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ietnamization” was a polysemous label that served during the Nixon phase of the U.S. war in 
Vietnam as a political euphemism for two interrelated policies: building up and strengthening the 
South Vietnamese armed forces and government while simultaneously and unilaterally 

withdrawing U.S. armed forces from Indochina—the latter also known more accurately as “de-
Americanization.” In “Choosing ‘the Long Road’,”1 David L. Prentice credits Secretary of Defense Melvin 
Laird with having “developed and advanced” (445) the U.S. “strategy” of Vietnamization from 1968 through 
1972. President Richard Nixon, he argues, influenced by Laird, decided firmly in favor of Vietnamization in 
November 1969. The President made this decision a little over nine months into his term and after flirting 
with a competing strategy of military escalation advocated by his National Security Adviser, Henry Kissinger, 
whose goal, Prentice asserts, was to force North Vietnam’s swift “capitulation” (445, 446, 469). In contrast, 
Laird’s strategy had the purpose of reducing the war’s “level of destruction and casualties,” thereby preventing 
the erosion of domestic and congressional support for the war effort, as well as a broader “social catastrophe” 
(445) in the United States. 

Without apparent irony or sarcasm, Prentice maintains that even though Vietnamization stretched out the 
conflict for four more years, it “gave Americans hope that the fighting would end” and “effectively ended the 
American ground war in Vietnam” while “preserving [for a time] the noncommunist Republic of South 
Vietnam.” It also had the positive effect, according to the author, of making it possible for Nixon to win 
reelection in 1972 (474). 

Prentice associates his identification of November 1969 as the turning point in Nixon administration strategy 
with the claim made by David Schmitz in Richard Nixon and the Vietnam War (2014) of having established a 
“new periodization” of the war, “in which the weeks between late 1969 and early 1970 marked a significant 

                                                      
1 For the expressions “long road” and “long route,” see, e.g., Foreign Relations of the United States: Vietnam, 

January 1969-July 1970, vol. VI (Washington DC, U.S. Government Printing Office, 2006), 407, 412, 456. 
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change in U.S. strategy and policy from escalation to Vietnamization” (445).2 Neither author clearly explains 
what the old periodization is or was supposed to have been, although they could be implicitly referring to 
textbook conventional wisdom that on coming to office Nixon’s plan to exit Vietnam was Vietnamization 
and the so-called Nixon Doctrine. 

Prentice also claims that “scholars,” who are not named, have viewed Nixon and Kissinger as “foreign policy 
giants” and have therefore “overlooked Vietnamization’s origins,” ignored Laird’s important role as Secretary 
of Defense, his “significant influence on Nixon in 1969,” and his strategic victory over Kissinger (445-446). 
In praise of Laird, Prentice adds that he “shrewdly used the domestic context to persuade Nixon to choose the 
long road” for exiting Vietnam “over a violent gamble to end the war quickly” (446). Although the President 
leaned toward a strategy of military escalation on entering office, Prentice asserts, he had no “plan” for ending 
the Vietnam War; it was Laird who had the plan. The Secretary of Defense had been “perhaps the sole U.S. 
official who understood and anticipated public and congressional opinion . . . [and] a significant force in the 
determination of U.S. strategy” (474). Without Laird, “Vietnamization would have never become a legitimate 
option in 1969” (446). 

To one degree or another, these and related assertions and conclusions about U.S. Vietnam War strategy and 
historiography are erroneous, and Prentice overstates Melvin Laird’s role in the making and implementing of 
Nixon-administration policy and strategy. This despite his research in select primary sources from the papers 
and archives of presidents Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, and Gerald Ford, as well as Senator William 
Fulbright, Governor Nelson Rockefeller, and Prime Minister Harold Wilson. 

Neither Schmitz nor Prentice were in fact the first to notice a shift in Nixon administration strategy by 
November 1969. Of the three main postwar narratives about the war—those of Nixon and Kissinger, hawks 
and ‘revisionists,’ and the antiwar movement—the former president and his national security adviser had 
implied in their memoirs3 that a shift toward a greater emphasis on Vietnamization had taken place sometime 
after October 1969 and into early 1970. Shortly thereafter, journalists Tad Szulc and Seymour Hersh 
suggested the same in their postwar accounts.4 Moreover, the consensus among former leaders and 
participants in the antiwar movement was that the massive demonstrations of October and November 1969 
had caused Nixon to cancel his threatened attack on North Vietnam in an operation—it was later learned—
that bore the informal codename of DUCK HOOK, thus implying that a change in strategy had followed. 
Nor does Prentice’s article acknowledge those historians—including this reviewer5—who, drawing on 

                                                      
2 David F. Schmitz, Richard Nixon and the Vietnam War: The End of the American Century (Lanham, Md.: 

Roman & Littlefield, 2014). 

3 Nxon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard Nixon (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1978); and Kissinger, White House 
Years (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1979). 

4 Szulc, The Illusion of Peace: Foreign Policy in the Nixon Years (New York: Viking Press, 1978); Hersh, The 
Price of Power: Kissinger in the Nixon White House (New York: Summit Books, 1983). 

5 Drawing on the embryonic historiography mentioned in a previous paragraph as well as some newly available 
documentation, I wrote about the 1969 transition in my chapter for a 1993 anthology about U.S. presidential 
management of the war (Kimball, “‘Peace with Honor’: Richard Nixon and the Diplomacy of Threat and Symbolism,” 
chap. 8, Shadow on the White House: Presidents and the Vietnam War, 1945-1975, ed. David L. Anderson (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 1993)) and also in subsequent articles and books during the next decade as more textual 
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declassified documentation, have written since the early 1990s or before about the strategic transition that 
began in late October to early November 1969. The story that emerges from this documented historiography 
during the past 25 or 30 years differs from Prentice’s thesis on almost every count, with the possible 
exceptions of Laird’s own published remarks and Dale Van Atta’s biography.6 

I suggest that the actual story behind Vietnamization is an even more “complex and contingent narrative” 
(446) than Prentice describes. Colonial powers throughout history have raised local forces to assist in 
suppressing rebellion. In the first Indochina War, France implemented the policy of “le jaunissement” (the 
yellowing). Some in the American anti-Vietnam War movement from its beginnings in the early 1960s had 
called for and demonstrated in favor of bringing U.S. troops home. When pollsters asked respondents in 
October 1967 about a gradual U.S. withdrawal coupled with turning the conduct of the war over to the 
South Vietnamese in stages, 71 percent agreed. At the time, Laird supported escalation. At least as early as 
1967, some critics of the war began using the terms de-Americanize and de-Americanization in referring to 
troop withdrawals. At the onset of the 1968 Tet Offensive, President Johnson’s so-called Wise Men 
recommended that the administration step-up efforts to raise and train South Vietnamese troops in order to 
lessen the burden on U.S. forces, arguing that high U.S. casualties were “the most serious single cause of 
domestic disquiet.” Soon thereafter, Johnson’s new Secretary of Defense, Clark Clifford, began developing 
plans for Vietnamization, although these would be tentative and tied to a possible agreement with Hanoi for 
mutual troop withdrawals. During the critical year of 1968, the words de-Americanization and 
Vietnamization became part of a wider public discussion about ending the war. Even as Prentice 
acknowledges, both Nixon and Laird at this time thought it would be a good idea for the Republican 
candidate for the presidency to begin talking about Vietnamization (452). The point of this brief survey is 
that Laird was somewhat of a latecomer the idea of Vietnamization and that Nixon was himself a very astute 
observer of political winds. 

                                                      
documents and White House tapes became available. Prentice gives only passing mention in his footnotes to two of my 
books and those of a few other historians whose scholarly writings bear on the topic of periodization, Vietnamization, 
and Nixon’s strategy. Nor does he cite a major 1985 history of the U.S.-Vietnam War, Anatomy of A War: Vietnam, The 
United States, and the Modern Historical Experience (New York: Pantheon Books, 1985) by Gabriel Kolko, who credited 
Laird with having “fought hard” and “steadily pressed on” to carry out de-Americanization (348). Moreover, Prentice 
did not incorporate or take note of a 2003 article in the journal Cold War History by William Burr and me on the secret 
nuclear alert of 1969, in which we drew upon some of the most recently declassified materials that added more 
information and nuance to the evolution of Nixonian strategy through the year 1969 (“Nixon’s Secret Nuclear Alert: 
Vietnam War Diplomacy and the Joint Chiefs of Staff Readiness Test, October 1969,” Cold War History 3 [January 
2003]: 113-156). Our book on the alert and the war during the year 1969, Nixon’s Nuclear Specter: The Secret Alert of 
1969, Madman Diplomacy, and the Vietnam War (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2015), incorporates even more 
documentation, information, and detail but was probably published about the same time that the readers for and editors 
of Diplomatic History accepted Prentice’s manuscript for publication. 

6 Melvin R. Laird, “Iraq: Learning the Lessons of Vietnam,” Foreign Affairs 84:6 (Nov.-Dec. 2005): 22-43. 
Laird, like Nixon and Kissinger, blamed the fall of Saigon on opponents of the war. Jeffrey J. Clarke’s Advice and 
Support: The Final Years, The U.S. Army in Vietnam (Washington, DC: Center of Military History, 1988) and Richard 
A. Hunt’s Melvin Laird and the Foundation of the Post-Vietnam Military, 1969-1973 (Washington DC: Office of the 
Secretary of Defense, 2015) are more measured accounts of Vietnamization. 
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Although a strong and effective advocate of Vietnamization after January 1969, Laird was not alone in 
believing that military victory was out of reach for a variety of reasons. Among these were the nature of the 
war, its human and economic costs, the determination and skill of the North Vietnamese and the National 
Liberation Front (NLF), Soviet and Chinese involvement, other global military burdens on the United Sates, 
the antiwar political climate at home and within NATO countries, congressional doves, soldier resistance, and 
active antiwar resistance. Nixon, Kissinger, and at least half or more of the executive branch agencies and 
departments of the U.S. government—as determined by a December 1968 RAND survey—agreed with this 
assessment at the outset of the new administration. Moreover, Secretary of State William Rogers and the rest 
of his department favored at this time and afterward more rapid U.S. troop withdrawals than Laird. 

What Nixon and Kissinger sought, therefore, was not military victory or Hanoi’s capitulation, as Prentice 
argues, but instead, in Kissinger’s own words, a “decent chance” for President Nguyen Van Thieu to survive 
for a “decent interval” of two to five years after a U.S. military withdrawal from Indochina.7 This might be 
construed by some historians as a search for a political victory (as I originally thought when I first began 
writing about these issues in 1993), but few in the U.S. government believed that Thieu could survive beyond 
a “decent” period—whatever its length would be—without a significant U.S. force presence in South 
Vietnam following a diplomatic settlement. Hanoi and the NLF would never have accepted such an extended 
U.S. presence, and, in fact, with the 1973 agreement in Paris, they did not. Initially, the Johnson 
administration and then the Nixon administration had sought mutual withdrawals of U.S. and North 
Vietnamese forces. But this was also a demand that Hanoi would not accept; the Nixon administration 
abandoned it in late 1970. 

It is correct to say, as Prentice does, that Nixon and Kissinger did not have a Vietnam War ‘plan’ at the outset 
(although they spelled out the outlines of one at a January 25, 1969 National Security Council meeting—an 
outline that included bringing home “a few troops”). But neither did Laird have a plan in the sense of his 
having a detailed formulation or program of action for the narrower issue of troop withdrawals. He had a 
policy idea. The Administration’s prospective plan for de-Americanization was not produced until June 2, 
when Laird, responding to Nixon’s National Security Study Memorandum (NSSM) 36 of April 10, 
recommended a schedule of troop withdrawals, which Nixon acted upon five days later, but which was still 
subject to future discussion and revision regarding the pace of withdrawal increments. In March, meanwhile, 
Kissinger and his staff, working with Nixon’s consent and input, had also produced an overall plan—or more 
accurately, a strategy-options paper for waging the war in Vietnam. It was a list and analysis of alternative 
actions too complex to summarize here except to say that they consisted in Vietnamization alternatives 
coupled with accompanying military options—all in support of a corollary negotiating strategy.8 The military 
options were designed to erode enemy forces on the ground but also to signal dire threats to Hanoi and worry 
the Soviets that the war might get out of hand. 

                                                      
7 “Decent chance” is from MemCon of Kissinger’s luncheon with foreign correspondents, November 4, 1972, 

folder: Press, TV, News, etc. Nov 1972—[2 of 2], box 379, National Security Council Files: Subject Files, Richard 
Nixon Presidential Library (RNPL). For additional documentation on the decent interval strategy, see Burr and Kimball, 
Nixon’s Nuclear Specter. 

8 Memo, Kissinger to Nixon, dated March 20, 1969 but sent to president on March 22 subj: Vietnam Situation 
and Options, folder 7, box 89, National Security Council Files: Vietnam Subject Files, RNPL. 
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In other words, their purpose was not military victory but diplomatic coercion instead. Escalatory measures 
such as the bombing of Cambodia were expressions of the Madman Theory, which Prentice does not mention 
by name. He writes instead that it was Kissinger’s idea to make “mad threats,” portray Nixon as a “mad 
president,” and conduct “mad diplomacy” (446, 451, 462, 474). In fact, the Madman Theory was not 
originally Kissinger’s idea. It has been well-established that it was Nixon’s idea, one which he borrowed from 
the earlier brinkmanship of President Dwight Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. 
Furthermore, the Nixon-Kissinger strategy for Vietnam was coupled to broader carrot-and-stick ploys that 
involved the great powers: linkage in talks with Moscow, the carrot of détente with the Soviet Union, the 
stick of the ‘China card’ against the Soviets, and, later, the carrot and stick of rapprochement with China. 
Nixon and Kissinger wanted to signal the Soviets and the Chinese, but mainly the former, that if Washington 
found it necessary to resort to extraordinary or drastic escalation in Indochina, this would prevent diplomatic 
progress, an easing of relations, economic cooperation, and perhaps bring about more dire confrontations 
between the great powers—but primarily the United States and the USSR. Laird had little to do with the 
design of this strategy, except that he opposed elements of it when he had knowledge of them. 

In sum, Vietnamization had been part of Nixon-Kissinger strategy from the outset. Laird, indeed a force to be 
reckoned with, was instrumental in helping to keeping the option alive and growing as a component of overall 
strategy—as were Secretary of State William Rogers, members of Congress, the antiwar movement, and the 
majority of the U.S. population. It did not take much convincing. The main issue for Nixon and Kissinger 
was not troop withdrawal per se but the pace of such withdrawals in relation to their negotiating strategy and 
coercive military measures. Initially, in 1969, their aim had been to force a negotiated settlement on Hanoi by 
means of selected military escalations and mad threats designed mainly to lever Soviet cooperation: the secret 
bombing of Cambodia and expanded bombing in Laos; warnings sent through Soviet Ambassador Anatoly 
Dobrynin and other intermediaries; the so-called Vance Ploy in April, which coupled negotiations with 
mining threats; an April to July mining ruse against Haiphong; a proposed mining-only operation (the 
original July DUCK HOOK plan); a mining and bombing threat to Hanoi (the second but informally-
named DUCK HOOK plan) with a November 1 deadline; a global nuclear alert, carried out in October 1969 
(which Prentice does not mention). In this scenario, U.S. troop withdrawals had the main purpose of 
placating the American citizenry. 

Nixon’s decision to abort the threatened November operation was indeed a turning point in U.S. strategy. 
But the cancellation was not brought about by Laird alone (he was not even privy to the details of the White 
House version of the plan, although he had doubts about the probable efficacy of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
(JCS) version that he reviewed). The Joint Chiefs were unhappy with both the White House concept for the 
operation and the JCS staff-group’s draft version. Several of Kissinger’s aides expressed reservations about 
effectiveness and escalation. Nixon was concerned that the coincidence of attacking North Vietnam around 
November 1—a date that fell in-between the mid-October Moratorium and the mid-November New 
Mobilization and Moratorium—would balloon the size of the protests and not only cause ‘riots’ in the streets 
but send mixed signals to Hanoi. Perhaps most persuasive of all, the assessment of Nixon’s aides that the 
operation would have to be sustained for six months or more to have a chance of succeeding caused Nixon to 
worry that he could not hold public opinion for the requisite period of time. Thus, he turned to the long-
route strategy. Gradual de-Americanization failed, of course, to end the fighting or prevent U.S. and 
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Vietnamese casualties.9Vietnamization—the reform and improvement of the Saigon government and the 
South Vietnamese military—required continuing and additional big military operations to sustain Thieu in 
power up to and past the November 1972 U.S. presidential election, and make possible a decent interval 
‘solution’ that would serve to preserve Nixon’s and America’s ‘honor’ and ‘credibility.’ Laird had reservations 
about some of the military escalations after the year 1969 but was not opposed to those he deemed necessary 
to preserve Vietnamization or to lever Hanoi’s cooperation. 
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9 U.S. combat deaths numbered 9,414 in 1969 and 12,471 from January 1970 to January 1973. Wounded 

exceeded those numbers. Vietnamese dead and wounded were considerably higher, though difficult to pin down 
precisely. 
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