
capital improvement, there was still no marketté&&®® Local tea entrepreneurs marshaled
resources to fight the cooperative, and small teaers expressed concern about being crowded
out of production. The factory had been compleilly for over a year and a half, and the co-op
could not formulate a viable plan for a loan. Tadvisors reported, was the “number one
problem” in the province, as continued attemptsito Lam Dong into an export powerhouse
had failed. The U.S., for its part, lacked civiliadvisors with expertise in this area, and had to
continue to bring representatives from the Brigsfibassy, including the Deputy Chief of the
British Mission in Vietnam, to assist with techricaatters and marketing. After continued

delays, and the installation of VN$12 million ofmenachinery, théactory was finally operating
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six days a week at one-third capacity during falr 1, but its tea quality was still subgat. The
province senior advisor noted ruefully that Lam B'sri'only hope for long range prosperity lies
in agricultural diversification®*

Local construction, particularly in the provincéo urban areas, was still increasing
rapidly, but people remained concerned about ripiges. In most of the 23 villages and 87
hamlets in Lam Dong, Saigon’s struggle to cope withAmerican withdrawal had resulted in
hardship for citizens. For example, white sugal become a rationed item, and the price of
staple products such as bread and rice had inctégsabout twenty perceft® In a positive
economic development, however, the Mekong Banlgigdd-based private company, opened
its first province branch in Bao Loc, a developmiiat local officials considered a vote of

confidence in the security and economic potentiahe provincé’>

Conclusion

A 1971 debriefing report penned by Lieutenant Galn&.S. Collins Jr., senior U.S.
military official in the highlands from 1969-1974ummed up the tenuous situation in the
highlands on the eve of American withdrawal. W@lollins and his advisors felt that “the
individual Viethamese soldier is a good soldieg"was ineffective without leadership, which
was lacking in the ARVN, especially at higher lesrelThe American general observed that the
U.S. had been conducting an ARVN training progranfifteen years, yet still had problems
stemming from the “promotion of incompetents, ardping them in positions of
responsibility.” Addressing the problem was diffii; as the Vietnamese had their own selection
system, and the U.S. was loath to intervene dyéctihe RVNAF promotion process.

Although Collins observed that the “ARVN was iregffive,” he noted that the
performance of the territorial forces “was onehs most encouraging indicators” in the
highlands. The U.S. general noted that althouglRFR and PF took many casualties, on a
monthly basis they usually accounted for more eneasyalties than U.S., South Korean, or

ARVN regulars. In the highlands there were moratteial forces than regulars, and the NLF
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was increasingly concentrating its efforts in aerapt to destroy the RF and PF. Though the
territorial forces still demonstrated problems witnning, recruitment, and poor operational
employment, Collins noted approvingly that “RF/R#tsl have stood their ground at a time
when they have been little helped by the ARVN.”

Despite this development, the senior U.S. offinghe highlands was not sanguine
regarding the ultimate possibilities for a Soutletiemese victory. Though local security had
improved, myriad problems remained with the ARVNI éime civil government. Collins
lamented that “over the long run,” he expectedctbramunists to triumph. The general
somberly concluded, “I hope that the passage o tuifi show that | have been too pessimistic
and | have not seen the future cleaf$”

274 Senior Officer's Debriefing Report, LTG A.S. Col$i, Jr., March 1971, Box 33, MACV CORDS MR2,
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Chapter 6 - Refugee Problems: 1972

Once conventions and rules of war lose their ftineee are no limits to reprisals, except those
imposed by human revulsion, charity, and compassiohy fear of counterreprisals.
—John U. Nefwar and Human Progre$s

From spring 1972 until their final defeat in sprit@75, RVN officials in the highlands
were beset by a number of refugee problems. Nidug/en Hueampaign, known in the West as
the Easter Offensive, severely disrupted the Araariietnamization campaign. Though
American air power allowed ARVN forces to hold agdithe PAVN, the massive number of
displaced persons—maost from northern or westermipces—overwhelmed RVN officials.
Though the PAVN tide was turned relatively quicklye second-order effect of the offensive
caused a huge disruption in many areas of Vietpamticularly in Montagnard communities of
the central highlands, many of which were caughhécrossfire between PAVN armored
columns and American B-52 bombers. As anthropetd@erald Hickey noted, after 1972
existing ethnographic maps of the highlands wenmeeged obsolete. The long-term effect,
however, was that the offensive exacerbated egi¢ssures stemming from RVN treatment of
the Montagnards.

Throughout the year, provinces in the highlandske to improve the efficiency of
territorial forces by rectifying problems identfien 1971 and implementing measures
encouraged by U.S. advisors. These measures @ttludestructuring of forces, as northern
provinces increasingly experienced more NLF/PAVMNvéty than those in the south.
Accordingly, Binh Dinh, Phu Yen, Kontum, and Pleigained forces while the RVN reduced the
number of forces allocated to Binh Thuan, Ninh Thughanh Hoa, Lam Dong, Quang Duc, and
Phu Bon. Since mid-1971, the NLF had primarilyftelei to squad-sized operations in the
highlands; they could cause less damage, butagasi also easy for these smaller units to avoid
the RF, who normally operated in company strengthl972, the communist leadership
increasingly relied on PAVN forces to attack temial force units. Additionally, U.S. combat

275 John U. Nefwar and Human Progress: An Essay on the Rise afstnial Civilization(Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1950), 137.
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troops continued their withdrawal; at the beginnid 972, MACYV instituted a plan to further
reduce the presence of American advisors. By rAitRImost districts were reduced from a
team of three to five officers and NCOs to a sirtidrict advisor, while only five advisors

remained at the province lev&f.

Security

Security continued to improve throughout 1972.th& beginning of the year, the
remaining U.S. engineer unit departed Lam Dongjiteponly a small advisory team.
Additionally, by 1972, the VNAF flew all missions the province, including artillery
adjustment, observation, and convoy cdVérAt the beginning of the year, local officials
worked to eliminate four RF static outposts anad@lavelve RF companies into four company
groups oriented toward mobile operatiéffs These company groups experienced significant
guantitative improvement, including an “enemy tieridly kill ratio” of 3.5:1 for the first 6
months of 1972 versus 2.4:1 for 1971. The hamléaltricate, and thus more important weapons
captured to weapons lost ratio was 7:1 duringitise fialf of 1972 versus 1.2:1 in 1977.
Nonetheless, territorial forces still experienceoltems; U.S. advisors complained that the
RF/PF still clustered in operations around Highw&8yand were reluctant to execute night
missions. Also, an RVN JGS Inspector General icspe exposed “numerous instances” of
“corrupt practices and inefficiency” by unit comnakms. While many of the highlands
provinces experienced security gains similar to [ong, the coastal provinces in Il Corps
continued to have problems, and RVN officials itesisthat province chiefs transfer RF
companies to problematic provinces as replacenienteleaguered ARVN units. Worried that
a high desertion rate would ensue from forces bapagt from their families for an extended
period of time—the rumor of extended deploymentayafvom the province had caused a spike

in the RF desertion rate—the Lam Dong provincefal@eommended and received approval to

2 CORDS MR2, JTD Briefing, 11 December 1971, BoxI@ACV CORDS, MR2, Office of the
Executive Secretary, General Records, RG472.

2T DPR, 31 January 1972, Box 23, HQ MACV CORDS, Répand Analysis Directorate, Reports
Division, Province Reports 10/1967-03/1973, RG472.

2’8| DPR, 29 February 1972, Box 23, Ibid.; LDPR, 3fulry [sic; 31 March] 1972, Box 24, Ibid.

29| DPR, 30 June 1972, Box 25, Ibid.
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attach RF companies to ARVN units on a 30-day ianat basis. The first company departed
for Binh Dinh in mid-1972, and over 120 desertetsimed to their units after it became clear
that deployments would be limited in duratfdfi. By the end of the year, RF company groups
were routinely conducting mobile operations, arelgbnior advisor noted, “Territorial Security

Forces continued to give a good account of theresdlvevery encounter with the eneri§”

NLF/PAVN

At the beginning of the year, U.S. officials refgor that communist activity was mostly
limited to “generally unproductive food and supplyquisition,” propaganda, intelligence
collection, and mine emplacements targeted ageiast security>> Additionally, the New Year
saw a shift in the focus of NLF activity; the Pnoee Senior Advisor reported that the NLF
specifically targeted Highlander refugee resettleinaeeas, operations that represented new
security challenges for the RVIE By the late summer, continued propaganda and-scedle
attacks against Highlander refugee camps and lexsetit areas had resulted in civilian
casualties and alarm on the part of province @fsithe Province Chief countered by increasing
territorial force operations in these areas andested that a battalion of the'58RVN return
to the province to assist with security.

With the NLF an increasingly spent force, COSVNreasingly directed PAVN regulars
into Lam Dong. By autumn 1972, elements of two RAbattalions—an estimated 370
soldiers—were operating in the province and attagkerritorial forces outposts, which
frequently resulted in civilian casualties—a tralgyproduct of the close proximity of RF/PF
dependents. PAVN forces took control of parts mfttday 20; after four days of bitter fighting,
the road was reopened, though there were sevéral smaller attempts to establish road blocks
on Highway 20, all of which were defeated in a ®rattf hours. Overall, the senior advisor
noted, “TSF [Territorial Security Forces], with roinexceptions, gave [a] good account of
themselves” and not only killed over fifty PAVN direct combat and an additional sixty-five

280) pPR, 31 July 1972, Ibid.

1| DPR, 30 November 1972, Box 27, Ibid.
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with artillery, but also captured substantial qiteeg of materiel. During these offensives, the
PAVN received little help from NLF local force usiin the ared®

Refugee Troubles

The most significant development in Lam Dong,rasany of the highlands provinces,
was the large presence of refugees in the afterofdtie Easter Offensive. Throughout the
seven highland provinces, the effect was the smedffensive displaced Highlanders from
northern provinces into southern provinces and esketed land conflicts between Montagnards
and ethnic Vietname<&® For many provinces, such as Lam Dong, that wetelinectly
affected by the seesaw battles in the spring o218 influx of refugees also presented a
security risk. NLF and PAVN activity began to targefugee camps with propaganda and, in
the case of uncooperative communities, direct kstad his situation increasingly underscored
the paramount importance of the RTV and MLA proggam

In spite of numerous problems, the first signicReturn to Village programs in Lam
Dong occurred during this period. Even though 1&€@@ens in Lam Dong expressed their
desire to return to their original villages, tharere continued delays in their relocation. Though
Saigon purported to have a great deal of interefite RTV program, it did not dedicate the
personnel and monetary resources necessary tidtcthe programs. For example, the RTV
program in Lam Dong was delayed because of thedttinof Social Welfare’s failure to
allocate fund$®’

Though Saigon made a spectacle of the distributidvLA titles to Montagnard
farmers, dispatching the Minister for the Developtn& Ethnic Minorities to the province, only
a handful of MLA dossiers were completed per méfthMuch of the slow progress stemmed
from a lack of qualified personnel to draw m&p$.The feeble resources devoted to non-combat
related issues were soon overwhelmed by the E@$tensive. As heavy fighting occurred in
the northern highlands in April and May 1972, ARUNits moved north to defend Kontum

25| DPR, 31 October 1972, Box 27, Ibid.

86 gee, for example, Darlac PR, 30 April 1972, Box|Bitl.
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while numerous trucks and buses with civilianscatong from Pleiku and Kontum fled south on
their way to resettlement in southern provincefiagcTuyen Duc and Lam Dong. In Lam
Dong, 2500 Bru Mont settlers were flown in from Qgalri, which further exacerbated land
conflicts between ethnic Vietnhamese and Montagnandisled to increased province emphasis
on the MLA and RTV programs. Yet support from tia#ional government was still not
forthcoming; the delays in MLA identification and the RTV program, the province senior
advisor reported, was “permitting increased Vietaaenencroachment on lands earmarked for
both these program$® Part of the problem was that many Highlandersaired ignorant of

the programs, particularly the MLA program meansafeguard their land. The Provincial Land
Affairs service solicited the assistance of Highlanteachers to publicize the program, but this
measure met with uneven progress.

By mid-1972, thousands of new refugees and adépkovince resources created a
minor crisis in Lam Dong. While province officiadentinued to make halting progress on the
land tenure program, American advisors reportetittteaprovince chief was “under intense
pressure from both Saigon and local officials &rd grants that could seriously undermine the
MLA program.” Though Colonel Huu was “holding admirably” against these demands, his
ability to continue this resistance in the facénafeasing pressure was “questionable.” Though
local officials were overwhelmed by the numbereaiftigees in the province, they took pains to
alleviate suffering and discontent by measures sgdhn special distribution of rice to families in
resettlement camps? Local officials had originally planned to com@etentification of MLA
lands in October 1972, but the program sufferedicoad delays because of shortages of
transportation and clerical personfi#l.Land problems, exacerbated by the influx of dispt
persons, continued to plague the province; bydatemer, when the refugee problem had
become acute, the province chief recommended thigscation of former plantation land for the
permanent resettlement of refugees from the rfdtth.

290) DPR, 31 May 1972, Box 25, Ibid.
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The uneven progress continued through the endeojeéar. The RTV project for 1500
citizens that had been planned at the beginnirigeoyear was finally started in November—a
delay of eight months. Additionally, Montagnarddli Linh district harvested their first
successful crop of genetically engineered ricdding a larger quantity of rice per hectare than
before. Yetincreased NLF and PAVN activity tanggtMontagnards in the more remote B’Sar
area made many Highlanders afraid to harvest theps®®> The problems in Lam Dong were
even more acute in many other highland provinégserican officials in the highlands also
noted that there was “considerable ‘foot-draggingseveral provinces” regarding the MLA
program, and problems throughout the highlands ®RiIN programs. Similar to Lam Dong,
most provinces had experienced delays in bothexfdlprograms and had not begun their
implementation until 1972%°

Despite the province’s problems with land refoanmid-1972 U.S. assessment ranked
Lam Dong seventh best of forty-four provinces igifieation 2’ In addition to the delays that
provinces experienced, the USAID ADLR (Associateebior for Land Reform) in Saigon
received reports of continued operation of loggimgreas “that should be officially part of
MLAS” violating the intent of Saigon’s directives the previous two years. Of note, the ADLR
had to prompt the MDEM to contact Ethnic Minoriteesrvice chiefs to review operations and
requests for land and logging. Particularly trandpbvas the multitude of agencies involved in
complex disputes between ethnic Viethamese and adoards>*® Throughout the central

highlands, as security continued to increase, tbegrites would grow in scope and animosity.

Economic Development
In Lam Dong, 1972 marked the start of a silkwonalustry, a promising venture that

would eventually prove to be too complex for RVNi@éls to handle. Additionally, while

2% DPR, 30 November 1972, Box 27, Ibid.

2% Refugee Resettlement and Return-to-Village Progrdrs November 1972, Box 33, MACV CORDS
MR2, General Records, RG472.

27 Thomas Barnes to George Jacobson, 19 July 19it2, b

298 Hatcher James to John Ford, 27 December 1972, Sifjon’s directives on the MLA program were
contained in Decree 138 (9 November 1970) and MirRutar 6409 (5 June 1971).
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many entrepreneurs sought to exploit Lam Dong'sugses, a development that brought jobs to
the area, a second-order effect was the furthezeslkation of tensions between ethnic
Viethamese and Montagnards. The unabated incredise cost of living remained, in the
words of the PSA, “the greatest concern of the [gedp°

In a belated attempt to diversify the province&smomy beyond tea production, the local
Agricultural Development Bank funded a silkworm peaative, which immediately began the
cultivation of the mulberry trees necessary fos gnterprisé”® The tea cooperative, however,
remained a debacle; the factory remained idle baclkection of a new board of directors was
repeatedly postponed due to political machinatiohwisit from U.S. officials indicated that
local RVN officials were incapable of resolving theonomic and political problems that
plagued the tea factor{: High-level U.S. officials acknowledged that thatter was of “great
concern” to Lam Dong and “for the major portiontieé economy” in the highlands, and
promised greater assistaricé.Overall, U.S. advisors reported, the economigasion in Lam
Dong was “extremely serious.” Approximately hditloe population depended on the
production and sale of tea or coffee for theirliv@od. Yet while the cost of living continued to
rise, the revenue from all three products was sultisily below the costs of production, and

many farmers stated their intention to move elsew/be survive’®

Conclusion
In 1972, the North Viethamese Easter Offensivesedwa severe humanitarian crisis in
the central highlands. Though many RVNAF unitsgloibravely and U.S. airpower inflicted
grievous losses on the PAVN, the combination ofthdtiethamese armored assaults and
American B-52 strikes killed and displaced hundrefdhousands of South Viethamese citizens,

most of whom were Montagnards. Throughout the meimgthree years of the war, the manner
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in which the RVN dealt with this refugee crisis idbe an important factor in the outcome of
the conflict in the highlands. Significantly, taBnost total withdrawal of American troops and
lack of American domestic support for the war mehat U.S. leverage—and thus perhaps any
hope of salvaging the Vietnamese-Montagnard sdnatiwvas severely weakened. One example
clearly illustrates this point. In Lam Dong, orfelee most significant problems was logging on
Montagnard lands. U.S. officials, their leverageértlling, took pains to ameliorate conflicts.
Describing the MLA program as “vital,” the ADLR reested that the Lam Dong senior advisor
emphasize to his counterpart “that the MontagnamidLReform program is basically a political
program, intended to help win over the loyaltieshef Montagnard people,” a goal that would be
“even more important with the coming of the cease™ Additionally, the U.S. land reform
official directed that Lam Dong officials take maass to encourage the Forestry service chief to
“enforce the intent of Legal Decree 138...and thatesl implementing procedure and work plan
which guarantee the Montagnard people the rigthieo traditional lands, within prescribed
limits, will be protected3* Yet U.S. influence was waning; by fall 1972, ol§,000 American
troops remained in Vietnafl> It was now truly a Vietnamese war, and all th8.lenior

advisor could do was to “strongly counsel” the pnge chief on the importance of limiting

encroachment on Montagnard larftfs.
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Chapter 7 - The Blessings and Curses of Security9T3-1975

Toujours la guerre
—Father Gabriel Brice, French priest who spentdlaecades living with Montagnards in the
highland$”’

The American war in Vietnam ended in January 19itB the Paris Accords, which
precipitated the withdrawal of virtually all U.Segsonnel and changed the mission from
advisory to support and observation. While thesPaccords called for a cease fire and eventual
elections, both sides violated the truce, and byetid of 1974 there was open conflict in the
northern highlands. Continued conflict in the hern provinces of South Vietnam caused
refugees to move to provinces in the southern higld, such as Lam Dong. As there was
minimal United States presence during the lastyears of the war, this period, perhaps more
than any other, allows for the evaluation of thealend national government.

Until the final North Vietnamese offensive at tregimning of 1975, Lam Dong remained
a pro-RVN stronghold, with most of the populationrg in secure areas. Comparatively
favorable security was a double-edged sword, howé@vwmeant that Lam Dong, along with
many other secure provinces, had to absorb larg¥ars of internally displaced persons, most
of them Montagnards, from other highland provincBsiring this period, Lam Dong officials
were almost completely occupied by refugee isslié® enormous challenges posed by the
influx of refugees strained the government. Aobe=fRVN officials did not devote enough
resources to caring for Montagnard refugees, aigb8aebuffed efforts to enact locally-
sourced solutions to persistent problems. ThobgHdcal and provincial government of Lam
Dong continued to function without U.S. advisorppart, the large American withdrawal had

caused large-scale inflation and unemployment.alLfurces in Lam Dong would likely have

307 Fox Butterfield, “Montagnards, Decimated by theW\8urvive in Makeshift Refugee Towndyew
York Times24 February 1974.
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prevailed had they been opposed only by the NLF/Ban March 1975, however, PAVN

divisions swept through the highlands, bringingra to a swift conclusion.

1973: The Arrival of the Stieng

On 27 January 1973, U.S. Secretary of State Herggiger and Politburo member Le
Duc Tho signed the Paris Peace Accords. Despitassive U.S. air offensive in December
1972, the DRV refused to cede ground to the U.S.a Aesult, the Paris Accords left
approximately 550,000 ARVN troops and 525,000 terial troops to face over 500,000 PAVN
regulars, over 200,000 of whom were already in B&ietnam®® Though the agreement called
for a complete ceasefire, both sides continuedtyout combat operations in South Vietham.
In March 1973, the U.S. dissolved MACV and replaitedth the Special Assistant to the
Ambassador for Field Operations (SAAFO). By thgibeing of 1973, all military personnel
had departed from provinces, and the only U.S.essprtatives in the field were the State
Department Consul General representatives assigrestth province in a reporting capacity
only. Their power to make recommendations gon8, fficials observed the RVN—which
they had molded for the better part of two decades+-operated with almost complete
autonomy.

In Lam Dong, February 1973 saw twenty-six ceasefotations, along with another
fourteen in March, all of which were investigatedtbe International Commission of Control
and Supervision (ICCS), a multi-national organ@ativith members from both communist and
non-communist countries. In most cases, thesesiigations were perfunctory. Other
developments in the province were a continuatiomfthe previous year. The tea co-op
remained closed pending another large loan, anttt# program remained neglected.
Vietnamese officials were busy complying with yebther decree from Saigon, this one

mandating the registration of all political partias a result, noted one of the few American

308 Much to the consternation of the Thieu governmiérat Paris Accords gave official recognition to the
Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG)—the camist political apparatus that had operated in ISout
Vietnam since 1969. While guerrillas in South et during this period should more correctly bemefd to as
“PRG forces,” as with other terminology (such a€trps/lIl CTZ/MR2) | have chosen to use a singtente-in this
case, “NLF"—throughout this paper in the interefsgjieeater clarity.
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representatives in Lam Dong, “Little field work wesne on MLA dossiers®*® In the villages,
province officials redoubled their efforts to encage Montagnards to use hybrid corn seeds and
chemical fertilizer. Providing demonstrations atasses, province officials attempted to

explain the benefits of modern science, and disteith “rice kits” that contained everything
necessary to grow modern Vietnamese {ice.

The first few months of the ostensible cease-fimayever, were the calm before the
storm in Lam Dong. Heavy fighting in Cambodia B0, Laos in 1971, and throughout border
regions in 1972 had created a large-scale refuggs.cin April 1973, a large delegation from
the Ministry of Ethnic Minorities visited Lam Dornig order to make preparations to resettle an
estimated 12,000 Stieng Montagnard refugees disglag the fighting in Binh Long province,
west of Lam Dong and adjacent to CambddfaThe following month saw two visits by MDEM
Minister Nay Luett in order to coordinate for theial of the refugees in June. By the end of
May, the Binh Long refugees began to arrive. Tiowipce chief dispatched the Lam Dong TS
cadre, who were scheduled to be augmented by seSéanhg cadré™® Assisted by non-
governmental organizations such as the Interndt®escue Committee and CARE, in June the
South Viethamese government resettled the remaofdbe 11,000 refugees in Lam Dong,
completing two temporary camps, Tan Rai and MinhdroThough religious organizations such
as the Vietnamese Christian Service and the Siste3aint Paul worked to provide food and
education to the new residents of Lam Dong, comattiin the camps were poor. Latrine and
garbage facilities were inadequate, and the aseH Wwas too small—a combination that resulted
in poor sanitation conditions. Even more seri@xssting wells did not provide enough water,
and water shipped in was contaminated. The Udsesentative noted that Stieng leaders
“appear to be more vocal in their likes and didikinan the Koho Montagnards who were
indigenous to Lam Dong. Finally, there was illelgglging in the area that the province leaders

had designated for refugee settlemétits.
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Over the next few months, province leaders adddettsmost serious of the problems at
the new refugee camps, yet a more intractable pnolalrose: agricultural issues. In July, U.S.
observers and Stieng refugees began raising cat®nthere was no land to farm. Though
government policy allocated a six month social esefrice ration for all newly displaced
refugees, refugee leaders argued that they wouldenable to obtain self-sufficiency if lands
were not allocated for agriculture. The U.S. pnoe representative noted that the refugees “feel
both angry and confused” about the lack of land, many demanded to know, “What happens
when the Social Welfare rice runs out?” Local Wanese officials raised the issue at their
level, but their requests for Land Reform adjudarat—a necessity because of the centralized
nature of the RVN bureaucracy—were met with sileinom Saigon. Lacking external support,
Vietnamese officials in Lam Dong turned to locausions. After officials pressured leaders
from the Ma—a Montagnard tribal group indigenousamn Dong—the Ma agreed to meet with
Stieng representatives to discuss contracted, @eterand communal use of the Ma’'s MLA
land. Though the Ma were not eager to give thaidfwon land to a group of outsiders from a
different ethno-linguistic group, local officialeedmed the negotiations the only viable
solution®*®

Three months after the arrival of the Stieng, tlveae still a negligible amount of land
cleared for agriculture. Officials estimated thath family needed three hectares for basic
subsistence, yet most families had none. Setikigpersonally written to the Deputy Prime
Minister requesting his permission to clear themdand. This position was endorsed by U.S.
officials, as it would allow less chance for cortiop, be less expensive for the RVN, provide the
villagers with a source of income, and build a sesflscommunity in the refugee camp. Yet the
Americans had no power to change the situation tlaa&tieng refugees’ requests fell on deaf
ears3'®

As most local officials’ efforts were devoted teettlement efforts during the summer
and fall of 1973, there were continued challengabé implementation of the MLA program.
Not only was distribution of MLA lands still incorteie, but encroachment on existing plots still

remained a problem. The EM service chief trieddovince recipients of MLA land that to

31%| DPR, 1 August 1973, Ibid.
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prevent encroachment they needed either to cudtivaimultaneously or, as the province chief
had recently proposed, to rent it to othi&fsYet the practices of simultaneous cultivation and
landlordism were both foreign to the Montagnardureal, and despite the best intentions of the
Lam Dong EM service, disputes over land continueabated.

In October, minor skirmishes continued to occumleein government and squad-sized
guerrilla forces. More seriously, the NLF increidiee frequency of its small unit attacks on
refugee settlements which resulted in the deathwmfStieng TS cadre working at the Tan Rai
refugee camp. Though Lam Dong territorial forcéled three guerrillas, the shift marked a
significant renewal of effort by revolutionary fex In Bao Loc district at large, there were
eight attacks which, in the assessment of the Cdsul General representative, seemed
“primarily concerned with hampering provincial et®to make a success of resettling Stieng
from Binh Long.” The attacks on the refugee cantips official reported, was “at least partially
effective,” as 200 people during the month triedeove the camp and return to Binh Long,
efforts which were stopped by the police and resliih visits by high-level provincial
officials.3*®

By fall 1973, the Stieng refugees presented RVitiats with three concerns: lack of
security, a belief that Lam Dong was only goodtéa and would not support rice, and fear of
starving with the impending end of the six-montlv@mment rice subsidy. The province chief
attempted to address security concerns by assigmraglditional RF company to the
resettlement area. With the augmentation, there wé¢otal of four RF companies and a
battalion headquarters securing the area. Tharmexhief also made a more capable officer,
the Bao Loc district chief, responsible for defgegplanning and coordination—previous
responsibility had been with a less capable offit&fThe concern over the inability of Lam
Dong to support rice originated from the significdifferences in Montagnard ethno-linguistic
groups. The Stieng, who were low-land Highlandeese not accustomed to the Lam Dong
variety of laterite. Additionally, the refugeesne@eccupying MLA land that had been
reluctantly surrendered—atfter Viethamese officied promised that the arrangement would be

temporary—by the Koho during the negotiations tiet begun in the summer. Disgruntled,
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many of the local Koho as well as local NLF cadexevsowing seeds of doubt about the land’s
fertility. Province officials attempted to couraet this through the use of propaganda and by
establishing demonstration plots to show how welps could grow in local soif°

Even with the Kohos’ surrender of MLA territory eticontinued dearth of arable land
remained the most serious and intractable probfebaim Dong. In October 1973, the Lam
Dong province chief, his own entreaties denied isyMietnamese superiors, asked a U.S.
representative in Lam Dong to contact the MinistiBtate to request that the land dedicated to
resettlement be given to refugees, who could tieepub to work clearing and tilling their own
land. While the U.S. official obliged, it was ctdhat the U.S.-RVN relationship had changed
markedly. The ministry denied the American requassuring Lam Dong officials that the
ARVN engineers and private contractors dispatche8digon would finish clearing the land
within 45 days’®

The deputy minister of state had extended thesudxsidy, which was supposed to have
ended at the end of November, by one month anedgeeconsider the issue on a month-by-
month basis, yet the Stieng insisted on a pathrbself-sufficiency. Viethamese officials,
however, were primarily concerned with issues oftad over the refugees, who now composed
about an eighth of the province population. RVHctdls believed that the Stieng’s ten village
councils were too unwieldy, and began planningatesolidate all 11,000 Stieng into two
villages for easier administration. The new areangnt, however, was resisted by the Stieng, as
it broke up traditional groupings and removed gé#aofficials from their stipend they received
from the South Vietnamese governmé&t.

As a U.S. official noted, “The largest challengeteiable Viethamese government in
Lam Dong will rest with its handling of the landoptem confronting Highlanders—
approximately 40% of the province population” [imding refugees, Montagnards were probably
over half of the population of Lam Dong]. Thoudle fproblems with the Stieng refugees
occupied most of the affairs of Viethamese and Acaerofficials, the U.S. Consul General
official warned that “the land problem of the remag 33,000 Highlanders is quite critical,”

especially because “[o]nly a small minority” of them Dong Montagnards lived on, or
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otherwise used, “their rightful lands.” As RVN pseire was mounting on the province to
become self-sufficient in rice, the problem witlegial squatting on Montagnard land was
expected to grow even more acute. In order totapotential problem of “catastrophic
proportions,” a task force of RVN and Consul Gehefficials was being established to study
the problent??®

Through the end of 1973, issues of security, likngditions, land, and cultural
assimilation continued to plague the 11,000 Stidogtagnards in the two refugee camps, while
several factors hindered tea cultivation and prédodn Lam Dong, a primary government
priority. Communist guerrilla activity in and anodi the camps had become routine, and the
rapidly increasing cost of living had forced mangmbers of the seventeen RF companies to
supplement their meager income with outside empémnthus hindering the effectiveness of
these forced?* Living conditions remained poor; though localicifils had made progress on
deepening wells, the existing water supply remainsdfficient. A U.S. official in Lam Dong
reported that development programs and improvemem®ntagnard areas, particularly
resettlement camps, were hindered by an “inactiM’service. In turn, EM service officials
blamed the problem on inadequate transportatiorttedapidly increasing cost of gas.
Furthermore, the Montagnard self-development programpleted four projects, but there was
“very poor indoctrination” of both EM service perswl| and Montagnard villagers. A rush to
meet national deadlines, the U.S. official repartegulted in a series of projects that “while
satisfactorily completed...must be considered oftkehipolitical value due to the lack of popular
participation.” Further, while Highlanders wantitogrelocate had to wait and go through
bureaucratic channels, ethnic Vietnamese in theesaedicament did not>

The province tea situation showed the limits ofeyownent education initiatives, even
when they were directed at the more advanced etfiatoamese. The tea industry, which
employed two-thirds of the Lam Dong population, stk in dire straits, as almost no tea was
shipped from the province in 1972. In Septemlyer factory could not remain competitive, and
stopped operating, resulting in large fluctuationthe price of tea. Despite years of education

by province officials, most operators of smallex ptantations—most of them ethnic
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Vietnamese—cultivated only one to three hectardeafnd still did not use modern agricultural
techniques such as genetically engineered cropslaardical fertilizers. As a result, their tea
was not competitive on the export market, as fesrior quality made it suitable for in-country

use only. An economic downturn in South Vietnamadlly reduced demand for nonessential
items such as tea, and significantly affected éwesty percent of the Lam Dong population
employed in the tea industry. With decreased regdrom tea production and the increased cost
of many market items, Lam Dong, which had prospérete early 1970s, was now struggling

for economic survival. While the refugee populatas the province remained preoccupied with
issues of survival, the primary concern of the reher of the population was making a

living.32°

1974: Continued Refugee Problems

Through the beginning of 1974, communist tax coidecand mortar attacks on RF units
assigned to secure Tan Rai continued. Though 8&igd reduced RF companies in the
province from eighteen to seventeen, overall LamdRF strength remained approximately
2500 present for duty, and these men remainedabtafpighting force. The lunar new year
ushered in smaller-scale communist attacks throutgBouth Vietnam, but as a U.S. observer
noted, “While Lam Dong action was perhaps insigaifit when compared with more embattled
provinces, it still was to the credit of the tegrial forces that they had kept the upper-hand” in
engagements with the communi$ts.

The increased security had its price, however; lzaf security relocations, by 1974
virtually all of the Lam Dong population was withenfew kilometers of Highway 20—to
include Montagnard communities that had traditipnialed in isolated areas far from the
highway. By 1974, the province population was higitoncentrated: throughout the province,
thirteen hamlet areas were occupied, fifty-one wsed for agriculture, and 194 were not
occupied or used at all. As security improved, éesv, Saigon’s MDEM desired to relocate
Montagnards to areas closer to their original lantDEM noted that many Highlanders were

now employed on tea plantations or industries ownethe ethnic Viethamese, and farmers who
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did not live on their land had to walk ten to fétekilometers each way to work. Despite their
long commutes to work, many people were reluctauet moved again, unless it was back to
their original villages—a prospect that was derbigdhe government because these areas were
often in remote areas controlled by the NLF.

Areas closer to Highway 20, however, were conshignaore secure, a development
that paradoxically caused considerable problenpciBcally, portions of Lam Dong west and
south of Bao Loc along Highway 20 had large amoaohtgable land that, due to NLF activity,
had been lying fallow through the early 1970s,dmdurity improvements meant that squatters
increasingly occupied large swaths of this desgabea. These problems were rarely resolved
by RVN officials, and by the end of 1973 squattasupied land owned by the Bao Loc
Agricultural College, experimental farm, and a lgradcel purchased by several local and Saigon
investors. Unless the ministry of state took proagtion, a U.S. official warned, the “serious”
situation would soon become “criticaf®

Even more pressing were continued problems witlyaake water supply and arable land
at the Tan Rai and Minh Rong refugee camps. L&gkater was becoming increasingly serious
as the dry season approached, and mortar attacksused as an excuse for civilian contractors
to cease land clearing operations for the entiratmoAdditionally, there were problems with
the small areas of land that had been clearednihistry of state and MDEM had promised that
all felled trees would go to the camp occupantslenthe ministry of agriculture argued that all
large trees were property of the government. Thdhg refugees had been present in Lam
Dong for over seven months, they were still congdeitizens of their native province, Binh
Long, and all officials of the ten villages hadtavel to that province every month for
remuneration. Finally, though 1200 Tan Rai refggeere employed in bamboo harvesting in
southwestern Lam Dong, their jobs were only onekvegeone month in duration and they had to
obtain permission from camp commanders each tieewhished to depart for work® Other
refugees sought employment through unauthorizedreig; by the sixth month of waiting for
the national government to clear land, over 1,0(6n§ had left to seek employment as day
laborers®*°

328 |bid.
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Without land, the Stieng refugees continued todygeddent upon the central
government’s rice ration. The deputy ministertates agreed to extend the ration on a month-to-
month basis, but January’s rice issue fit withiarger pattern of conflict between province and
national officials. Officials at the ministry ofate believed that Montagnards had problems with
excessive alcohol consumption and feared thathleaStieng refugees would sell their rice
ration on the black market in order to buy alcdiootelebrate Tet. Only repeated entreaties by
province officials rectified the situation—afted&-day delay. By the end of February, an
estimated ten percent of refugees at Tan Rai hadgmently left because of poor living
conditions and lack of adequate food. “The onlgveer” to the refugee issue in Lam Dong, a
U.S. representative noted, was “in the people bewpself sufficient,” so that they would not
have to depend upon the capricious Saigon governimesustenance. “To do this,” he
continued, the refugees “must have land to pl&fit.”

By March 1974, the refugee situation in Lam Dond heached a crisis point. Working
independently, a group of 750 refugee families vadie to clear as much land in a month as the
government had cleared in four months. Usingdkian example, province officials were at last
able to convince Saigon to authorize payment fanilfas to clear their own land, giving the
Stieng refugees a start at self-sufficiency. Nbelketss, shortly after families began clearing
land, the government reneged on its promise, cgusirch discontent among the population.
With the project again stalled, local officials agunched appeals to Dr. Phan Quang Dan, the
deputy prime minister for social welfafé? That such an operation needed the approval &f suc
a high level official was a symptom of the largealanse of Saigon’s centralized control, an
approach that hindered any attempts to adapt pseltai fit local situations.

The situation with the Stieng suggested larger lprab in the province. The 1972 Easter
Offensive had caused a series of migrations, ay meingees—most of them Highlanders—
moved from province to province. By 1974, Lam Ddragl 45,000 ethnic minorities; in addition
to the Ma and Sre Montagnards indigenous to theipee, three other distinct Montagnard
tribes, as well as two other ethnic minority gro@idang and Tai) had migrated from provinces
to the north and west. Most of these people weirggl in temporary settlements, and only sixty

31| DPR, 28 February 1974, Ibid.
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percent were able to farm MLA land. The glaciallgw MLA program had distributed small
portions of land to some Highlander families, large tracts of MLA-designated land still
remained undistribute¥®> Further, many Montagnards were increasingly bpiegsured by
Vietnamese religious groups and individuals—oftitarasocial occasions involving large
amounts of alcohol—to sell land granted to thentheyMLA.>** Overall, the situation faced by
the Montagnards posed a grave security risk foStheth Viethnamese government, as conditions
were ripe for the growth of discontent and anger.

Throughout Lam Dong, the economic situation corgthto worsen, and small
businessmen and the poor had a hard time obtdnaisig commodities such as rice. Rising gas
prices continued to drive rising market priceseesgly for staple items such Asioc Mamthe
pungent fish sauce that is an essential sourceotéip and flavor in Vietnamese cuisine. As a
result, citizens bought very few non-essential gesuch as coffee and tea—cash crops that were
vital to the health of the Lam Dong econorfily.Even the cost of public utilities increased; in
three months, prices for electricity and water éasred approximately twenty-five percent, and
bus transportation fees rose at least fifty pertént

The market economy built by the French and Amesdasgan to break down once U.S.
aid was withdrawn. Steep cuts in economic assistéorced Saigon to levy increased taxes,
which further hindered economic growtH. The push to increase mechanized farming began to
falter throughout 1973 and 1974 as gas prices skgted. Other technology introduced by the
U.S. assistance mission caused unintended problEorsexample, the opening of a modern
slaughter-processing house in Saigon precipitasdthgp rise in the demand for live pigs.

Saigon buyers began to offer rates substantiatgtgr than local market price for animals,

increasing prices in the greater Saigon area bypiércent in two monthd*® Additionally, the
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lack of economic diversification hurt the many proes that had followed the dictates of
competitive advantage and produced only one orctwps—in the case of Lam Dong, tea and,
to a lesser extent, coffee. Cooperatives, pushédrbavily in the preceding years by USAID
advisors, began to break down once Americans dapaas the individualistic culture of many
Vietnamese asserted itself. Though agriculturadiitiwas available, it was increasingly sought
only by individuals, and by spring 1974 a U.S. esentative in Lam Dong lamented that the
cooperatives, including the once-lauded tea cotiperdhave failed.®*

In February 1974, a new province chief, Lieuter@olbnel Hoang Cong Thu, replaced
Colonel Huu, who had been promoted and reassigbedal officials reacted poorly, as Thu’s
assertive leadership style was challenged by stafibers accustomed to indolence. During
April 1974, the new province chief, recognizingtttiee ten villages in the Tan Rai resettlement
project needed more attention, assigned each mialservice to a village on a one for one
basis. For example, the agriculture province serwas assigned to village one and ordered to
make daily appearances to resolve issues. Thaugirdinates carried out Thu’s directive,
resulting in improved resolution of refugee issubsre was significant resistance from some
service personnel, which delayed operatitfis.

While the integration of former FULRO units inteetRVNAF during the late 1960s and
early 1970s had greatly diminished the influencthefMontagnard organization, by 1974 there
were increasing indications that FULRO was beirgduss a communist front in order to tap into
Montagnard dissatisfaction with the RVN and despaleing abandoned by the U5.During
spring 1974, MDEM Minister Nay Luett visited Kontueind Pleiku and held a meeting with
local Montagnard officials, hamlet, and villageefisi in which he urged the cultivation of land
and food production, and warned of the dangergafiction by the communists and “the second
FULRO Movement.” Many Montagnard leaders, espBcrajpresentatives of recent refugee
communities, were increasingly unhappy with the R3/éfforts, noting that there was

insufficient land for cultivation and basic surviveeeds. Furthermore, the leaders argued,
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Vietnamese settlers were encroaching on land etldt the refugee communities, and some of
the resettlement sites were not secure—they hauthegargets of NLF mortar attacks.

The cease-fire mandated by the Paris Accords veasaringly illusory, as both NLF
units and province RF units engaged in small-scHénsive operations. According to U.S.
provincial representatives, the International Cossioin of Control and Supervision team—
charged with monitoring the cease-fire and compadetlegates from both communist and
non-communist nations—was failing to investigataseefire violations and was “completely
inactive.” The frustrated U.S. officials reportiat the delegations “rise at 10 o’clock, retire fo
siesta, rise again for dinner, play a game of potthe USAID Compound and go to bed®”

The lack of security was particularly acute in aregdnabited by refugees. The NLF and
PAVN targeted provincial resettlement efforts watkombination of soft and hard tactics. In the
refugee camps, squad-sized units visited and ptied, collected food donations, scouted for
recruits, surreptitiously contacted informantstegdggovernment defenses and reaction
capability, and gathered intelligence on RVN opgeret. Though local officials made attempts
to move some refugees out of temporary camps dagermanent resettlement areas in Lam
Dong, this measure was equally problematic. An Acae land reform specialist from Saigon
noted that most Stieng resettlement areas welaatiViable communities because of security,
land ownership issues, and the great distance batadtivation and population areas. In
particular, many resettlement areas abutted knolaf pdoduction areas. Most Stieng stayed in
the refugee camps, which gradually took on theaxttar of permanent settlemefits.

By summer 1974, the Stieng had cleared most of iwed on their own, without the
promised assistance from Saigon. Under the daedf the new province chief, the deputy
province chief for Montagnard affairs and the EMvgze teamed with the Vietnamese Christian
Service to resolve land disputes and provide supgpd€oho hamlets, many of which were in
conflict with ethnic Viethnamese hamlets due to Mamard resettlement in the vicinity of
Highway 20°*
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A U.S. official lamented that after thirteen mon#rsl “significant infusions of support,”
the Stieng were “still not an economically viabtmamunity,” while a group of ethnic
Vietnamese settlers, after only one month in Lamdp6have made very impressive strides
toward economic viability.” By contrast, the Stiesituation was deteriorating, as recent rice
and corn crops were not yet developing. Thougk tdcainfall was partially to blame, the main
factor was the Stiengs’ lack of understanding oflera agricultural methods, or, in the words of
the U.S. official, “very poor agricultural practec& The few Stieng refugees who did understand
modern agriculture were hindered by high inflatimhjch made the cost of fertilizer and
insecticides prohibitive. Lam Dong officials weneSaigon attempting to obtain large amounts
of insecticides, but the province Agricultural Seevhad done very little to educate the refugees
on different agricultural methods. Instead, gowsent assistance focused on distribution of aid,
rather than teaching refugees to be self-sufficidbreover, the new province chief continued
to believe that cash crops such as mulberry bushesessary for silkworm cultivation—were
preferable to rice and corn agriculture in the Raarea&*® Not surprisingly, after a year in
refugee camps, the Stieng were still dependenicersubsidies from the national government
and child feeding programs run by Catholic religfvices and the local ethnic minorities
service>*’

In mid-1974, U.S. President Richard Nixon, his posgignificantly weakened by the
Watergate scandal, struggled to preserve a modiddunding for the Viethamese government.
Though Nixon had requested a total of over $2dsilin RVN aid for fiscal year 1975, Congress
appropriated only $700 milliof? In August, as Nixon resigned in disgrace, DefRriyne
Minister Dan and a delegation of ten, including Brgish Prime Minister, visited resettlement
sites in Lam Dong and discussed future refugeeept®j Dan decided that the remainder of the
Tan Rai land clearing budget be used to compemsatgees for clearing their own land, with
the remainder being used to fund the deepeninguwfells and the construction of a foot
bridge. He also decided that a group of agricaltspecialists be assigned to Tan Rai to assist

them in upgrading their agricultural practices, #mat Saigon would provide fertilizer to assist
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in this effort**® Dan’s decisions were highly beneficial to refugjgeLam Dong, but the
requirement for such a high level official to malexisions about individual refugee camp
budgets demonstrated once again the structuratdailof the South Viethamese government.

With decreasing funding from the United States,itiygort-export economy that the U.S.
had built continued to encounter difficulties. example, one of the largest producers of
exportable tea in Lam Dong was forced to halt ajp@nma because the principal supplier of raw
tea had continued to raise prices to balance risargportation costs. Additionally, the silk
worm industry that U.S. and RVN officials had bin&gan to founder; poor weather had caused
a drop in the nutritional value of mulberry leavibe price for finished cocoons had fallen, and
the cost of imported Japanese eggs had risentgyéfcent. In a development that affected
farmers who had embraced the modern agriculturéhods championed by the U.S. and RVN,
chemical fertilizer was increasingly expensive andrce. Further, the rising cost of
transportation meant that even animal fertilizenjcl had to be shipped from Saigon, had
increased 250 percent in a six-month peffid.

Despite two decades of U.S. involvement, one ofhtbee ambitious civil works
initiatives during the late war period, the Kalanbarigation project, exemplified the limits of
U.S. influence on South Viethamese politics andetpc Even though the irrigation project had
been in operation for approximately a year, theas still no organization for water rationing or
use; there was no management control over thersyshech caused damage to the canals; and
even though the system was providing increasedrwatessary for genetically engineered rice,
most farmers were continuing to use local riceetas instead of high yield rice. As a U.S.
representative noted, “It is unfortunate that mames the construction of Irrigation Projects
such as the Kala Dam are treated as technicalgasbbnly.” Observing that the “more crucial
problems of people’s organizations and managenfahearrigation systems” were left
unaddressed, the official warned that the projeetie “serviceable but not self-sufficient nor

even partially utilized 3!
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Two projects that had been previously supervised 8fID personnel, the Lam Dong
tea factory and Montagnard education initiativssirated the dichotomy in American aid
attempts. Despite a cost of VN$600 million to dutie Lam Dong tea factory in the mid-1960s,
the plant, which upon its opening in 1968 was “aoed to be the most modern and largest in
Southeast Asia,” had only been operational—at @lactipacity—for a period of less than a year
due to lack of local support and almost total delesce on Saigoft? By contrast, the
Montagnard Boarding School Program had maintaihedstpport of the local Highlanders that
it aimed to serve. Local support for the prograamdnstrated that Montagnards were willing to
assimilate culturally—the Vietnamese language andam agricultural methods were taught in
the schools—but the national government did notipgethe resources towards this end. By late
1974 the program, which funded three schools irptbgince, was on the verge of insolvency,
as MDEM subsidies for living expenses were not keggpace with rapid inflation. Other
problems included an enrollment nearly double ciypaand dilapidated facilities and
equipment. A U.S. official lamented that “yet dmet social welfare development project among
the Montagnard people” was being eroded becaupearfinvestment and economic inflatitii.
Further problems with Montagnard education stemfrad province officials’ lack of
understanding. The province educational servaespansible for schools in hamlets dnobns
replaced Montagnard teachers with ethnic Vietnartesehers. A U.S. representative argued
that even though “the Vietnamese teachers unquedtip have a higher educational background
than many of the former Montagnard teachers,” & (yaeferable that Montagnard teachers
instruct Montagnard students” due to the uniquadleage, culture, and economic conditions of
the Montagnard students and familiés!”In 1968, American officials would likely have
prevailed in changing Vietnamese policies. In 19%ever, their attempt was futile.

At the end of 1974, the situation for most of tieerpanent residents of Lam Dong
remained as it had been throughout the previous/eaes: fairly secure, yet with an increasingly
precarious standard of living. The end of the yrarked the conclusion of the two year long
calm before the storm. The ripple effect of thetEaOffensive, over two years previous, was
still being felt throughout South Vietnam, as refag from border provinces continued their
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sojourn to find new homes. Even after the ceasg-dontinued NLF/PAVN activity continued
to drive many from their homes. The Stieng refugjastion still not resolved, Saigon
nonetheless planned to re-locate additional religeeam Dong in 1975, and also increasingly
dictated that Koho Montagnards partake in returailage projects in order to make use of their
land. Yet continued problems of organization, plag and management continued to plague
the resettlement program. A U.S. official warnkdtt‘very ambitious” resettlement and RTV
programs were planned for 1975, yet “despite theithmus proposals for 1975, serious
resettlement problems have not been solved fottlesent programs started in 1973 and 1974.”
Agricultural and human services problems persiatdte Stieng resettlement sites, and because
implementation of solutions to these problems wsl@wv, time consuming, and difficult,” the
U.S. representative noted, “some attempt shoultidie to assess problem areas in the current
resettlement program before any additional prograresmplemented®®® The U.S.
government was powerless to act, however, and @mtddnard hamlets that had taken refuge in
Tuyen Duc for the previous eight years were bemgpared for MLA resettlement in Lam
Dong®®

As the final full year of the war drew to a clotfggre was open combat in Lam Dong
between battalion-sized elements of the NLF/PAVHN #re RVNAF. The NLF/PAVN
maintained pressure on Highway 20 and continuedake entries into refugee camps and
resettlement areas, while the RF ambushed two Miokpanies, killing twenty-five. While the
territorial forces continued to acquit themselvesdiyeven against North Viethamese regulars,
non-combat operations proved to be the Achillegl loé the RVN effort. Representatives from
the MDEM had met with the Koho and Stieng and bre#teanother deal to allow the Stieng to
continue to clear and farm portions of Koho MLAdaibut U.S. officials reported that the Koho
had conceded the land only through “considerabisyasion and old fashion[ed] arm twisting”
by MDEM officials—serious issues of land use andership remained unresolved. Though
busloads of Stieng refugees who had left inadequatditions in Lam Dong were returning to
the province, their impetus was increased milietvity in other provinces, and not the

improvement of refugee assistance efforts. Irfitred report by an American in Lam Dong, an
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official assessed that the Stieng continued to taxKidence in prospects for success in their
refugee camps or resettlement sites. Resettlepnegtams continued to move at a snail’s pace,
and the equitable division of land promised byNHeA program proved illusory, as many
Montagnards failed to understand land boundarids@emy ethnic Viethamese did not heed
legally established land demarcatidns.

Throughout the highlands, RVN officials realizealy tate, that Montagnard discontent
and the second FULRO movement, co-opted by the aomsts, posed a threat to the
government. Vietnamese officials deployed troapguell unrest in the highlands, where some
communist units had begun to operate openly andreds of Montagnards had begun to take
up violence against the Vietnamés@.

1975: Abandoned

Following our great, decisive victory in the bateBan Me Thuot, our crushing of the enemy
counterattack (from the f4o the 18 of March) sped up the pace of our offensive cagmpai
isolated enemy forces, and drove the enemy arrtheitCentral Highlands to the brink of
collapse, opening the way for a collapse of pufigrees that could not be reversed.

—Official History of the PAVRF®

Since the Paris Accords, North Vietham had slowfitrated a total of five PAVN
divisions into the highlands. At the beginnindl&75, communist units tested the waters by
capturing Phuoc Binh, capital of the Stieng MontgnPhuoc Long province, after a weeklong
siege®® After the fall of Phuoc Binh, PAVN leaders notke complete lack of an American
response, and decided to embark on Campaign 2h& imighlands—an event that marked the
beginning of the end of the Second Indochina Wrthe end of February, PAVN General Van
Tien Dung, commander of the offensive, establishésInt toward the provinces of Pleiku and

Kontum. As Saigon sent ARVN regiments to the nemhhighlands, PAVN units moved to
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capture Ban Me Thuot in the southern highlandser&hwvere limited numbers of ARVN troops
in the southern highlands, and in many cases dedanse was left to outhumbered and
outgunned territorial forces. Accounts of the fitveo months of the RVN are uneven, but
reports indicate that many territorial force uridaght bravely, while others did not resist PAVN
units claiming to be part of FULR&? In mid-March, Thieu made his fateful decision to
abandon the highlands. General Pham Van Phu,rgsGamommander, briefed his staff that they
would withdraw to the coastal province of Phu Yed a&-consolidate forces in preparation for a
counterattack. As soon as the withdrawal begawgher, panic ensued in the highlands.
Fearing abandonment by their government and captutiee PAVN, hundreds of thousands of
highlands residents clogged roads trying to essapth to Saigon. In Cheo Reo, Jarai
Montagnard RF units were abandoned by their Viegsamfficers®® The panic was infectious
and soon spread to the entire region. In manysc&eéNAF troops fled south, leaving
weaponry and equipment behind. By the beginningprfl, most of the highlands were in the
hands of the communists. After mounting a tenaximal stand at Xuan Loc, the final ARVN
units began to disintegrate in mid-April, leavimg tdoor to Saigon wide open. On 21 April,
Thieu, who was blamed by many South Viethames#h&ir country’s predicament, resigned,
and with the help of U.S. officials, fled to Taiw3#H In the final week of the war, Americans,
Viethamese, and Montagnards all struggled to I#éla@eountry. Saigon officials promised to
send aircraft to evacuate Montagnard leaders—tgblatders waited for helicopters that never
arrived®*

On 30 April 1975, a PAVN tank crashed throughdhaees of the presidential palace in
Saigon. Central highlands commander General PhamP¥hu, who had followed Thieu'’s order
to abandon the highlands, put his pistol to hislhead pulled the trigger.

The war was over.
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Conclusion

In the final two years of the war, local and nasibleaders in Vietnam were almost
completely on their own to solve political, milijareconomic, and social problems. During this
period, Lam Dong, like many other provinces in sbeathern highlands, had to cope with large
numbers of Montagnard refugees who had been degllag the fighting in the north and
western border regions of the RVN. Though docus&oim this period are limited, reports
indicate that the MLA and RTV programs, key elersaftthe RVN's highlands policy,
continued to experience slow and halting progrésdditionally, while some local officials
attempted to alleviate the suffering of the largenbers of refugees who were now residents of
Lam Dong, the lack of coherent planning and exeoutheant that the Montagnard community
indigenous to Lam Dong was pressured to surrengeifisant portions of their land to refugees.
Throughout the highlands, American observers coulg watch as Viethamese-Montagnard
relations deteriorated to their nadir. Furthegrapions in local refugee camps required the
approval of Deputy Prime Minister for Social Wedd?han Quang Dan—one of many examples
that pointed to the larger malaise of Saigon’sredized control, an approach that made it
impossible to adapt policies to fit local situagon

Though American leverage in Vietnam was all buteggdhe heavy U.S. involvement
had exacted a heavy price on the long-term vigilithe South Viethamese state. The
extravagant use of U.S. aid early in the war comtbiwith the precipitous withdrawal of U.S.
forces and funding in the 1970s led to problem$& sscrapid inflation; for example, while the
dollar to piastre exchange rate had been 1:3564 18y 1975 it was 1:700. From 1964 to 1972,
the price of rice rose 1400 percent, while the wagdjusted for inflation, of an ARVN captain
shrank by over 400 percent. Increasingly precaremonomic conditions throughout South
Vietnam depleted morale, eroded confidence in tvegment, and contributed to rampant

corruption®®

365 Clarke,Advice and Support...1965-19703.
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Chapter 8 - Epilogue: Unredeemed Promises

[The Montagnards] have run and run. Some hadalidazen times over the years. And they
think of the mountains as their country. If thegnito the coast, they would have been out of
their country.

—Dr. Pat Smith, physician who ran a hospitahe highlands for sixteen ye#ts

Only months after the communist victory in Vietnatecame clear that promises of
greater rights and autonomy for Montagards wouldoedfulfilled. Through May, as the new
leaders of South Vietnam consolidated their powemmunist officials permitted the MDEM to
continue its operations. In June 1975, with tpeiwver solidified, the communist Provisional
Revolutionary Government dissolved the ministryesting its leaders, and also arrested
Montagard leaders in the highlands. Some Highlaledelers were executed and others,
including Nay Luett and Pierre K'Briuh, died duehtarsh treatment and neglect in prison. In
September 1975 the government expelled all Freriebtp and nuns, many of whom had
worked on Montagnard welfare issues.

As Gerald Hickey noted, the communists had “hoo#tethmany highlanders into
supporting them with the promise of autonomy,” iout976 the new government enacted a
Diem-like plan of Viethamese settlement and Mongdrassimilation. In February 1976, the
communist government further consolidated its pdwereorganizing the provinces of South
Vietnam. In the southern highlands, the new botiad@f Lam Dong province encompassed
the former provinces of Lam Dong and Tuyen DucMbarch 1976, seeking to consolidate their
power and exploit the vast resources of the higldaas Diem had attempted two decades prior,
communist officials announced that the ethnic mitres of the highlands, along with many
ethnic Vietnamese, would be forced into “new ecoicarones” where they would practice
modern agriculture. With the support of the Uniiations, communist countries, and Japan

and Sweden, Montagnards were moved out and ethatndmese moved in to exploit the vast

366«y.S. Woman Doctor Leaves Vietnam after 16 Yeaketv York Timest April 1975.
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resources such as lumber that the highlands off8feith July 1976, both North and South
Vietham became the Socialist Republic of VietnaiR\{(H

Through 1976 and 1977, the SRV continued to diteditizens into new economic
zones, where they practiced collective agriculaméd ethnic minorities were forced to embrace
“the new culture.” As it became clear that the rgogvernment had no intention of honoring
promises to the Montagards, FULRO began to wageeaitja war against its former benefactor.
In 1978, forced collectivization, a command econpmiyastructure devastated by the war, and
unusually poor weather combined to bring Vietnararieeconomic crisis. By 1979, Hanoi was
at war with its erstwhile allies, the People’s Relpriof China and the Khmer Rouge, over a
number of issues including border disputes. loraesvhat bizarre turn of events, the conflict
resulted in a temporary alliance between the KhReerge, the PRC and FULRE?
Throughout Vietnam, tens of thousands of ethnidnémese and Montagnards alike remained
imprisoned in re-education camps.

Developments in Lam Dong were a microcosm of nalienents during this period. In
1976, the Lam Dong provincial party congress reggbthat more than 18,000 “nomadic ethnic
minority people have settled and engaged in crdtpvation.” In 1978, with a grant from the
World Council of Churches, Hanoi attempted to @eat economic zone in Lam Dong, but after
much investment the area had only 9,300 peopleadstf the planned 100,080.
Simultaneously, the SRV embarked on a massivetlesent campaign designed to move ten
million people over a twenty year peridd. At the end of the 1970s, Lam Dong was a
battleground between FULRO and SRV foré€sBy the beginning of the new decade, the SRV

374Y.N. Study Urges Heavy Vietnam AidyVashington Pos2 June 1976.

%8 Nayan Chanda, “leng Sary: Unite for Our Countfgt Eastern Economic Reviel®4, no. 25 (1979):
10-11; HickeyFree in the Forest299; John Burgess, “Right-Wing Rebels Aided by @hittorry Laotians,
Viethnamese, Washington Postl8 October 1980.

39 Robert Shaplen, “Rethinking the Revolutiohlgw York Timesl3 July 1986; Doan Van Toai and
David Chanoff,The Viethamese Gulgtlew York: Simon and Shuster, 1986).

379 Hickey, Free in the Forest296-97.

371 Fox Butterfield, “Vietnam Plans Resettlement ofMillion Over 20 Years,'New York Times31 May
1978.

372 Fox Butterfield, “Vietnam Refugees Say Attacks@wmmunists Continue in Highlandsyew York
Times,1 June 1979.
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realized that its policies were not economicallghble, and began a program of economic
liberalization that paved the way for the 1986 Moi reforms that allowed for “Market
Leninism” in Vietham. The economic reforms unlesi new wave of economic development
in the highlands which resulted in increased SRdgure on Montagnard rebels. After fighting
the SRV for a decade and a half, in 1992 the |lesaoieFULRO began to emigrate to the large
Montagnard community in North Carolii& With the end of significant Highlander resistance
and the normalization of relations with the Unittdtes and PRC, the pace of economic
development increased, particularly in the rescuidehighlands. As additional settlers moved
into the region, Montagnards were increasingly ndow of their lands. The highland

provinces are currently home to five million resite—many of their indigenous occupants now
subsist by showcasing their culture to Americanmigtsi in Vietnam. In 2009, large bauxite
mines destroyed much of the tea plantations théidiotted Lam Dong’s landscape for a century.
In an ironic twist, even former PAVN General Vo Nga Giap’s warnings of ecological
damage in Lam Dong could not halt the expansiagh®imines—a necessary measure, the
Socialist Republic of Vietham emphasized, in otdgurovide for lucrative aluminum exports to
the People’s Republic of Chirf&

373 The large Montagnard community in the United Stagethe result of the efforts of the Lutheran Ghur
and large numbers of U.S. troops, many of them i@pEorces personnel based out of Fort Bragg, NGHtolina,
who sponsored their allies’ emigration to the Waffer the fall of Saigon. As in other wars, manidgers worked
to redeem the broken promises of their own govermime

37 Tran Dinh Thanh Lam, “Vietham Farmers Fall to BéeiBulldozers,’Asia Times Onling2 June 2009
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Southeast Asia/KF02AkONI| accessed 27 June 2011.
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Chapter 9 - Conclusion

In many ways, the seldom-emphasized territoriaitiaiprogram was one of the greatest
U.S.-RVN successes of the war. With a relativetal investment in advisors and money, the
RVN was able to build a force that was criticallypgortant in keeping the NLF on the defensive
after its losses in 1968. Yet tactical and opereti success could not salvage strategic failure;
in a development that sealed the RVN'’s fate, tgrisg of the Paris Accords left approximately
170,000 PAVN troops in South Vietnalfi. Even had the Paris Accords and their aftermath
been more favorable for the RVN, years of failetigyan the highlands had made many of the
region’s inhabitants disaffected with their own gmvment.

While U.S. involvement greatly increased the effextess of the territorial militia
program, the rapid escalation and de-escalaticugport did not assist in the ostensible U.S.
goal of creating a self-sufficient Viethamese stdtethe early years of the American war, U.S.
involvement inadvertently helped foment Montagnetitho-nationalist separatism. As the war
progressed, U.S. officials used their considerberage over RVN officials to force
Vietnamese officials to acquiesce to promises ttebéreatment. As the U.S. withdrew,
however, it lost leverage over Saigon and becagreasingly unable to dictate policy to its ally.
In turn, the U.S. had never forced the RVN to déedime any of its power—admittedly, a
difficult task given the chronic instability of tf&aigon government, particularly in the two years
following the ouster of Diem. In the final yearfstbe war, Saigon’s approval was needed to
address mundane yet vital issues such as thergjeairiand for refugee agriculture. The saga of
the Stieng in Lam Dong is much like that of RVNz®hs during the period of U.S. involvement
in Vietham—Ilarge numbers of people became simuttasly dependent on the government’s
largess and yet disaffected with its policies. &mLDong, the U.S. had ambitiously sought to
create an export-driven economy based on tea dfekcoYet when the U.S. withdrew, demand
for these nonessential items decreased markedlgirgahardship for most residents and

sending many to Saigon.

375 illbanks,Abandoning Vietnan88-89.
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This is not to ignore or discount significant pgliailures elsewhere; for example, the
failure of the U.S. to shut down the Ho Chi Minhiltiand the abrupt termination of aid to Saigon
despite American promises to the contrary. Yetth@&e course of the war was marked by
inconsistent and often contradictory policies ia kiighlands. Local leaders were often unable to
address non-state centered security issues, suefugees, without the resources and will from
Saigon. Just as importantly, the U.S. presengeelddlibricate the bureaucratic wheels in Saigon
and keep a lid on ethnic Viethamese ambitions eénhilghlands, yet the Vietnamization period
marked the opening of the dam, as the Thieu govemnbifailed to follow through on promises
that it had made after being strong-armed by thiiedrStates. By the early 1970s, American
leverage at the local and national levels was gthoeigh local institutions—particularly the
security apparatus—continued to function relatiwefl, the unintended consequences of U.S.
involvement manifested themselves. The economiem#gncy that the U.S. had created came
crashing down, affecting all residents of Lam Dagpaticularly the ethnic Vietnamese, while
failures in refugee policy affected primarily Mogteards. Though it is likely that the highlands’
collapse was inevitable with the withdrawal of Ainan air power, it is equally likely that non-
military failures in this region ultimately contrted to the swift collapse of the highlands and
the ultimate defeat of the RVN.

While lower-level officials often displayed an umskanding of the vast ethno-cultural-
linguistic differences among Highlanders, many biglevel officials—both American and
Viethamese—displayed an ignorance of basic custordgended to lump all Montagnards
together, perplexed that there was not strongere moified leadership. Additionally, the U.S.
failed to articulate a coherent policy; in the gasar period, the U.S. displayed a profound
ignorance of the historical relationship betweemnhghlanders and the ethnic Viethamese, and
in the late-war period it advocated both Montagnagldts and the economic development of the
highlands. Throughout the war, highlands policythe cart before the horse, encouraging
economic development before basic issues suchndsllEmarcation were resolved. Finally,
Washington devoted far too much of its vast resesito building a western-style army, and far
too little to inexpensive programs such as refuggsestance and education for Montagnards.
Similarly, Saigon funneled tremendous amounts sdueces to large-scale projects such as the

Lam Dong tea factory and relatively little to imitives such as the MLA program. Ultimately,
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the U.S. and RVN acted as if their time and resssiwere unlimited, when they were surely

not.
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