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Vietnam Perceptions 
By LtCol Dick Wilkerson USMC(Ret) 

 
[Editor’s Note: Dick has been a Tour Leader to Vietnam with MHT and is a frequent 
contributor on historical issues. MHT welcomes his essay as part of the free flow of 
opinions and exchange of ideas on the Vietnam War and its continued importance to 
all historians and most importantly to those who served their country during the 
conflict. Everyone’s comment are appreciated particularly the four authors we have 
featured since November.] 
 

I read with interest Steve Bowen’s article in the MHT Newsletter Reveille Online January 
2017.   The history of the Vietnam/American War is very complicated involving the French 
era, the Domino Theory, and the Communists theory.  I was disappointed to read some of 
the comments by Steve Bowen. If he produces a documentary, I hope he will consider this 
essay because three of his statements are cause for concern about how he will portray the 
history of the Vietnam/Second Indochina/American War. 
 

#1) We did not invade South Vietnam.  The US Marines were in country as early as April 
1962 when a squadron of Sikorsky UH-34 helicopters [Operation “Shufly” – Marine Medium 
Helicopter (HMM) Squadron – 362] was deployed from the USS Princeton (LPH-5) to support 
the ARVN in the Mekong Delta.  That support continued through 1963 and 1964.  Different 
squadrons were rotated in and out of Vietnam and supported the ARVN before and after the 
Gulf of Tonkin incident. [Ed. Note: Please go online to read our good friend Dave Hugel’s ex-
cellent article Shufly: The marine Corps’ Beachhead in Vi-
etnam, April 1962 that appeared in MCA&F’s Leatherneck –
Magazine of Marines.] 
 

In February 1965, the 1st Low Altitude Air Defense (LAAM) 
Battalion was deployed to the Da Nang area to provide air 
defense for the Da Nang Airfield.  Not as invasion. 
 

On 8 March 1965, the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade 
(MEB) made an administrative landing across Red Beach in 
Da Nang. This was not an invasion.  They were greeted by 

local officials and young 
women in áo dàis (literally 
“long shirt”, the tradition-
al silk tunic gown worn 
over pants) with a 
banner that said 
“Welcome U.S. Ma-
rines.” 

A 3rd Bn, 9th Marines  M‐37 rolls into Da Nang from 9th MEBs land‐

ing at Red Beach 2 while 1st Bn, 3rd Marines landed at the airport 

BGen “Frred” Karch, USMC Commanding 

General of 9th MEB on 8 March, 1965 
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#2) We did not retreat from Vi-
etnam.  President Richard Nixon 
started to withdraw our ground 
forces in order to give responsibility 
for all military operations to the 
South Vietnam military forces, 
along with our support.  Retreat im-
plies defeat.  We were not defeated.  
We continued to operate in an advi-
sory role through 30 April 1975.    
 

#3) We did not lose the war.  Our 
government under President Nixon 
pledged support to the South Vietnamese government.  Due to the liberal 94th Congress of 
the United States all financial support was withdrawn and we abandoned the people of 
South Vietnam that we had pledged to support with military supplies.  The south could 
not survive without our support and they finally fell on 30 April 1975.  Our liberal politi-

cians were overly influenced by 
the leftwing anti-war movement 
in this country which doomed the 
people of South Vietnam to years 
of suffering at the hands of the 
Communist government.    It is 
well documented that the North 
confiscated property, imprisoned 
former soldiers and civilians who 

had worked for or with the South Vietnamese government and the US military.  Some of 
our liberal politicians even laughed and joked about their belief that the people of South 
Vietnam would now be better off after the fall of Saigon.  Actions of Anti-War Activists and 
liberal politicians in the 93rd and 94th Congress resulted in bad decisions being made re-
sulting in the U.S. turning over the war’s conduct to the South Vietnamese Military that 
was not prepared for this responsibility.  We did not lose.  Our government quit due to 
the Anti-War movement and a Congress dominated by liberals who did not have a clue 
what was going on in Indochina, before or af-
ter our involvement.  Congress refused to hon-
or our commitments made by President Nixon 
to the South Vietnamese government and peo-
ple.  They ignored the appeals of President 
Ford for emergency aid for our South Vietnam-
ese allies right up until the end.  They aban-
doned the people and government of South Vi-
etnam. 

President Nixon Briefs on 

Vietnam 

 Reeduca on Camps were the official  tle of 

the post‐war prison camps for dissidents  
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Accordingly, distortions of history do not serve us well.  
The communists to this day have their own warped view 
of the war.  The children of Vietnam are taught from 
Kindergarten right through college that America and 
American people are bad.  I know this for a fact since my 
adopted son, now a Lance Corporal in the U.S. Marines, 
and I have had lengthy conversations about what he was 
taught from Kindergarten through 5th grade in Da Nang.  
Every college student in Vietnam today is required to be a member of the Communist Youth 
Party (CYP) of Vietnam.  If they don’t join they are not allowed to attend college until they 
do.  Things are changing with the younger generations as they become more inquisitive of 
their own government and of America, through social media, the internet and cultural in-
cursions from TV shows to Hollywood movies.  However, they are still required to be mem-
bers of the CYP and any open disagreement can still result in dire consequences. 
 

I suggest two books to gain a good perspective of 
what resulted after we withdrew our ground forces 
and to learn what happened after the fall of Saigon 
on 30 April 1975.  First, Ride the Thunder; A Vi-
etnam War Story of Honor and Triumph by Richard 
Botkin.  Second, Voices of Vietnamese Boat People: 
Nineteen Narrative of Escape and Survival by Mary 
Cargill (Editor.)  Ride the Thunder the story of the 
U.S. Marine advisors (COVANs) and the Vietnamese 
Marines who continued the fight after the U.S. departure and is also a movie now available 
on DVD.  If you like Hanoi Jane [Ed. Note: Jane Fonda visited Hanoi in July 1972 as part of 
her anti-war activism. Fonda was photographed seated on an anti-aircraft gun; the controver-
sial photo outraged a large number of Americans and earned her the nickname "Hanoi Jane". 
In her 2005 autobiography, she wrote that she was manipulated into sitting on the battery; 
she had been horrified at the implications of the pictures and regretted they were taken. “If I 
was used, I allowed it to happen ... a two-minute lapse of sanity that will haunt me forever ... 
But the photo exists, delivering its message regardless of what I was doing or feeling. I carry 

this heavy in my heart. I have apologized numerous 
times for any pain I may have caused servicemen and 
their families because of this photograph. It was never 
my intention to cause harm.” Still many will never for-
give Fonda for the radio broadcasts on Hanoi Radio 
throughout her two week stay and calling the returning 
POWs "hypocrites and liars and pawns", adding igno-
rantly about the prisoners she visited, "These were not 
men who had been tortured. These were not men who 
had been starved. These were not men who had been 
brainwashed."]  
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and Traitor Kerry [Ed. Note: Former Secretary of 
State John Kerry who served on Fast Patrol Craft 
(PCF) known as swift boats in the rivers and deltas 
of Vietnam during 1968-69. After returning to the 
United States, Kerry joined the Vietnam Veterans 
Against the War. On April 22, 1971, Kerry ap-
peared before a U.S. Senate committee hearing on 
proposals relating to ending the war. The day after 
this testimony, Kerry participated in a demonstra-
tion with thousands of other veterans in which he 
and other Vietnam War veterans threw their medals and service ribbons over a fence erect-
ed at the front steps of the United States Capitol building to dramatize their opposition to the 
war. Some are still angry that Kerry threw some of his own decorations and awards as well 
as some given to him by other veterans to throw. As Kerry threw his decorations over the 
fence, his statement was: "I'm not doing this for any violent reasons, but for peace and jus-
tice, and to try and make this country wake up once and for all." Critics have questioned 
several aspects of Kerry's military service during the 2004 presidential campaign as 200 
Vietnam-era veterans formed the group Swift Boat Veterans for Truth (SBVT.) Members of 
SBVT have questioned his other medals and his truthfulness in testimony about the war. 
Defenders of John Kerry's war record, have charged that organizers of SBVT had close ties 
to the President George W. Bush presidential campaign and that the accusations were false 
and politically motivated.]  I suggest not reading the book or watching the movie. 
 

Last, I have traveled to Vietnam many times.  My wife is from Ba Hang Town, Pho Yen, 
Thai Nguyen, North Vietnam, 53km north of Hanoi.  Her father, deceased in 1987, was a 
career soldier in the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) for over 20 years fighting in both the 
French Indochina War (1946-1954) and the Vietnam War (1955-
1975).  Her father was at the siege of Dien Bien Phu in 1954 when 
the French were defeated and he was at Ban Me Thuot at the end 
of the American War.  Her uncle and aunt were career NVA 
officers each with over 20 years of service.  Her uncle was 
in Saigon for its fall on 30 April 1975.  I assure you they 
have a different view of the war than most of us do but 
that is an essay for another day.  Right: Two 

chin‐bearded 

guys whose 

places are  

only 1000‐

yards apart in 

Hanoi. One is upset about 

that! Two more capitalist 

fast‐food merchants at 

the Da Nang Airport. 
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[Editor’s Note: Here is Steve Bowman’s comments after reviewing Dick Wilkerson’s re-
buttal. MHT appreciates this active exchange of ideas.]  

I appreciated Dick Wilkerson’s comments on my observations about 
returning to Vietnam with Military Historical Tours and enjoyed some 
of the analysis he offers about the Vietnam War and Vietnam today. 
 

My purpose in writing that personal reflection was not to provide a po-
litical/historical resolution to the perhaps most controversial war in 
American history, one about which millions of pages of non fiction and 
fiction have been written and one whose controversies continue to roil 
American politics and policy to this day. 
 

Instead, I merely wanted to, in effect, record my personal experience of 
returning to a place where, as a young Marine officer, I experienced 

the rigors of combat against a de-
termined enemy. 
 

I judge that much of Lt Col Wilker-
son’s response was motivated by 
an understandable misunder-
standing that my film project 
would be a documentary intended to resolve factual is-
sues regarding this war. I am in fact working on a feature 
film that is designed to be an entertaining movie in the 
vein of Deer Hunter, Full Metal Jacket or, more recently, 
American Sniper. I do intend that it be accurate in tone 
and detail, but its purpose is to entertain and move audi-
ences. 
 

Specifically to his expressed factual concerns, triggered I’m sure by my observations about 
America’s involvement in major Vietnam combat begun in 1965 and ended “in retreat” in 
1973, I am not attempting to add my opinion to the 1000’s of books and articles written 
about Vietnam. Rather I was offering a personal observation from the perspective of a young 
civilian’s experience as a Marine officer 50 years later returning to experience that country in 
peacetime. I am also aware that the perspective of a career Marine officer will naturally em-
phasize aspects of this most controversial American war that a civilian film maker will either 
ignore or not address. 
 

The very last thing I intend to resolve by my film is the on-going emotional debates {e.g., the 
John Kerry “swift boat” episodes or Jane Fonda fights}, though I would be naïve or dishonest 
to claim that the emotional debates that surround Vietnam will not enhance the commercial 
audience potential for a good movie. I ended my observations with a personal reflection on the 
experience of the tour with what was, at least for me, a beneficial recognition that, despite the 
on going “hawk v dove” debates that have and will surround the Vietnam War, there is a 
clearly positive effect from the American and Vietnamese sacrifices. 
 

Being there with the informed resource of MHT and the company of fellow Marines was an 
uplifting experience for me and served to enhance my pride in having been a Marine in service 
to our Nation.                                                                                                                     
[Ed. Note: Thanks again to Jim Herak, Dave Mellon, Steve Bowen & Dick Wilkerson.]  

Dick Wilkerson 


