December 8, 1965

Deaxr Harry,

Your letter of Dec. 2 arrived only hours after I had cabled
we hadn't heard from you, Anyhow, this is the first letter we have
received from you since the Operation Starlight exchange. Does this
stack up with your records?

Regarding the story sbout Ve Ce bodycount and the official ve
real version of what's really happening, it will be very aiffieul ty
ond T don't know exactly how %o tackle ite The official version
of the story is casy. o

But, there are only two npeal" sources which can be used
with validity. Ome of these is the low-ranking officers actually
invelved on the spot during the battles Now, these officers and
WCO's involved in the past actions are goattered around and it will
be difficult, if not impossible to find thom pll=—and they will already
be bymiramdm informed exactly what the officisl version is and they're
unlikely to counter it at this pointe The other alternative regarding
this category is that we can wait for another good-sized batlle and
wse thet as the example of the discrepancye The second set of -
wpepl® sources is the pressj among all of them there is a long list
of dimarepenciess But then, the story bocomes more of o press mhmryx
ve. officialdom story, which 1s really immensely complicated.

There's rcolly no other third set of sourcese To use the press as
a source is probably the best way, knowing that undoubtedly another
exanple will popup before we actuslly get around do writing the
gtorye I'11l also poke around on this during my trip up northe

There ic one good line, which I doubt that John Wheeler used in

his story—and we probably can't use eithors The low~ranking T -S-
officors have coinfed several new words regerding the Ve Ce
body=countessthe WAG report (Wild-Assed Guess) and SWAG (Stupid
Wild=Assed Guess)seesand tha t is how the bodyocounts are determined
end that figure is hitting the front pages of every American
newspapere ; :

I'm sure that the American officialdom is still using the
word "bodycount," and they've also used "confirmed decad." Maybe we

should draw up a glossory of official definitions, There's alsc many



taboo words, which the American press officials will never use and
refuse to odmitesedne of them is ambushe  They never say that American
troops are ambusheds Another word is withdaraw or retreateseinstcad
they've coined nice, but vague phragseologys, . snamely to "gdjust their
positionse™ Maybe youlve also noticed that the press reports:
rarely refer to the Seigon military "junta..s"collegium™ is the nice
word “hat has been dreamed up t0 repladge ite

Regerding the ineident of impaling the humans near Danang,
the version I understand is somewhat more nebulous then yours.
While the town was still under siege, the American pilots saw
' what they seid were humans impaled on sticks and then some of
the observer planes took pictures of these, which MAC-V later
relessod to UPI, 2P etcs  Suddenly, MAC*V realized they really
couldn't prove the bodies were renl, and fearing they'd be accused
of podaling hot photos, ordered the wires t0 kill the ploturess The
next day, the ground forsces went in to relieve the tom—but found
no poles whatsoever, and no bodies. 8oy there was no conflrmation
that the bodies were real—or that they were dummiese I can check
this again when I get to Danang.

We hore are nover told anything that is released in Wasghington,
except occasionally we see 2 transerint of a MolNamers press conference
if it pertains to Vietname We don't know what figures Washington
relenses or snything elses There's ome figure I'm very interested
whether Veshington is releasing or noteseethat of the non-battle .
injuried. All of a sudden that figure hes become unavailable heree
. Mais would include all diseasesy all aceidental injuries. I think
it is importent since it would be much higher them the batile
casualties. Maybe Washington can check if that figure is available
therec.

On vhy the battle figures and bodysount hes become a fetish,
partly as you suggest is that the South Vietnamese used it, then the
Americans picked m it up ete. However, my judgment, which no dfficial
would probably ever verify, is much more basiCe That is that the
numbers gome is the only measure of o tactical victory or defeat that
offloial sources have %o rely upon. For example, in World Var II,
vietory was determined whether you spized the objective--Iwe Jima for
‘example=—cnd defeat was if you didn't or if you withdrew. The losses
 of the Mmericans——or the loss of the Japanese Were not importants

or relevant, as standards,



But, in Vietnamy, in a battle such as the Ja.Drang affair,
once the American troops withdrew from an area, the Viet Cong cen
agein control it, sometimes only hours laters Sos how can you call
it a vietory, even if you have achieved the objective? Having
been denye denied this barometer of victory, then the next measurement
%o be used would be the battle casuslties.  The battle casualties
themselves are open to two intorpretations——one can lodk at the
proportion of American losses, as the press is now howling that
the officials are fudging on, or onec can lock at the higher
proportion of ememy killed, which the offocia officials are #nclined
to do, o% to camouflage known American battle losses-—~but to do
this thoy must say $hat the onemy dead pre confirmed etce, thus
getting themgelves into another boxe ’ :

Having established the stendard of bodycounty end enemy
dead a & a2 means of defining victory or defeat is a fragile measure
of affairs in itselfs My Jjudgment is that this in itcelf is s :
distortion. Even if the official version of American losses were
soourste and even if the enemy dead were actuslly counted, +the fect
that thic is—-and maybe must be-—the stendard mfx used to determine
victory zmt or defeat is very superfioclal, The simple foet, in
my viewpoint, is that all of this controversery is a canouflage
to the real issue—-wthm.t the over-all situntion, including economic
and political as well as the military, is absolutely oriticals

In other wordsy the point of all the news management is %o
- hid the fact that the situation is critical=-and in my judgment,
that the Americans are still losing the ware This may be only

a semantical difference with McNamara's judgment, but I think
the JAmericaons are still losingeesand mot of the press corps docs,
and more loweranking officers that have been in country for awhile,
like the Marines, think so oo and so do some of the low-rahking
people in the civilien agenciese The crux of the problem is that
militerily, the Americans are in the same position as the French—
with the exception that they have more of everything and they have
helicopters, and politically, we are in a worse positlon than the
French, because we do not have a colonialists power internally, yet
we suffer from all the accusations of possessing ite There are no
statistical meosures for the increased corruption of the Vietnamese
government or the rising anti-Americanism, but anyone with any
gsensitivities and a fow Vietnamese contacis can see ite



Anyhovy  the point of 21l the newsmanagement, it seems to me,
is to mm deny to the American public the most central truth in the
vhole picture=-that the situation is exceptionally serious and that
for the first time in ocurrent Américan history the mation faces the
possibility of losing e war it has decided it must wine

A1)l of this is beyond the scope of you'c requested article
on bodycount, but maybe glimmerings of it will come out in the
proposed yecar-ond weries of articlegy :

~ The thing I have in mind is a four—article review, but not an
exact chronology, of 1965, plus a @ size-up of where we sit at
the end of 1965 I don't think it will be nepessary to predict what -
will happen in 1966 ’

I think the thread for the series might be "America's
Inscrutable War." These ave briefly an outline of the four articless

Article 1l Begin the article with z the dramatic meeting
of Bundy and Khanh on the s mortared Pleiku airstrip, which lecad
to the bombing of North Vietnams then moving to the arrival of the
Americen "defensive forces" and then the combat units etcsy, with
2 brief explenation of vhy-=going back %o the increcosingly deteriorating
situation with the fall of Diem and the collapse of the strategioc
hamlet procram a nd the increased North Vietnamese infiltrations
The bit on /merican bomba t wnits would have to include references
to the flipflop from the advisory role. One basic point we must make
is that vhile thimx the arrival of Us S. combat units meant o
direct conflict between the free world and the Communist world, which
was the obvious interpretation, it was also a conflict between the
mmmman two systems of powere.eethe massive physical power of the U, S,
versus the power to manipulate the messes by the Communists. (We'd
pick up this theme again in article three)s  The article would end
with the Santo Domingo orisis, which is an extension of the
Vietnam~type of war in the wnderdeveloped Third World.

.| Hence, this first piece would be a review of the one hundred-some
doys following Febs Tth, revolV¥ing around the three pivotal dates of
the bombing of the North, the arrival of American ground troops and
the Santo Domingc crisis at the conclusion of the plizcce ;



)

Article 28 Im the first article, we will omit or sluff over
one other key date——the Febe, 19th coup whick toppled Khanh, and use
this as the lead for the second piesce, which would review im
depth the internsl developments withim the south. Ve mast |
look at these developments at several levels——the villages and the
cities and, on the govermment side, the govermment at the Salgon
ehe echelon znd at the village levels The effect of American
troops within the cities then, is the inflation, the prositituion,
the rising tide of anti-American=-ism,~—the oreation of a new
monied elites in effect, the lack of political and economic
precautions laid out for the arrival of Amoricon Troocps, which
heve turned the cities into potential hotbeds of revolt, rather

than the anchor of anti~Commmist supporte The Buddhist affeir in Danang,

Article 33 A look in depth at the Us, S Marines operating
in the villoges outside of Danengeeethe crux of this piece is that
unless the Marinee can pacify the villages in their rear, they
can't push forwarde The policy of pacification is the one area
where the Americans are sttempting to move beyond the French ;
position, attempting to ro~conquer the villagese If this fails,
i4 45 doubtful there will be any satisfactory success in Vietname
We will use the Morine enclave as a microcosm of the problem :
throughout the country, even though the Marines are the only
ones really working at pacification. This piece is the reason
for going to Danange

 Article 4¢ Red Ryle in the 'Pink' Deltes. This is :
An'a sotr story, which he got last week-end ih. the delta. Officially,
the Amewicons are saying that the delta is in great shape—~but An :
did a beautiful reporting job detailing how the Viet Cong have
jsolated 2ll the outposts—oven those six miles from a regular
arny division headguerters—~how the V. C. control the people,
how they are in effect the government-—iaxmsy leveling taxes,
issuing permits for travel to Saigon-~including permits to the
relatives of generals and Saigon ministers. It's a superb
story, which in persomel, graphic terms details the illusious
which Saigon is operating under, and how the Viet Cong have
woven together the politicaly economic and military facthrs
to become a de factow government——even under the government NoOsess
Article 3 & $ 4 would attempt to include many more of the economic,
political factors involved in the war—and where we sit at® the end

of 1965, (Pink is the color used to designate the contested areas)e

Article 4 would be a geographical counter—balance %o Article 3-—the
hhghidimn northern provincess :



chunks,
[ oo B S Che

There will be some difficulty in doing all of this in 1000-word
but I think we can do ite

Please let us know your thoughts about all thise

A
Sincerely, )
B ¢
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