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First Visit to the Enemy Capital
Senate Report: No POW Evidence
When we think back about the Vietnam War, there’s very little to celebrate. Probably the most joyful moments occurred nearly 40 years ago, starting in February 1973, when 591 American prisoners were released by North Vietnam. Television news accounts of “Operation Homecoming” were gripping. We saw thin, malnourished men who had been tortured and imprisoned for years, often in isolation, finally coming home alive. Some walked with a limp; others saluted the American flag and smiled with relief as they shook hands with the first new Americans they had seen outside of their fellow captives. The emotional reunions were heartwarming, with children who had grown up wondering if they would ever see their fathers again, parents and wives hugging their sons and husbands, and brothers and sisters back together. Patient families were rewarded. Yet, for other relatives, it was a painful time, for their missing loved ones never boarded those freedom flights out of Hanoi. Were they still being held in a cave somewhere? Had they been killed? Or, could they still be on the run? The U.S. government was expecting a bigger release, closer to 700 POWs, not to mention the many, many others unaccounted for. Thus, began a long and tedious process of answering questions over their fate.
One could rightfully conclude, and most have, that the United States lost the Vietnam War. It is my contention that the postwar era was the second U.S.-Vietnam War, and it was clearly won by Americans left behind, the dead and missing-in-action. They were reinforced by an intractable U.S. government committed to accounting for as many POWs and MIAs as possible. The period spanning the mid-80s to the mid-90s was an astonishing decade, marked by hard-nosed diplomacy and tenacious fieldwork by US military investigators, as well as equally persistent non-governmental and private groups. As a network news reporter during these years, I watched and reported as Vietnam slowly emerged from post war isolation to engage the US once again, on the diplomatic battlefield.
I filed close to 3,000 radio, TV, and print stories during my 10 years in Southeast Asia. The single biggest category centered on the emotional question that continued to haunt families across America decades after the fighting stopped. Exactly what happened to a couple thousand military personnel and civilians still missing-in-action? At CBS News, we approached it as an ongoing story, and even joined the search actively. As the last
Bureau Chief for CBS News in Thailand, our little outpost in Bangkok had the best view of the political landscape identified by six capital letters, “POW-MIA.” The following pages are based on my coverage of the issue alone, absent the politics, controversies, and conspiracy theories that were so prevalent in the United States. This is first-person history, as seen by one reporter.
U.S. and Vietnamese negotiators face off during POW-MIA talks in Hanoi in 1987. Richard Childress, with the National Security Council, is seated center right.
Ten years after the war ended, U.S. diplomats were pressing the Vietnamese for more information. American officials traveled to Hanoi for technical talks, a trickle at first, which would become a steady stream in a couple years. All these delegations passed through Bangkok, where they recovered from jetlag and strategized at the region’s Joint Casualty Resolution Center. Located at the U.S. Embassy, JCRC was the lead unit responsible for the fullest accounting possible of missing Americans throughout the old war zone: primarily Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Since the U.S. government had broken off relations, we had no presence in Vietnam. Bangkok was the center of the POW-MIA universe.
When I took up my posting in March 1985, there were almost 2,500 Americans unaccounted for in the overall theater of operations; the bulk of them had been lost across North and South Vietnam. It was only a couple weeks after my arrival when a U.S. veteran was freed by Vietnam. Alas, he was not a prisoner of war, but a treasure hunter who was aboard his boat with four Frenchmen and an Australian, when the Vietnamese seized the vessel with guns blazing in the South China Sea. The Vietnamese patrol had good reason to be suspicious of American William Mathers. The New Yorker served five years in Vietnam as a naval officer, and his antique schooner, the “So Fong,” was outfitted with sophisticated salvage equipment. After his release, he told reporters in Bangkok that he was interrogated 54 times, frequently by a team of Vietnamese that used to question captured American pilots. They accused him of being a war criminal bent on overthrowing the communist regime. He was threatened with a criminal trial on espionage charges. The Vietnamese had no interest in the other foreigners, so they were released. But during the American’s eight and half months in confinement, his captors tried to enlist him as a spy against the U.S. Mathers was released only after a fine was paid. This single incident illustrated the distrust that existed between the U.S. and Vietnam in 1985, and lingering doubts that would have to be surmounted as the hot war had settled into a cold war.
Both sides were exceedingly cautious when the relationship began. Any progress was immeasurable at the time. My very first radio story on the issue seemed insignificant. Col. Joe Harvey, and a small delegation of Americans from JCRC, had finished one of their quarterly meetings, called “technical talks,” in Hanoi. They were surprised when the Vietnamese took them to a B-52 crash site. It had been shot down 13 years earlier, not far from the Vietnamese capital. The U.S. would return later to excavate the site and look for remains. The two sides agreed to increase the frequency of the technical talks to six meetings per year. It was always difficult to figure out Vietnamese intentions, but Col. Harvey thought it might be a positive sign. The same day the Americans returned to Bangkok, Malcolm Forbes, the flamboyant media mogul, was in town. At the Grand Palace, he launched a 90-foot-tall balloon in the shape of a colossal elephant as part of a friendship tour. That image, the enormous size and slow motion progress of a pachyderm, would symbolize the mammoth obstacles that Vietnam and the U.S. would encounter on the road to amity.
The Americans always thought the Vietnamese had a stockpile of bones, teeth, dog tags, and other evidence, and they would dole them out as needed. In fact, a Vietnamese citizen who left the country had alleged as much, and the U.S. government found the report credible. The 26 remains returned in August of ’85 were the largest repatriation since the war ended. But two weeks later, there was a hitch as Americans gathered in Bangkok, enroute to a high-level conference in Hanoi. The U.S. insisted on meeting with Hanoi’s Foreign Minister Nguyen Co Thach, a man with the authority to “cut a deal.” Thach was headed for the Soviet Union instead, and said, “I have never seen in the world that one side dictate that the other side must have someone be negotiator. We have not asked who should be on the American side.” For the U.S., it was deja vu, and a reminder of the contentious Paris peace talks. Former United Nations Ambassador Vernon Walters once characterized negotiating with the Vietnamese, “Like going to the dentist without anesthesia.” And Henry Kissinger, who won the Nobel Peace Prize as Washington’s lead negotiator in Paris, delivered his own upper cut against his old adversary during a trip to Thailand. He accused the Vietnamese, in order to establish better relations, of, “selling us bodies every day. The things they seem to know best are war and conflict.” Less than two weeks later, the Vietnamese returned another seven sets of remains.
Early in January 1986 I made my first trip to Hanoi. Nearly 17 years after broadcasting over the American Forces Vietnam Network from the capital of South Vietnam, I was in the capital of North Vietnam, where Hanoi Hanna had competed for the same American audience. I was on assignment for CBS to cover the high-level POW-MIA meeting that had been rescheduled from four months earlier. Hanoi was a terribly stark place, mostly untouched by the modern world and one of the poorest countries on Earth. The city’s crippled, electric railway was nearly 80 years old. A veteran state worker on the tramline told me his monthly wage was $12.50. A chicken was a luxury, costing a government worker two weeks pay. Vietnam was a patron of the Soviet Union, it’s primary source of foreign income. It clearly looked like Hanoi had signed a surrender in Paris rather than peace accords. Three days before the face-to-face talks, a group of American educators, 11 college professors and high school teachers, had arrived to pave the way for the U.S. government team. It was the first academic visit of its kind since the end of the war. Sponsored by the U.S. Indochina Reconciliation Project, the educators got in line to see the Vietnamese Foreign Minister ahead of the U.S. diplomats. Everyone put on their best face. Group director John McAuliff said their mission was, “A great step forward.” Foreign Minister Thach said the door is open to normalizing relations. He even said a villa has been set aside for an American presence in Hanoi. The Vietnamese were always contriving to have the embargo lifted and relations re-established. The U.S. would have none of it. The prerequisite was accountability on the POW-MIA issue. Nearly 1,800 GIs never returned from Vietnam.
Ironically, the American delegation arrived as Vietnamese troops were engaged in battle on two fronts: A small scale war with Chinese troops on Vietnam’s northern border and the conflict in Cambodia, where three different nationalist armies were resisting Vietnamese occupation. The U.S. delegation outranked any previous American visitors to Hanoi in the postwar era. There were seven members, including Richard Armitage, Richard Childress, and Paul Wolfowitz, all key figures in the Reagan Administration. Also, Ann Mills Griffiths, Executive Director of the National League of POW and MIA Families. The two sides each had their own agenda. The United States wanted more Vietnamese cooperation in settling the legacy issue of missing servicemen. Secondary issues included getting Vietnam to leave Cambodia and permission for Vietnamese stay-behinds to be reunited with their loved ones in the U.S. For Vietnam, the priority was to improve their struggling economy by convincing the Americans to lift the trade embargo, normalize relations, and provide direct assistance. Western diplomats noted that Hanoi was growing increasingly disenchanted with its Soviet allies, and was banking on better relations with Washington.
The setting for the talks was a historic two-story colonial building in the center of Hanoi that once housed the French governor. Later, it served as an office for Ho Chi Minh. The bi-lateral talks lasted five hours, over two days, and both sides said they were pleased with the outcome. The U.S. raised a touchy subject; reports of Americans being seen alive in Vietnam. Foreign Minister Thach insisted, “There is none alive in our hands.” Griffiths was nonetheless satisfied, since the Vietnamese agreed to check out the unverified reports of live sightings. They also said they would track down new leads on 50 MIA cases, and discussed joint excavations for remains. The Americans left feeling progress had been made, but delegation leader Armitage, an Assistant Secretary of Defense, told me, “I think we’ll only be pleased when the issue is finally resolved and the suffering of American families has been ended.” On the surface, Vietnam had no choice but to help the U.S. close the MIA cases one by one. Domestically though, it was politically controversial, since Vietnam had 300,000 of its own MIAs with grieving families waiting for closure.
Starting in 1986, congressional delegations made Thailand and Hanoi frequent stops on fact-finding trips and junkets. Sen. Frank Murkowski’s codel was unique for three reasons. First, it also stopped in Laos, where more than 500 Americans were missing. Second, the Vietnamese released two children to the Senator. Murkowski escorted the brother and sister back to Alaska, to join their mother, who left Vietnam seven years earlier. And third, the four senators and representatives were invited to return and make their own onsite investigations into live-sighting reports. The delegation took this progress back to Washington where hearings were scheduled to explore the possibility of Americans still being held in Indochina.
The United States government was not alone in the search for lost Americans. There were privately financed, Rambo-style missions to free POWs, and legitimate journalistic investigations into the possibility of servicemen still being held. A key Thai assistant in the CBS Bangkok Bureau had good connections with military sources in Laos. His name was Vichien, and I would advance him expense money from time to time, and turn him loose on the Thai-Laotian border. In earlier days, he told me he provided personal security for Richard Armitage, who later became Deputy Secretary of Defense. Vichien was a smart, likable Thai and was built like a bodyguard. He had a t-shirt concession with various military units, including the Marines at the U.S. Embassy, and he remained friends with key figures from Thailand’s role in the Vietnam War, including U.S. Air Force General Heine Aderholt. Vichien often returned from his border expeditions with promising leads, but was never able to bring back any convincing evidence, like photos or letters.
The most notorious undertaking was conducted by a former Green Beret, James “Bo” Gritz, who took armed rescuers into Laos. Operation Lazarus was his most daring mission, in November 1982, when a party of 19 Americans and Free Lao guerillas crossed the Mekong River from Thailand. “Soldier of Fortune” magazine reported that Gritz’s informants had knowledge of more than 100 POWs being held at three locations. The SOF account said the expedition was funded, in part, with $30,000 from film star Clint Eastwood and $10,000 from William Shatner, Star Trek’s Captain Kirk. Before reaching their targets, the group was ambushed and had to escape back into Thailand. In a tape recording distributed to reporters in May 1983, Gritz contended, “I am not a vigilante. I was asked by my government to do what I am doing, and I’m doing it.” He said the President of the United States created a special intelligence arm specifically to do this type of task. The Army Lt. Col. believed, “We have left them to die alone in the hands of their enemies, and that’s not right. America is not willing to pay reparations.” Like other private POW hunters, Gritz believed the Vietnamese were keeping prisoners as “blue chip stock,” to be traded for badly needed economic assistance. In later missions, Gritz was intercepted by Thai officials, and in 1986 was expelled for trying to enter the country on a false passport.
I don’t recall how I first met Al Shinkle. Perhaps it was at JUSMAG, the Joint U.S. Military Assistance Group, in Bangkok. Located on busy Sathorn Road, the JUSMAG compound was a relic of the Vietnam War and a favorite hangout for the retired U.S. military community that lived in the metropolis. The JUSMAG coffee shop prepared a hearty breakfast and a weekly steak fry for $6. In the lounge, you could drink American beer for under a buck while throwing darts with your Thai girlfriend. As a retired Air Force intelligence officer, Shinkle would hang out there and kept a post office box at JUSMAG for his U.S. mail. We’d become friends, and Al would keep me on the phone for hours talking about the latest information he’d received from his agents in Laos. Al was a spook himself, not for the CIA, but for the private POW-MIA group codenamed “Sky Hook II.” He worked closely with the organization’s founder, New York Congressman John LeBoutillier, to gather evidence on Americans still being held prisoner in the old war zone. Since Thailand shared a long border with Laos, Shinkle had developed an intel network of Laotian agents that had access to information inside Laos. From his heart, Shinkle believed that American servicemen were still being held. It was people like Shinkle, Gritz and Jack Bailey that the U.S. government believed were harming the official process of resolving the issue. The Laotians, especially, hated the Rambo groups, since they were unofficial and enlisted rebel groups to assist them as they moved through Laos. While the U.S. tried to keep the government-to-government relationship honest, the Laotians always wondered if the U.S. had sanctioned the illicit operations.
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