Mountain SPIS

Several new books on
US involvement in
Laos reveal much

about bow the war was
fought but little about
why it was lost

FFICIALLY, there were

no foreign forces in

Laos during the In-

dochina war. The
country’s neutrolity was guar-
anteed under the Geneva Agreements of
1962. In reality, both North Vietnam and
the United States had troops stationed in
remote areas of the mountainous country
throughout the conflict. The North Viet-
namese built their fabled Ho Chi Minh
Trail through the jungles of eastern and
southeastern Laos, along the slopes of the
Annamite Cordillera, and on to guerrilla
bases in the south, while American war-
planes tried desperately to cut this vital
supply line.

The Americans, or more specifically the
"CIA, also trained and equipped an army
of tens of thousands of Hmong hill tribes-
men to fight the North Vietnamese in Laos
and their indigenous allies, the communist
Pathet Lao. Apart from the Hmong, Thai
‘volunteers,” guerrillas from Burma's re-
bellious ethnic minorities, and Nationalist
Chinese troops loyal to Taiwan also took
part in this war that never was. So secret
was the operation that it is only now,
more than two decades later, that detailed
books can be written about it. But the
quality varies, and the results are often
substandard—perhaps matching the
naiveté of some of the hand-picked young
men who fought this war.

For example, James Parker, author of
Codename Mule: Fighting the Secret War
in Laos for the cia (US Naval Institute
Press), was only 23 when he arrived in In-
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dochina. On R&R in Australia, he and his
family “visited the Opera House, the zoo
and went shopping. To our amazement,
we discovered that July is not hot in Aus-
tralia. It was the dead of the winter—in
July. "How crazy,” we said. ‘No wonder
they talk funny.”

Mr Parker’s account of the war in Laos
reflects the same juvenile innocence. The
famous cia operative Anthony “Tony Poe”
Poshepny, whose life served as the model
for the character Col. Kurtz in the movie
Apocalypse Now—and who never made
it a secret that he paid rewards for sev-
ered Pathet Lao ears and collected them in
glass jars with formaldehyde, or that he
was going fo fill a whole pillow with pubic
hair from local women he had slept
with—was in Mr Parker’s eyes no doubt a
somewhat troublesome drunkard, but also
a case officer who was kept “in a job
where he could not hurt anyone and
where the Hmong's love for him was a
contributing, positive factor.”

By sharp contrast, Shadow War: The
cia’s Secret War in Laos by Kenneth Con-
boy with James Morrison gives an in-
formed, balanced account of all aspects
of the cia’s clandestine operations in Laos.
The 453-page volume is full of new infor-
mation, detailed maps of battle sites, and
80 unique photographs of cia officers in
action.

They are all here: Jack Shirley, a young
cia operative who in the 1950s had gone
to the Pacific island of Saipan to train Na-
tionalist Chinese frogmen raiding the
mainland; William Bird, the owner of a
heavy construction firm who at the cia’s
behest amassed a diverse fleet of C-46s,
Beech Barons and Twin Bonanzas to fly
supplies to the Kuomintang in Burma as
well as the anti-communist hill tribe forces
in Laos; and Robert ‘Dutch’ Brongersma,
one of the pilots who flew the planes for
the CIA airline Air America.

The secrets of the "White Star’ teams,
which included Thai as well as American
personnel are here for the first time in
print. The book also details the little-
known involvement of a Nationalist Chi-
nese elite unit based at remote outposts
near the Yunnan and Vietnamese fron-
tiers: the battle-hardened Bataillon Spe-
ciale 111. Thiwas made up partly of for-
mer Chinese prisoners from the Korean
War who had been evacuated to Taiwan
and trained there for special operations
against the mainland, including prevent-
ing the communist advance into Southeast
Asia via Laosa

Despite this effort, the war did not suc-
ceed in blocking the communist advance.
On October 12, 1973, two Aeroflot An-
12 transport planes from Gia Lam Air-
base, North Vietnam, landed at Wattay
airport outside Vientiane. From them
stepped the first group of cadre and sol-
diers from the Pathet Lao’s 206 Public Se-
curity Battalion, the communist half of the
mixed garrison in the Lao capital which
was part of a deal o form a coalition gov-
ernment in"Laos. Two years later, the non-
communist coalition partner had been out-
maneuvred and Kingdom of Laos became
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic.

One possible criticism of Mr Conboy is
that he concentrates too much on the mili-
tary aspects of the conflict, paying little at-
tention to the perhaps more important
diplomagic maneuvres that were happen-
ing at the same time. And although the au-
thors did inferview some North Vietnamese
officers during the course of their research,
what is missing is a more complete picture
of other side of the story—precisely how
much the communist side knew about its
adversaries. Even so, Shadow War is in-
dispensable reading for anyone interested
in the secret aspects of the Indochina war.
It also shows how foreign policy sometimes
is implemented on the local level even with-
out the knowledge of the policy makers
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themselves, let alone the general public.

Roger Warner's Backfire: cia’s Secret
War in Laos and Its Link to the War in
Vietnam (Simon and Schuster) dwells on
the same theme, but in a different way.
He argues that the United States initially
ran a successful little secret war in Laos,
organized and led by a competent and
earnest ClA-operative called Bill Lair, until
this command was taken away from him
and handed over to less sophisticated in-
telligence types.

Mr Lair watched in near agony how
the entire operation in Laos became mis-
managed and the hill tribes were set on
the road to tragedy. Perhaps not by co-
incidence, Mr Lair appears fo have been
one of Mr Warner’s main sources for the
book; he is the thoughtful, quiet and un-
sung hero throughout the narrative.

Back Fire is an extremely well-re-
searched account of the war—and by far
the most readable of all these newly pub-
lished books—but even so, its main ar-
gument is not convincing. It was during
the supposedly successful years of the se-
cret war that North Vietnam succeeded
in building the Ho Chi Minh frail, the US
stepped in to prop up Phoumi Nosavan
and other inept Lao officials, and the war
began to escalate.

Mr Warner argues that things could
have turned out differently if the Ameri-
can presence had been limited to a
handful of young Americans who under-
stood more about the country than those
who came later. But would the outcome
have been different? Mr Lair was no
doubt a very competent field operative,
but the war in Laos had gone wrong well
before the arrival of the brash types of
Codename Mule.

Mr Warner then adds that the non-
communist side “couldn’t have won the
war, not with the North Vietnamese be-
ing as determined as they were; but it
would have been possible to manage the
war better by keeping it small and better
connected to Thailand from the start.”
There is twisted logic here, which flaws
an otherwise excellent account of a war
that actually was doomed to fail from the
very beginning.

The reasons for that failure have yet to
be analyzed. None of these books really
addresses the issue, mainly because they
fail to take into account the plans and
strategies of the other side, which ulti-
mately determined the outcome of the
war. —Bertil Linter
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