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Republic of Vietnam Prime Minister Nguyen Cao Ky.
Below: North Vietnam's Ho Chi Minh. float glorifying
his friendship with Communist China's Mao Tse-tung.

PATRIOTS OR PUPPETS?

Who are the Viet Cong?

Hanoi and its allies in Peking and Moscow claim the Viet Cong
are South Vietnamese patriots who seek to overthrow the Saigon
government through a “war of national liberation.”

Saigon and its allies in Washington and other world capitals
say the Viet Cong are Hanoi’s puppets—part of North Vietnam’s
machinery for conquering South Vietnam by subversion, terror
and warfare.

Between these two extremes is a third view—that the Viet
Cong represent just one of the factions involved in a complex
civil war situation.

Which of these viewpoints is correct?

The answer to this question can only be obtained through an
examination of the accumulated evidence.

HOW THEY BEGAN

The South Vietnamese call the guerrilla forces operating in
their country Vietnam Cong San or Viet Cong for short, mean-
ing “Vietnamese Communist.” North Vietnam refers to them
as “liberation troops.”

By either name the original guerrillas were soldiers of the
Viet Minh. That was the name of the national front group
created during World War Two and led by Ho Chi Minh, founder
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of the Indochinese Communist Party. Few Vietnamese were
then aware that “Ho Chi Minh” was an alias assumed in 1943
to conceal the true identity of the communist leader Nguyen
Van Thanh—or that the government he proclaimed in the north

in 1945 at the end of the war was dominated by his party.
Ho and the Viet Minh led the 1946-54 Indochina war against

French rule. This war was supported by Vietnamese of nearly
all political persuasions because it was hailed as a fight to end
their century-old colonial status. During these years the com-
munist leadership of the Viet Minh front (later the Lien Viet)
became more open. But even the non- or anti-communist ma-
jority supported the Viet Minh, for to oppose this group was in
effect to be pro-French.

The Geneva Agreements of 1954 ended the Indochinese war.
Independence was achieved for all Vietnam, and Laos and Cam-
bodia as well. Vietnam was partitioned at the 17th parallel
pending reunification elections to be held in mid-1956. The Ho
Chi Minh regime, by force of arms, ruled the north from Hanoi.
The former Associated State of Vietnam, granted self-govern-
ment within the French Union in 1949, governed the southern
zone from Saigon as the State of Vietnam under an agreement
concluded during the Geneva conference by chief of state Bao
Dai and the French.

The Geneva Accords called for the free flow of Vietnamese to
any part of the country in which they desired to live. Between
900,000 and 1,000,000 Vietnamese elected to leave their homes
and lands in the north and go to the southern zone; an estimated
400,000 more were prevented from leaving, chiefly those living
in areas to which the Hanoi government refused to admit teams
of the International, Control Commission, supervisory body of
the Geneva conference. Between 80,000 and 100,000 persons in
the south chose to move north.

The agreements also provided for the withdrawal of all con-
testing military forces to the appropriate side of the 17th parallel.

Not all of the troops complied with this provision, and it was
here that the trouble began.

EMERGENCE OF THE GUERRILLAS

After the 1954 agreements France's military force
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of Vietnam entirely. The majority of the Viet Minh bulled out
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Villagers flee before Viet Minh forces. Below: After Dien Bien Phu,
victorious Viet Minh representative takes over from French commander.




1954: Opening session of the Geneva Conference.
1955: Saigon celebrates proclamation of Republic.
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to Hanoi moved north. But according to the South Vietnamese
government, the Viet Minh left behind several thousand hard-
core communist agents who buried arms, ammunition and radio
equipment and immediately set about organizing what was to be
known as the Viet Cong. (Saigon was later to report to the In-
ternational Control Commission that 3,561 caches of communist
arms were discovered in South Vietnam between 1954 and 1959.)

Positive identification of these “Viet Minh/Viet Cong” has
never been made. Proof is lacking that this vanguard of the
guerrillas was either predominantly southern or northern. Al-
though the point concerning origin has been much argued it is
essentially irrelevant. A number of Hanoi's top officials have
been southerners and vice versa (Nguyen Cao Ky, commander
of South Vietnam’s air force and later premier, was born near
Hanoi; North Vietnam’s premier Pham Van Dong was born in
Quang Ngai province, well south of the 17th parallel). The all-
important point setting the original guerrillas apart was their
ideological affiliation.

At any rate, the guerrillas in South Vietnam emerged in 1957
abruptly and brutally. Village chiefs were machine-gunned and
butchered by the score. The pattern of these killings (‘“assas-
sinations in cadence” as Saigon was later to characterize them)
was not immediately apparent, for various political sects and
bandit groups were still active in the countryside.

A frequently raised question is: why did the guerrillas lie in
wait for more than two years after the Geneva Accords before
opening their attack?

The complexity of the post-Geneva situation in South Vietnam,
of course, precludes a simple answer to this question.

One of the explanations that have been offered is that the
guerrilla forces devoted much of the 1954-1956 period to plan-
ning their future activities and working out the details of their
organizational structure. Other delaying factors were President
Diem’s political successes in these early years and his effective
counter-measures against the rebel apparatus. In any case, it
was not until opposition to Diem’s methods began to develop that
the guerrillas were able to take the offensive.

Another and more generally accepted explanation is that, with
the passing of the mid-1956 deadline for reunification elections
proposed in the Geneva Accords, Hanoi’s hopes for a peaceful
take-over of South Vietnam had to be abandoned. Saigon had
refused to subscribe to an election in which the more populous
North would “deliver” a solid communist vote. Moreover even

7



' W
é t::‘:'f."p-

'

South Vietnamese farmers carry their rice crop from the fields.
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at Geneva the North Vietnamese communists did not believe that
the Saigon government actually would submit to such an election.

What Hanoi really was counting upon was the collapse of the
new republic to the south, for the economic and political prob-
lems it faced were so great that even Saigon’s friends expected
a disaster within a period of months. Hanoi was confident that
only a minimum amount of subversion on its part would bring
Saigon to this end.

But surprisingly, South Vietnam achieved a degree of political
stability in 1955 and 1956 and made steady economic progress.
Its Mekong “rice bowl” brimmed with food desperately needed
in the North. Meanwhile North Vietnam was limping forward
industrially; its authoritarian agricultural program produced a
calamity. During the “land reform” and “rent reduction” cam-
paign of 1954-56 in the North, the communists had killed an
estimated 100,000 people. Then in late 1956, in the province of
Nghe-An, a massive peasant uprising required an entire army
division to suppress; thousands of farmers were slain or im-
prisoned. The Hanoi regime was badly shaken. To make peace
with the people, Ho Chi Minh removed from office the minister
of agriculture and the secretary general of the North Vietnamese
Communist Workers Party (Lao Dong).

In short, by 1957, Hanoi was growing weaker and the Saigon
government stronger. Something had to be done to realize Ho’s
goal of bringing the south—and its rice-rich Mekong delta—
under communist rule. Therefore, Ho gave the signal to the
Viet Cong underground to launch the opening stage of a war
against South Vietnam.

TERROR IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

The guerrillas’ claims of patriotism were weakened in 1957-58
when they began killing, maiming and kidnaping increasing
numbers of South Vietnamese. Then, in 1959, what remained
of the “liberation” illusion disintegrated further as they opened
an accelerated, highly coordinated attack and pressed their cam-
paign of terror throughout the countryside.

By 1962 the weekly number of terrorist acts averaged 171;
in 1963 the average was 188 per week; and in 1964 it was 376.

In 1964, according to one compilation, 436 South Vietnamese
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Viet Cong victims: In Saigon

(above), huge bomb ex-
plodes near U.S. Embassy,
kills or injures 160 Vietnam-
ese and Americans; on the
highway (left), mines blast
buses and kill 54 civilians en

route to harvest area; in
a village (right), children are
killed by Viet Cong terrorists
who attacked Dong Xoai.




officials and 1,359 civilians were killed, and 1,131 officials and
8,423 civilians were kidnaped. Total: 11,349.

The chiefs of villages and hamlets were the prime targets, but
anyone representing the central government—policemen, school
teachers, medical workers, agricultural specialists—was a poten-
tial vietim of the guerrillas. Peasants, too, suffered heavily
when they refused to cooperate with the guerrillas or spoke and
acted in any way displeasing to them.

Here are examples of the things the terrorists did, and have
continued to do:

—Ngo Tuong, mayor of the prosperous village of Ap Quang
Nam, was attending a Buddhist prayer meeting at his aunt’s
house when two terrorists burst in and opened fire. The two
officiating priests and the aunt were killed instantly and the
mayor wounded. He was riddled with bullets as he staggered
from the house,

—In Phu Yen province, during the rice harvest, two terrorist
mines exploded under a civilian bus, killing 54 farm workers.

—Terrorists publicly disembowled a district leader at Kien
Long, broke the arms and legs of his wife and child, then killed
all three.

—Mrs. Ly Thi Nuoi of Than Phy hamlet was sleeping in her
home when she was awakened by terrorists. They beat her,
then shot her in the forehead. She herself had done nothing
to harm the terrorists, but one of her brothers was a sergeant
in the South Vietnamese army and a second brother was deputy
police chief in a nearby village,

—In Haunghia province, on the road between Baotrai and
Cuchi, a three-wheel motorscooter bus hit a pressure mine. Four
men, four women and three children aboard were killed. (Resi-
dents of nearby Dliclap hamlet staged a protest demonstration
against the terrorist road-mining squad.)

—Terrorists entered the sleeping quarters of men and women
workers building an irrigation and transportation canal in Dinh
Tuong province. The gunmen murdered 23 of the sleeping, un-
armed workers and wounded seven.

Acts such as these have been repeated literally thousands and
thousands of times in South Vietnam since 1957. Many of these
acts appear to be committed with senseless cruelty—senseless,
that is, when judged by any standards other than those of the
terrorists and their leaders. The identity of those leaders is
central to the meaning of terrorism in South Vietnam and to the
nature of the whole conflict there.

Family weeps over Ngo Tuong.
chief of Ap Quang Nam, killed
by Viet Cong while at prayer.
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Uniformed North Vietnamese students parade in Hanoi. Below: South
Vietnam police find cormmunisi weapons and flags cached in 1954,

HANOI SPEAKS OUT

Until 1959 Communist North Vietnam appeared to stand aloof
from the guerrilla warfare in South Vietnam. Then in July of
that year, the Belgian Communist Party journal Red Flag pub-
lished an article by Hanoi’s President Ho Chi Minh containing
the following statement:

“We are building socialism in Vietnam, but we are building
it only in one part of the country, while in the other part we
still have to direct and bring to a close the middle-class demo-
cratic and anti-imperialist revolution.” (emphasis added)

The government of South Vietnam regarded Ho’'s statement
as at least a partial admission that the guerrilla terrorists were
communists aided by Hanoi. Further, it was viewed as an out-
right declaration that the Hanoi regime was taking full charge
of an accelerated war against the South.

As noted before, there was a sharp step-up in guerrilla ac-
tivity in 1959. In 1960 the guerrillas assassinated at least 1,400
local government officials and other civilians and kidnaped 700
while killing some 2,200 military and security personnel.

This wave of terror was not the work, alone, of the several
thousand ex-Viet Minh who had gone underground after the
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Geneva Agreements. That original force had been augmented
by a stream of infiltrators trained and equipped in North Viet- .
nam. As was shown in evidence later presented by the South P '\wf'v'\fv') '\? g
Vietnamese government to the International Control Commission, ‘ 1\ i B
this stream of infiltrators soon grew to a torrent. In the two- g HANOI
year period 1959-60, Hanoi sent an estimated 4,500 specially XUAN AL » 5'/
trained guerrilla troops into South Vietnam. More than 6,200 (MARCH 9, 'I96$ e
followed in 1961. Infiltration was greatly aided by recent ter- _ 7y "
ritorial gains of communist guerrillas in neighboring Laos, LAOS {\ — VINH
who thus opened up new routes from North Vietnam into [MARCH 9, 1962)
. -~

South Vietnam. ; 8 o MR f,./\\,f;" g il

(On the question of “escalation,” which was to become an IN LAOS3 (™ (MARCH 10, 1962)

important issue later, it should be noted that while Hanoi was
pouring troops into the South, the United States announced on

DEMARCATION LINE

May 5, 1960, that at the request of Saigon the U.S. Military CROSSED BORDER

Assistance and Advisory Group there would be increased by the PRARCH 12 hidee i-) DESTINATION

end of the year from its current 327 members to a total of 685.) ‘ ‘ s TAPRIL4,1962) = | civation from the North:
. Ho’s mid-1959 statement that Hanoi would “direct” the war B ey 18 o 13 Map shows the route of
in the South was followed by one from General Vo Nguyen Giap, o } \ Huynh Duc Tha, deputy com-

the commander of North Vietnam’s armed forces. Writing in
the January (1960) issue of Hoc Tap, organ of the North Viet-
namese (communist) Workers Party, Giap declared that “the
North has become a large rear echelon of our army” and “the
revolutionary base for the whole country.”

A few months later, the North Vietnamese party held a con-
gress at which South Vietnam was the chief topic. Party Chair-
man Ho stated that North Vietnam was transforming itself into
“a firm base for the struggle for national reunification.” Party
First Secretary Le Duan declared the chief task ahead was to
“liberate the South.’

The party congress approved a resolution setting forth Hanoi’s
two strategic tasks: “. .. first, to carry out the socialist revolu-
tion in North Vietnam; second, to liberate South Vietnam. . . .”
The resolution underscored the fact that “these two strategic
tasks are closely related to each other.”

The date was September 10, 1960.

mander of Viet Cong com-
pany; he came to South Viet-
nam in 1962, surrendered to
Government forces in July
1963. Below: Passports is-
sued by Hanoi to Nguyen
Van Tien (left) and Huynh
Van Nghia, officials of
the  ‘“National Liberation
Front of South Vietnam."

THE "FRONT"

The ‘“National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam”
reportedly was formed December 20, 1960, at an undisclosed site
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Above: International Control Commission members inspect evidence
of Vung Ro arms cache. Below: Funeral of Colonel Hoang thuy Nam,
chief Vietnamese liaison officer with ICC, tortured and murdered
by the Viet Cong. More than 150,000 people attended the funeral.
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south of the 17th parallel. As the political organization of the
guerrilla forces in the South, its objective was said to be the
“peaceful reunification of the country.” This was to be achieved
under a “broad national democratic coalition administration”
after the defeat of the South Vietnamese army.

There were several curious aspects about this development.
First, it was announced only by Hanoi radio and the announce-
ment was not made until January 29, 1961, giving rise to the
suspicion that the Hanoi regime was trying to screen its rela-
tionship to the front with an excessive display of casualness.
Second, though it might be expected that an announcement of
such an organization would include the names of its leaders and
pertinent biographical information about them, no names were
mentioned. Not until April 1962 did Hanoi disclose the iden-
tity of any of the front’s alleged leaders, and then only 31 names
were listed for the 52 seats on the group’s central committee.
None of the leaders was a person of stature or reputation in
South Vietnam—nor were any of them nationally prominent
figures who had criticized or opposed President Diem, at
home or abroad. The front’s chairman was named as Nguyen
Huu Tho, a former Saigon lawyer with a long history of pro-
communist activities.

The questionable nature of the front’s leadership deepened
when news dispatches from Geneva quoted a North Vietnamese
delegate to the 1962 conference on Laos as saying that several
members of the front’s central committee also were members of
Hanoi’s Workers Party, the name given by North Vietnam to
its communist organization.

Communist spokesmen, however, contended that the front rep-
resented a wide cross-section of South Vietnamese society, and
from time to time Hanoi or its new “Liberation Radio” an-
nounced that another group had joined. The front also claimed
to represent various associations of teachers, trade union work-
ers and intellectuals. Among them were the “Patriotic and
Peace-Loving Boys and Girls Group,” the ‘“Association of the
Families of Patriotic Soldiers,” the ‘“Committee for Solidarity
With the Latin American People,” and the “Group of Soldiers
Who Have Returned to the People.”

Two political parties were attached to the front, the “Radical
Socialist Party” and the “Democratic Party,” names almost iden-
tical to the two parties (other than the ruling Communist or
Workers Party) permitted to exist in the North as part of the
“Fatherland Front.”
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