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Aiken and Vietnam:
A Dialogue with Vermont Voters

Aiken is remembered, inaccurately, for
proposing that the United States
declare a victory for itself in Vietnam
and then withdraw.

By CuarLES F. O’BRIEN

The United States could well declare unilaterally that this stage
of the Viet Nam War is over —that we have “won” in the sense that
our Armed Forces are in control of most of the field and no poten-
tial enemy is in a position to establish its authority over South Viet

Nam.

Such a declaration should be accompanied, not by announcement
of a phased withdrawal, but by the gradual re-deployment of U.S.
military forces around strategic centers and the substitution of in-

tensive reconnaissance for bombing.
George D. Aiken, October 19, 1966

n the late 1960s and early 1970s, Vermont’s senior senator, George

D. Aiken, achieved a national reputation unequaled in the history

of Vermont’s politics. The powerful visual impression left by his

strongly etched facial features and full head of snow-white hair made him

an icon to the rest of the nation. He was for many the embodiment of

traditional Yankee Republicanism — principled, fair-minded, and plain

speaking. His views were sought on most national policy issues and he
made frequent appearances on major national news programs.

Aiken’s reknown reached its peak in connection with the positions he









gress will soon adopt a Resolution calling on the President to consult
with Congress before sending more troops to Europe. I, for one,
cannot understand why the framers of this Resolution restricted it
to a few countries of western Europe and did not include the rest
of the world. !!

The Lend-Lease speech and these Korean War letters clearly foreshadow
positions Aiken was to take many years later. He was concerned about
too much executive power, too little congressional involvement, conceal-
ment of information, and American prestige. He was worried about ex-
tricating the United States from the mess into which a heedless president
had gotten it. He argued that a change in administration would be
necessary to achieve a disengagement. He even hinted in the Willis letter
at making a distinction between a civil war and an international conflict.

It was less than a year after the Korean armistice that the first Indochina
war was ended by the Geneva Accords. The U. S. promptly stepped for-
ward to sponsor the fledgling government of Ngo Dinh Diem in what
soon came to be called South Vietnam. Aiken was warily supportive of
these efforts. In the early months of the Kennedy administration, he
favored the cautious approach the U.S. took in Laos. When he remarked
in a television interview that Laos was about the worst place in the world
for a showdown with the Communists, Robert V. MacKenzie of
Springfield took exception. To him, Aiken didn’t “sound like anyone from
the land of Ethan Allen”: “Acheson claimed that Korea was’nt [sic] the
place. And others whose names are well known said the same thing about
Cairo, Indo-China, Hungary, and Tibet and so on down the long line
of sacrificial offerings. Where may I humbly ask is the right place?
Vermont?”

Aiken replied that he didn’t “know of any military or other experts in
Washington or in the field” who supported a confrontation in Laos: “I
believe President Kennedy has shown good judgment in his position on
Laos. In the first place, the people are unwilling to fight for themselves;
in the second place, even if we put two million of our own men in there,
it is a sure bet that they would be confronted with several million expen-
dable Chinese.” He closed by noting that he did not “want us to be led
into a trap in what is generally considered to be the most unsuitable place
in the world for a showdown with the Communist countries.”!2

Two years later, the focus was on Vietnam. Aiken’s antennae went up
immediately. In the midst of the crisis between the Diem government and
Buddhist activists in the summer of 1963, he released a statement to the
press protesting State Department misinformation on the situation:

Only a month ago, the American Ambassador to South Vietnam
assured us that great progress had been made there over the last two
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It is tragic that the State of Ethan Allen should produce the voice
of appeasement in the United States Senate. Allen knew that war
was a bloody and unpleasant business but that there were some times
when one HAD to fight to save everything we hold d

This newspaper sincerely hopes that someone will tal
off Senator Aiken’s eyes so he can see the reality of this

Letters of support, however, poured in from all ove
and Mrs. James Dailey of Burlington elicited a response
“the President has not consulted the Foreign Relation
which I am a member, and frankly, I have to get m;
newspapers.”?’ Ten members of the University of Vi
department signed a letter of support. Dozens of letters ¢
Ansbacher’s praise of Aiken’s “moderate and sensible

As 1965 wore on and the escalation continued, Aiken
ed. He was casting about for some reasonable altern:
perceived as the Johnson administration’s madness. A
tion of his thinking can be found in an address he made
legislature on April 29. In a speech that was directed al
at domestic affairs, he inserted a few brief comments ¢
of them hints at the position he was to take less than ¢
did make a commitment to the government of Presiden
Vietnam, but that little nation has had nearly a dozen g¢
we made that commitment.”2?

The appointment of Arthur Goldberg as UN ambass
mer of 1965 raised Aiken’s hopes a bit. “I see a little dayli
he said on August 6, “it is foggy daylight, but I think th
better.”3° He interpreted Goldberg’s appointment as s
ministration’s willingness to make that organization cer
resolve the situation in Vietnam. On November 9, he told s
ham College in his hometown of Putney that “the U.N. of}

Two days before this speech, President Johnson had
majority leader Mike Mansfield asking him to visit Sot
Vietnam with some Senate colleagues. 32 Mansfield mc
November 13 a group composed of Aiken, Mansfield, Si
Muskie and Daniel Inouye, and Congressman Hale Bog
which covered more than thirty thousand miles in thirt
conclusions reached by these men were released on Jan
a document that became known as the “Mansfield-Aik
report painted a disturbing picture. Escalation had failed
had matched us each step of the way. The war was slowl
of mainland southeast Asia, at least, cannot be ruled o
battlefield.” The report noted a contradiction between ¢
that defined the American role as one of support for w


















