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dward Lansdale (1908-1987) gave up his job with a California advertizing firm to serve as an 
intelligence officer in the Office of Strategic Services during World War II. Still with the agency after 
the war—now renamed the Central Intelligence Agency—he was assigned the role of adviser to the 

Philippine government in its fight to suppress the left-leaning Hukbalahap peasant guerrilla rebellion. The 
fundamental elements of Lansdale’s counter-guerrilla strategy included reform of the government, propaganda 
and ‘civic-action’ programs that addressed the peasantry’s concerns, black ops, psychological warfare, and the 
development of counter-guerrilla military units, tactics, and programs. Lansdale also played an important role 
in assisting reformist Ramon Magsaysay’s rise to the presidency of the Philippines. For Max Boot, the author 
of this mammoth 715-page book (including back matter), Lansdale’s counter-guerrilla methods in the 
Philippines constituted the “road” or strategy that the United States should later have followed in Vietnam–
but did not. (In 1959, one of Lansdale’s colleagues, Sam Wilson, renamed and broadened the term ‘counter-
guerrilla’ warfare as ‘counterinsurgency’ warfare [321-322].) 

Lansdale’s brief assignment to Indochina in 1953 as U.S. liaison to the French at the denouement of their 
colonial war against the Vietminh was plagued by mutual dislike and discord. As the CIA’s man in Saigon 
after the 1954 Geneva Conference and Accords, Lansdale deployed black ops and sabotage against North 
Vietnam, was instrumental in encouraging thousands of Catholic North Vietnamese to relocate to the south, 
and developed a personal relationship with South Vietnam’s prime minister and soon-to-be president, Ngo 
Dinh Diem—assisting him in his fight against rivals and consolidation of power in South Vietnam. Hoping 
to repeat the counterinsurgency successes he enjoyed in the Philippines, Lansdale tried to guide Diem in the 
direction of building an honest and effective government, reforming the South Vietnam military, developing 
good relationships with the peasantry, and implementing effective counterinsurgency tactics. 

Although successful in establishing a personal rapport with Diem, Lansdale was unable to steer him away 
from his autocratic ways or to diminish the influence of his Machiavellian brother, Ngo Dình Nhu. Despite 
his disappointment with the intransigence of the Ngo brothers, an exhausted Lansdale left Vietnam in 
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December 1956 for the United States confident that he had helped put anti-Communist South Vietnam on 
the road to permanency. 

By this time, Lansdale’s public reputation in the United States had led some pundits to equate him with 
Alden Pyle, the American character in Graham Greene’s 1955 novel The Quiet American—despite Greene’s 
denial of the association.1 But Lansdale’s influence on Joseph L. Mankiewicz—the writer for and director of 
the U.S. movie version of the novel—turned Greene’s implicitly critical antiwar story of arrogant and naïve 
U.S. meddling in Indochina into a pro-war, pro-American story. In that sense, the main American character 
in the movie version of the Quiet American, played by Audie Murphy, did resemble the popular image of 
Lansdale. According to Boot, moreover, Lansdale was probably the model for the heroic character of Air 
Force Colonel Edwin Barnum Hillandale in the 1958 political novel, The Ugly American (mostly a reference 
to the U.S. ambassador in the novel), by Eugene Burdick and William Lederer.2 

Lansdale’s associations with these fictional novels and movies not only helped make him a popular culture 
figure in the United States but also burnished his military reputation as a counterinsurgency expert. In this 
latter role, he provided advice to Presidents Dwight Eisenhower and John Kennedy in favor of Diem’s 
presidency in Saigon – to which he briefly returned in 1961 as part of a fact-finding committee. Nonetheless, 
the advice he gave to U.S. officials ran counter to the strategy that was structurally inherent in the rising tide 
of U.S. military intervention, which, during the Lyndon Johnson presidency and under General William 
Westmoreland’s military direction, emphasized an attrition strategy of big-unit search-and-destroy operations 
carried out by conventional military units accompanied by indiscriminate aerial bombing. 

Boot’s account of Lansdale’s role in the Vietnam War takes up barely more than half the book, which raises 
questions about suitability of its title and subtitle. The Road Not Taken: Edward Lansdale and the American 
Tragedy in Vietnam is more a full-blown biography of Lansdale than a story and analysis of his missions to 
Vietnam and the historical lessons to be gleaned from them. Boot not only includes details about Lansdale’s 
military service in the Philippines and Vietnam but also his role in designing and implementing the 
cockamamy black-op schemes against Fidel Castro’s Cuba in Operation Mongoose. Much of the book and its 
primary research material, moreover, is about Lansdale’s youth, education, advertising career, and his marriage 
to an older woman, Helen Batcheller, as well as his affair with Patrocinio (Pat) Yapcinco, whom he met 
during his time in the Philippines and later married after Helen’s death. 

In any case, Boot’s central thesis about Lansdale and U.S. strategy in the Vietnam War is problematic. He 
argues that a Lansdale-like U.S. counterinsurgency emphasis would have been more effective and less costly 
than the conventional-war strategy that the U.S. employed and, moreover, that the removal of Ngo Dinh 
Diem from power in Saigon doomed U.S. chances for building a viable anticommunist government in South 

                                                           
1 Graham Greene, The Quiet American (London: William Heinemann, 1955). 

2 Eugene Burdick and William Lederer, The Ugly American (New York: W.W. Norton, 1958).  
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Vietnam. Both counterfactual claims are elements in the so-called Revisionist argument about how and why 
the United States lost the war in Vietnam.3 

Revisionists maintain that the war was not only winnable but one that had been on trajectory toward victory 
through two distinct phases of the conflict: during Diem’s presidency, and after the1968 Vietcong TET 
Offensive, which militarily failed. According to this narrative, the first victory phase was cut short by the 
U.S.-sponsored coup against Diem—resulting in his assassination. In the second phase, South Vietnam’s 
prospects diminished after antiwar pressure politically hobbled President Lyndon Johnson and later forced 
President Richard Nixon to withdraw troops from Vietnam. The end came when Congress supposedly failed 
to properly fund South Vietnam after the final exit of U.S. troops and forces by January 1973. Mixed into the 
Revisionist paradigm is a debate between those who argue that a counterinsurgency emphasis would have 
been more effective versus those who argue that a conventional big-war strategy was more appropriate and 
would have been more effective had it included heavier bombing and more expansive operations into North 
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia carried out by greater numbers of U.S. troops. 

To his credit, Boot qualifies his arguments, recognizing, for example, that the Indochina wars differed from 
the Huk Rebellion in the Philippines. But he could have said more. The Huk Rebellion, for example, was not 
only localized but also lacked significant outside support. The Vietnamese wars against the French and the 
Americans were rooted in decades of struggle, strategizing, and organizing. The Communist-led Vietnamese 
were motivated not only by economic grievances and revolutionary ideology but also by nationalist resistance 
to and anger against outside imperial powers. In post-World War II Indochina, the Vietnamese had to fight 
for their independence and national unification. In contrast, the United States granted independence to the 
Philippines in 1946. In addition, the Vietnamese resistance, unlike the Huks, received significant support 
from outside powers, notably the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China, and could operate in and 
through Cambodia and Laos—while also benefitting from their formidable base in North Vietnam after 
1954. Boot acknowledges some of these differences, and by the end of the book he qualifies the analogy (e.g., 
572-574) he made between the nature of the Huk Rebellion and the Indochina Wars—although he does not 
examine the issue of the extent to which Lansdale understood all of these deep differences. 

                                                           
3 Perhaps the best-known Revisionists works are: Guenter Lewy, America in Vietnam (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1978); Harry G. Summers Jr., On Strategy: A Critical Analysis of the Vietnam War (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1981); Lewis Sorley, A Better War: The Unexamined Victories and Final Tragedy of 
America’s Last Years in Vietnam (New York: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1999); Mark Moyar, Triumph Forsaken: The 
Vietnam War, 1954-1965 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006). Before these publications—and before the 
American war in Vietnam had ended—there were Revisionist pundits, of whom President Nixon was aware. Nixon also 
crafted his own Revisionist narrative. In 1972, for example, Nixon and his aides discussed the problem of countering 
skeptics and influencing the verdict of history about the war. Drafted by speech writer Patrick J. Buchanan, the White 
House plan aimed at portraying Nixon as the leading “peacemaker” in a long war. It would obfuscate details, build on 
the emerging body of “revisionist” writing that was defending the war, and target the press, scholars, and the public. See, 
e.g., “Key Points to Be Made with Respect to Vietnam Agreement,” n.d., folder “Vietnam 2,” H. R. Haldeman Files, 
Nixon Presidential Library—cited initially in Kimball, “‘Peace with Honor’: Richard Nixon and the Diplomacy of 
Threat and Symbolism,” in David L. Anderson, ed., Shadow on the White House: Presidents and the Vietnam War, 1945-
1975 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1993), 152-183. 
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While highlighting the road-not-taken argument concerning counterinsurgency, Boot misses the reality that 
the American strategy in Vietnam did indeed include a heavy dose of counterinsurgency. For example, in a 
recent historical study of the Vietnam War in Binh Dinh province—Losing Binh Dinh: The Failure of 
Pacification and Vietnamization—historian and former defense analyst Kevin M. Boylan documents and 
explains how regular, conventional military units were essential to the protection and success of 
counterinsurgency operations.4 The Catch-22, however, was that because of the general corruption and 
inefficiency of the Saigon government and most of its military units, ‘pacification’ met with success mostly or 
only when backed up by U.S. regular units. 

Another problem with Boot’s theme about the road not taken—as I see it—is the very notion of ‘what if’ 
history. In the case of the history of the American war in Vietnam, there were many ‘what if’ turning points. 
For example, what if the United States had not permitted and facilitated France’s return to Indochina after 
World War II? What if President Harry Truman had not funded the French Indochina War in the early 
1950s? What if Lansdale and the CIA had not helped Diem defeat his rivals in the late 1950s, or if President 
Dwight Eisenhower had insisted that Diem abide by the Geneva Accords and participate in the promised 
national election in 1956? What if Eisenhower had not sent American aid and advisers to assist Diem’s 
regime? What if President John Kennedy had not increased the number of U.S. advisers or Lyndon Johnson 
had not escalated the war in 1965 and after? What if Richard Nixon had not won the 1968 presidential 
election? Any one of these ‘what ifs’ would have substantially altered the course of U.S., Vietnamese, or world 
history. 

Boot’s book is well-documented in terms of the story of Lansdale’s personal and professional life and fills in 
gaps in his biography, but it is less well sourced for the historiography of the Vietnam War. Moreover, he 
mischaracterizes and oversimplifies several issues—for example, downplaying Diem’s repressive measures in 
1959 (283-284); mislabeling American antiwar students as “radicalized students” (535); oversimplifying 
Hanoi’s reasons and purposes for its 1972 offensive (552-553); and failing to mention that the approximately 
300,000 Chinese troops in North Vietnam (573) were stationed north of the 21st parallel and had been 
withdrawn by 1969. Nonetheless, the book is well-written and makes for a good read – if the reader can 
persist through the 637 pages of narrative text. 

 

Jeffrey P. Kimball is Professor Emeritus of History at Miami University and the author of books, journal 
articles, book chapters, and reviews on foreign relations, war’s causes and endings, alternatives to war, 
“primitive” warfare, nuclear history, popular culture, ideology, and historiography. His latest book, with co-
author William Burr, is Nixon’s Nuclear Specter: The Secret Alert of 1969, Madman Diplomacy, and the 
Vietnam War (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2015). 

© 2018 The Authors. 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 United States License 

                                                           
4 Kevin M. Boylan, Losing Binh Dinh: The Failure of Pacification and Vietnamization (Lawrence: University 

Press of Kansas, 2016). 
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