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Beyond Betrayal

Beijing, Moscow, and the Paris Negotiations,
1971–1973

✣ Lorenz M. Lüthi

According to a North Vietnamese booklet published in 1979,
“Chinese leaders . . . betrayed Viet Nam . . . in making a deal with the United
States to prevent the total victory of the Vietnamese people.”1 The wording
suggests that Chinese perªdy alone foiled an otherwise certain Vietnamese
victory. Was Chinese action really to blame, and would Vietnamese victory
have been certain? In the wake of the Sino-Vietnamese war in early 1979, Ha-
noi’s negative assessment of the Sino-American rapprochement in 1971–1972
is understandable. In comparison, however, the North Vietnamese were not
as critical in their appraisals of the much more far-reaching détente between
Moscow and Washington in 1971–1975. Recently opened and published
Chinese, Vietnamese, Russian/Soviet, East German, Bulgarian, British, Swiss,
and American sources allow us to go beyond this politicized assessment by
probing the Sino-Soviet-American–North Vietnamese quadrangular relation-
ship in greater detail. Three basic questions arise about the two years from the
Laos incursion in early 1971 to the Paris Accords two years later. First, what
was the diplomatic and military strategy of the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam (DRV, or North Vietnam) during these two years? Second, what were
Beijing’s and Moscow’s roles and motivations in bringing about the Paris Ac-
cords? Finally, did U.S. attempts to forge the rapprochement with the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) and détente with the USSR lead to concrete Chi-
nese and Soviet actions in favor of the United States?

Although the English-language literature on the Vietnam War is vast,
only a minute fraction of it explores the war’s international context on the ba-
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sis of sources from multiple countries. Pierre Asselin’s book on the Paris
negotiations focuses largely on U.S.–North Vietnamese relations, with China
and the Soviet Union only on the margins.2 Qiang Zhai’s book on Sino-
Vietnamese relations throughout the Indochina conºict provides important
Chinese evidence, but the section on the ªnal years of the war is relatively
short.3 Ilya Gaiduk wrote a similar volume on Soviet–North Vietnamese rela-
tions.4 In recent years, various articles have helped to shed light on several is-
sues. Chris Connolly has explored Chinese policies toward Vietnam during
the 1968–1972 period.5 Lien-Hang Nguyen, Chen Jian, and Luu Doan
Huynh have provided brief assessments of the impact of Sino-Soviet and
Sino-American relations on the ªnal years of the Paris negotiations.6 In a re-
cent volume, two leading Chinese scholars, Li Danhui and Shen Zhihua,
present some of their ªndings for the ªrst time in English.7

Chinese-language secondary literature and memoirs form an important
body of evidence for this article.8 The transcripts of the Central Committee
(CC) of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and memoirs of
Soviet ofªcials provide unique insight into Soviet decision-making. East Ger-
man, Bulgarian, Swiss, and British archival documents offer a window on Ha-
noi’s, Beijing’s, and Moscow’s views. U.S. transcripts of meetings with Soviet
and Chinese leaders as well as the recently published documents of the back-
channel between the Soviet ambassador, Anatolii Dobrynin, and the national
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security adviser to President Richard Nixon, Henry Kissinger, are equally cru-
cial pieces in the puzzle.

The international stage of the ªnal two years of the Paris negotiations was
the ediªce of larger developments that had started in the late 1960s. On the
one side, Nixon had received an unspeciªed mandate in the 1968 election to
end the Vietnam War. He continued the Paris talks initiated by his predeces-
sor, Lyndon Johnson, and implemented a gradual withdrawal of U.S. ground
troops from Vietnam and the simultaneous shift of burden from U.S. to
South Vietnamese ground troops (Vietnamization). On the other side, the
DRV faced a difªcult situation after January 1968. The Tet Offensive, which
was aimed at achieving a decisive battleªeld victory, had undercut U.S. public
support for the war but was also a military setback for North Vietnam.9 Be-
cause the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) chairman Mao Zedong had sup-
ported the North Vietnamese strategy of ªghting while refusing to seek a ne-
gotiated settlement since 1965,10 North Vietnam’s willingness to negotiate
with the United States in the spring of 1968 led to a decline in Chinese sup-
port. In turn, the Soviet Union, with its long-standing policy of nudging the
warring parties toward a negotiated solution, became the most important
source of assistance.11

The Paris peace talks ran along two tracks. Since May 1968, ofªcial ple-
nary negotiations brought together the United States and the allied Republic
of Vietnam (RVN), on the one side, and the DRV and its southern ally, the
Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG), on the other. Secret negotia-
tions of Kissinger with, usually, the North Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP)
Politburo member Le Duc Tho and former DRV Foreign Minister Xuan
Thuy started in August 1969, quickly superseding the ofªcial plenary meet-
ings. After the secret talks were publicly revealed by the press in early 1972,
they continued as private meetings. From 1968 to 1971, the negotiations re-
mained in a deadlock. The DRV tabled non-negotiable demands for U.S.
withdrawal and the overthrow of the RVN government, and the United States
set its own high conditions on various technical and political issues.12
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Sino-American Rapprochement and North
Vietnamese Strategic Thinking, March–June 1971

The failure of the 8 February incursion into Laos by the Army of the Republic
of Vietnam (ARVN) revealed that Vietnamization had not worked for one of
the purposes the United States had intended it—offensive strikes into enemy
territory.13 The operation, code-named Lam Son 719, was supposed to dis-
rupt vital North Vietnamese supply routes in southern Laos to the Commu-
nist guerrilla forces in South Vietnam.14 For the DRV, this offensive not only
brought a massive offensive ground operation close to its home territory, but
also stirred considerable concern about an even greater escalation—including
the possible use of nuclear weapons by the United States—as Prime Minister
Pham Van Dong told the Bulgarian ambassador to Vietnam. Simultaneously,
on 22 February, Vice Premier Le Thanh Nghi obtained in Beijing a supple-
mentary economic and military aid commitment, which, in his words, was
“of important signiªcance” at that critical juncture.15 Although this package
ended a decline of Chinese aid that began in 1968, the new assistance proba-
bly did not reach the DRV before the ARVN retreated on 15 March after sus-
taining losses of 50 percent.16 Overall, Chinese supplies of weapons to North
Vietnam increased enormously in 1971 over the preceding year. Shipments of
artillery pieces rose by 257 percent, riºes by 41 percent, tanks from zero to 80
units, and vehicles from zero to 4,011, just to name a few.17

During and after Lam Son 719, the Soviet Union pursued a dual ap-
proach of forming a socialist united front behind the DRV and of cajoling the
United States to come to an agreement in Paris. On 25 February the Soviet
ambassador to China, Vasilii Tolstikov, urged Prime Minister Zhou Enlai
once more to adopt a joint position with the socialist camp regarding Viet-
nam, but Chinese leaders again stuck to the policy they had been pursuing
since 1965 of refusing to coordinate international aid.18 Because Secretary
General Le Duan attended the 24th congress of the CPSU, which started on
30 March, Dobrynin had met with Kissinger on 25 March and urged him to
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use Moscow as a conduit for messages to Hanoi. However, Kissinger had
nothing to convey to Le Duan.19

On 5 March 1971, Zhou Enlai ºew to Hanoi, his ªrst visit since the
death of the North Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh in 1969.20 According to
a Swiss embassy report, Zhou had been invited shortly after the start of Lam
Son 719 but did not leave until the military threat had receded. Seeking to
counter Soviet diplomacy, Zhou offered even more support: “Whatever you
need, please request it. . . . [W]e do not hesitate to assume the greatest na-
tional sacriªce.”21 However, he still refused “so-called joint action” with the
Soviet Union for “historical” reasons—the Sino-Soviet split.22 The Chinese
premier also did not reply to Pham Van Dong’s proposal to form an anti-
American united front in Indochina, even though both sides were concerned
about the possibility that the United States would use nuclear weapons in
Vietnam.23 In fact, the impending Sino-American rapprochement prevented
the PRC from committing itself to an anti-American enterprise, whereas Lam
Son 719 encouraged the DRV to seek one. The ªnal communiqué committed
each side to what was dear to the other. Beijing received Hanoi’s support for
the liberation of Taiwan, a major point of friction with Washington, and the
DRV obtained greater military commitments.24 Chinese deliveries of heavy
weaponry, tanks, ships, and vehicles increased precipitously in 1971 and
1972.25

After the success of the People’s Army of (North) Vietnam (PAVN) in re-
pelling the ARVN in Laos, Hanoi reassessed the situation in Indochina. In
light of the repeated failures of the ARVN, the leaders of the DRV concluded
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that the South Vietnamese army was a hollow shell. According to the ofªcial
PAVN history, the Politburo decided in May 1971 to “develop our strategic
offensive posture in South Vietnam to defeat the American ‘Vietnamization’
policy, gain a decisive victory, and force the U.S. imperialists to negotiate an
end to the war from a position of defeat.”26 What would become the Easter
Offensive of late March 1972 combined regular troops with local guerrilla
forces and was supposed to last through summer and fall.27 In early May, Le
Duan again traveled to Moscow to explain the new strategy to CPSU General
Secretary Leonid Brezhnev. The Soviet ambassador to North Vietnam, Ilya
Shcherbakov, later told the Bulgarian embassy in Hanoi that the DRV hoped
not only to bring down the RVN government, but also to use a Tet-style of-
fensive to force the United States into surrender in view of the presidential
elections in late 1972: “We [the DRV] will overthrow Nixon, like we have
overthrown Johnson.” North Vietnam requested more weapons from the So-
viet Union. Although Moscow satisªed all of Hanoi’s wishes, no evidence on
the size of the aid has surfaced.28 According to Western estimates cited in a
semi-ofªcial Russian publication, Soviet military aid increased in 1971 from
75 million to 100 million dollars and included large numbers of tanks, vehi-
cles, and anti-aircraft missiles.29

U.S. ofªcials, too, appraised the failures of Lam Son 719.30 The Nixon
administration by this point had reached “the fork in the road” as forecast by
Kissinger in mid-1970; the president had to decide on unilateral withdrawal
at a slow pace while leaving the political solution up to the Vietnamese them-
selves, or to “offer [to the DRV] a more rapid withdrawal in an effort to make
a political settlement.”31 In March 1971, Nixon believed in “a chance of nego-
tiation” to “get us the hell out of there” because “the whole Communist world
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is in terrible shape.”32 Later that month, the White House decided to with-
draw more U.S. troops but—as a precaution—“to keep a large air force there”
until after the 1972 elections.33

Because the DRV was planning a new offensive, Xuan Thuy made fresh
demands during the 15 April plenary meetings, including the formation of a
government “in Saigon without [RVN President Nguyen Van] Thieu, [RVN
Vice President Nguyen Cao] Ky, or [Prime Minister Tran Thien] Khiem.”34 A
proposal submitted by Kissinger as a “ªnal” offer in his secret meeting with
Xuan Thuy on 31 May reºected the changed military situation. The proposal
included—for the ªrst time—concessions to long-held DRV demands, such
as a set withdrawal date, as well as U.S. acquiescence to allow PAVN troops to
remain in the RVN after the ceaseªre. However, Washington still insisted on a
political role for the South Vietnamese themselves following the U.S. with-
drawal and without American participation. The offer thus separated military
withdrawal and political issues to be solved in sequence and not simulta-
neously, as the DRV had always demanded.35

The 31 May offer also occurred against the background of major changes
in the international context that the White House believed would beneªt the
U.S. negotiating position.36 As early as January, through Romanian channels,
the PRC had invited Nixon for a visit, but the president had not reacted.37 On
3 March, two days before Zhou traveled to Hanoi, Vice Foreign Minister
Qiao Guanhua led the Swiss ambassador to believe that the PRC was willing
to help end the war through negotiations.38 After returning from Hanoi on 8
March, Zhou Enlai instructed the Chinese table tennis team to allow “politics
to seize an advantageous position” at the impending table tennis world cham-
pionships in Nagoya, Japan.39 Afterward, when the U.S. team visited the PRC
in April, Zhou publicly hailed “a new page in the relations of the Chinese and
American people.”40 On 21 April, via Pakistan, Zhou sent a letter to Nixon

63

Beijing, Moscow, and the Paris Negotiations, 1971–1973

32. “Oval Ofªce Conversation No. 471-2, 19 March 1971,” in Jeffrey Kimball, The Vietnam War Files
(Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2004), pp. 146–148.

33. “Oval Ofªce Conversation No. 474-1, 26 March 1971,” in Kimball, Vietnam War Files, pp. 146–
148.

34. “Action Memorandum,” 15 April 1971, in Digital National Security Archive (DNSA),
VW00817, pp. 1–2. The archive is available at http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com/home.do.

35. “Memorandum of Conversation,” 31 May 1971, in DNSA, KT 00282, pp. 1–21; Asselin, Bitter
Peace, pp. 27–28; and Kimball, Nixon’s Vietnam War, p. 265.

36. Chen Jian, Mao’s Cold War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), pp. 249–262.

37. Kimball, Nixon’s Vietnam War, p. 262.

38. “Political Report No. 2,” 4 March 1971, in BA Bern, E 2300-01, Akzession 1977/29, 7, 1971
“p.a. 21.31 Peking Politische Berichte.”

39. ZELNP 3, pp. 442–444.

40. “Chou Says New Page Has Opened,” The New York Times, 15 April 1971, p. 1.



inviting “a special envoy of the President.”41 It was no wonder that, while dis-
cussing the “nailing of the North Vietnamese,” Nixon instructed Kissinger on
26 April to “pursue the Chinese thing as hard as you can.”42 Two hours after
the Pakistani envoy delivered Zhou’s letter later that evening, Kissinger told
Nixon that “if we get this thing working, we will end Vietnam this year. The
mere fact of these contacts makes that.”43 Nixon immediately replied with an
afªrmative letter sent via Pakistan.44

While the Chinese reply gestated for four weeks, Le Duan stopped over
in Beijing en route from Moscow. The Vietnamese had understood the mean-
ing of “ping-pong diplomacy,” and thus Le Duan reminded his hosts that
“China is an important factor for the people of Indochina to drive out U.S.
imperialism.”45 Eventually, Chinese leaders clariªed their position. A CCP
Central Committee plenum on 26–29 May decided to commit the country to
the following priorities: Taiwan, PRC membership in the United Nations
(UN), Sino-U.S. trade, and U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia,
Korea, and Japan. Although Vietnam was lumped in the basket of lowest pri-
ority, the Chinese believed that Sino-American cooperation would help
Indochina to achieve ultimate victory because it would help Nixon refocus his
policy from East Asia to the Middle East and Europe.46 After these priorities
had been adopted, Zhou sent a reply to Nixon through the Pakistani channel,
inviting Kissinger for preparatory secret talks and the president for a visit af-
terward.47 Nixon was delighted. The prospect of Sino-American rapproche-
ment and the idea of a Moscow summit with Soviet leaders seemed to provide
the necessary levers to force the North Vietnamese to make concessions in
Paris.48
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At that very time, Hanoi was ªne-tuning its own strategy.49 DRV leaders
were convinced that Nixon needed a success for his reelection effort in 1972
and that he had been forced to put forward the “ªnal” 31 May proposal.50

Hanoi chose to follow a ºexible diplomatic strategy that included a direct re-
ply to Kissinger’s proposal—the secret 8-point proposal, tabled by Le Duc
Tho on 26 June in the secret Paris talks—and the similar, public 7-point pro-
posal by the PRG, published in the French capital on 1 July. The VWP Polit-
buro also decided to make 1972 the year of the “decisive victory.”51 After a
year’s absence, Le Duc Tho arrived in Paris on 23 June with the 8-point pro-
posal in his pocket.52 Although the document encompassed nothing new,
Kissinger reported to Nixon that “for the ªrst time . . . they produced a pro-
posal in response to one of ours” and presented their ideas as a negotiating
document rather than as a series of nonnegotiable demands. Kissinger opti-
mistically described the cordial negotiation atmosphere and Le Duc Tho’s
willingness to stay in Paris until a settlement was reached.53

When Kissinger met Nixon on 1 July to review the North Vietnamese
proposals, the discussion quickly turned to Kissinger’s impending secret visit
to China. The president instructed his envoy to “build on three fears” in
Beijing—fears of further U.S. escalation in Vietnam, of the rise of Japan, and
of the Soviet threat.54 Nixon also demanded “some progress in Vietnam” from
China for his own future trip to Beijing.55 But the Chinese seemed not to be
willing to bear the onus of bringing Hanoi into line. On 4 July, the PRC
agreed with the DRV on additional Chinese military aid and openly endorsed
the PRG’s public, 7-point proposal.56

In the wake of Lam Son 719, Hanoi, Beijing, Washington, and Moscow
made mutually exclusive decisions on strategy that ended up inºuencing
events until early 1973. The ARVN failure in Laos prompted the DRV to em-
bark on a maximalist strategy of decisive military action against the RVN and
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of uncompromising diplomatic demands in Paris. Chinese leaders promised
more military and economic aid to Hanoi but, did not rule out a negotiated
solution. This dual strategy was related to the impending Sino-American rap-
prochement and, most likely, the desire not to lose inºuence in North Viet-
nam to the Soviet Union. The United States decided to scale down its own ex-
pectations by offering far-reaching concessions in the Paris negotiations,
designed to substitute for Vietnamization as a vehicle of disengagement.
However, Washington was willing to negotiate only on a U.S. withdrawal, not
on the elimination of the RNV government, as demanded by Hanoi. In late
May, U.S. ofªcials even expected a quick diplomatic solution in Paris as the
ªrst tangible result of the Sino-American rapprochement. Finally, the Soviet
Union worked—unsuccessfully—to strengthen Hanoi through socialist unity
and military aid while continuing its long-standing policy of working toward
a negotiated end to the conºict.

Kissinger’s Secret Visit to Beijing, July 1971

The ªrst meeting between Zhou and Kissinger, on 9 July, focused mostly on
Indochina. Kissinger explained his own secret proposal of 31 May and de-
manded that the DRV accept the international status of the RVN or else the
war would continue. He even hinted that a solution to the Indochina prob-
lem might accelerate the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Taiwan. Sharing
many of Kissinger’s ideas, Zhou admitted that the “Vietnamese people feel
that they were deceived during the ªrst [1954] Geneva Conference”—
evidently a hint of China’s co-responsibility for the current situation.57

The following day, the Chinese position on Vietnam suddenly hardened.
After Zhou had briefed Mao overnight, the latter decided, in view of the con-
tinued bloodshed in Vietnam, that the North Vietnamese must beneªt from
Sino-American rapprochement as well. Hence, he gave priority to Vietnam
over Taiwan.58 Zhou bluntly informed Kissinger that the Taiwan issue could
wait “for over 15 years” and that “if the situation does not relax in Indochina,
we must continue to give aid to Indochina.” Although Zhou urged his guest
to drop support for Nguyen Van Thieu, he also asserted that China would not
accept any obligations on behalf of North Vietnam. Kissinger understood:
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“We are not asking the People’s Republic of China to stop giving aid to its
friends.”59 He returned to Washington via Paris and reported to Nixon that
the secret meeting with Le Duc Tho on 12 July had occurred in a constructive
atmosphere and that the DRV demand for Nguyen Van Thieu’s resignation
was “the only remaining problem.”60

Chinese statements to Western visitors reºected the shift in PRC atti-
tudes. On 5 July, Zhou had expressed to the Australian opposition Labour
Party leader Gough Whitlam support for another Geneva conference.61

However, on 18 July, after Kissinger’s departure, Zhou told the French
ofªcials Alain Peyreªtte and Etienne Manac’h that a “Geneva conference was
out [of the] question” as long as the United States refused to negotiate with all
national liberation movements, and that any conference “could not have the
same participation as in 1954.”62 This tallied with a renewed Chinese empha-
sis on Mao’s 1968 statement that the Geneva conference was a mistake.63

On 13 July, Zhou ºew to Hanoi for a 24-hour visit to see Le Duan and
Pham Van Dong.64 After reviewing the developments of Sino-American rela-
tions since 1969, the Chinese prime minister asserted that “Indochina was the
most important question in our meeting with Kissinger” and that “the United
States linked the settlement of the Indochina problem with the settlement of
the Taiwan problem.”65 However, he reassured his hosts that “the withdrawal
of U.S. troops from South Viet Nam is Problem No. 1, and the question of
China joining the United Nations is second.”66 Zhou promised to support the
PRG’s 7-point proposal.67 Although he said he had told Kissinger “that the
talks on the Vietnam Peace problem are in Paris, they are not in Beijing,” he
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tried to prod the North Vietnamese to concentrate on the U.S. withdrawal
ªrst and focus on Nguyen Van Thieu’s removal later.68

Le Duan and Pham Van Dong adopted a “negative attitude” because they
“think that the Nixon visit . . . is against the interests of Vietnam.”69 Hanoi
forbade Beijing to negotiate on its behalf: “Vietnam is our country; you have
no right to talk about Vietnam with the United States!”70 Fearing the impact
of Sino-American rapprochement on Vietnam, the DRV leaders were con-
vinced that Nixon “hopes to save himself through this step” before the 1972
election.71 Hanoi did not even want to accept Beijing’s sensible advice to focus
on negotiating the U.S. withdrawal. The talks ended in a “chilly” atmo-
sphere.72 The 16 July VWP Politburo meeting concluded that Sino-American
rapprochement, which it considered a “torpedo” against DRV peace policies,
had superseded peace in Vietnam as an election winner for Nixon.73 Hanoi
decided to spoil Nixon’s political future by focusing on military action instead
of negotiations.74 Le Duan expressed anger to the Chinese ambassador, Wang
Youping, some weeks later, saying “that it would have been better for China to
invite Nixon as the one who has lost the war in Vietnam, not as the one who
has won it.”75 What the Vietnamese Communists feared, as PRG Foreign
Minister Nguyen Thi Binh told Zhou in mid-September, was that Sino-
American rapprochement made Washington’s negotiating position in Paris
inºexible.76

Kissinger’s secret meeting on 26 July with Le Duc Tho revealed how
much his Beijing visit had shaken the DRV. With an agreement on most is-
sues in reach and a U.S. aid offer on the table, Le Duc Tho was torn. He
talked about peace but continued to insist on Nguyen Van Thieu’s removal.
Alluding to the Beijing trip, he warned Kissinger that there were no “magical
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ways” of settling the Vietnam War.77 In conversations with the French and So-
viet governments, Le Duc Tho displayed a clearer sense of priorities. U.S. eco-
nomic aid did not matter as much as Nguyen Van Thieu’s fall.78

The 1 August meeting between Le Duc Tho and Zhou in Beijing was
doubly signiªcant.79 First, it revealed that the DRV did not expect a diplo-
matic settlement; otherwise, Le Duc Tho would not have broken his promise
in June to stay in Paris until one was reached.80 Second, it was an opportunity
for Beijing to underscore its closeness to Hanoi by publicly asserting that the
PRC supported the DRV’s positions.81 Recalling bilateral differences on nego-
tiation strategy in previous years, Zhou promised neither to negotiate with
the United States on behalf of the DRV nor to deviate from the North Viet-
namese political line.82

On 16 August 1971, Kissinger secretly met Xuan Thuy in Paris to offer a
U.S. withdrawal by 1 August 1972. The Vietnamese countered with a pro-
posal to release all U.S. prisoners of war (POWs) after the withdrawal, but still
insisted on Nguyen Van Thieu’s removal.83 Hanoi was betting on U.S. domes-
tic politics, as DRV Vice Foreign Minister Hoang Van Tien had indicated to
the Bulgarian ambassador a week earlier, on 9 August.84 Also on the 9th,
Kissinger had complained to Dobrynin that the North Vietnamese “are putt-
ing off negotiations on substance of the issues themselves” until all U.S.
troops had withdrawn.85 The secret Paris negotiations had reached a dead-
lock.86
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When CCP Politburo member Li Xiannian traveled to Hanoi in late Sep-
tember 1971, he publicly expressed the PRC’s determination to “support the
North Vietnamese in their ªght against ‘imperialistic American aggression,’”
reafªrming Zhou’s harsh rhetoric of the previous month.87 The visit was
signiªcant because it occurred after Lin Biao’s mysterious death in an airplane
crash as he ºew from China on the night of 12–13 September to escape to the
Soviet Union. After the demise of Mao’s successor-turned-rival, the CCP
chairman started to woo more moderate top ofªcials, who had suffered from
the Cultural Revolution, and continued to pursue the opening toward the
United States.88 But Li Xiannian’s mission signiªed a major hardline commit-
ment to the DRV. The two sides agreed on an economic and military aid
packet worth 3.614 billion yuan for 1972—a sum equal to 48.67% of all of
PRC foreign aid in the country’s largest foreign aid budget since 1949.89 Ac-
cording to a Bulgarian report, Li Xiannian’s mission also was designed as an
attempt “to neutralize to a certain degree the political effect from the visit of
the Soviet delegation” shortly thereafter.90

With Beijing upping the ante, Moscow followed suit. On 2 August 1971,
Brezhnev had told his East European allies that the USSR was embarking on a
dual policy. First, he would invite Nixon to Moscow after the latter’s trip to
China. Second, given how “poorly Vietnam took to the news” of Nixon’s invi-
tation to Beijing, the CPSU had decided “to send a high-ranking . . . delega-
tion to Vietnam.”91 Nikolai Podgornyi, the chairman of the CPSU Presidium,
was invited to come to the DRV in early October. On 20 September, Dob-
rynin asked Kissinger whether he “had any message that Podgornyi should
take to Hanoi.”92 In preparation for a meeting between Nixon and Soviet For-
eign Minister Andrei Gromyko ten days later, Kissinger counseled the presi-
dent that Moscow’s policy was “to be kept in the diplomatic game” without
transcending “the current line of Hanoi.”93 Some days later, Kissinger even
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urged Nixon to “reserve a possible direct Soviet role for later in our present
game plan” because there was no need to “embellish” Soviet diplomatic inter-
vention in October.94 Hence, the only thing Nixon said to Gromyko when he
met him on 30 September was that the United States would not allow
Nguyen Van Thieu to be replaced without a democratic election, which the
Communists could help to organize. Gromyko promised to “pass this on to
Hanoi.”95 The U.S. offer about the democratic process was not sincere, how-
ever. In the impending October elections, only Nguyen Van Thieu ran after
he, helped by the U.S. embassy in Saigon, used legal, political, and ªnancial
means to bar all other candidates from registering.96

According to Brezhnev’s later CC report on Podgornyi’s October 1971
visit to Hanoi, the North Vietnamese asserted that Zhou had promised
not to “sacriªce” Vietnam in connection with the Sino-American rapproche-
ment, but that they nevertheless feared that the PRC had assumed the
“mission to solve the Indochina problem.”97 Hanoi’s leaders further hoped to
push for a solution on the basis of the PRG’s public 7-point proposal
but now believed that the “Nixon visit nulliªes” it completely. As a conse-
quence, the North Vietnamese were counting on the U.S. antiwar movement
and Soviet “political-moral and material aid.”98 Podgornyi informed the
North Vietnamese of the invitation for Nixon to come to Moscow in May
1972, which would not be ofªcially announced until 12 October.99 The
Vietnamese leaders did not voice any objection.100 Dobrynin later communi-
cated to Kissinger that Podgornyi had told the North Vietnamese that “it
was time to end the war,” preferably before Nixon’s visit to the Kremlin.101

But the Soviet leader, like the Chinese prime minister before, was unable
to convince Hanoi to drop the demand for political change in South Viet-
nam.102 The public communiqué announced additional military, economic,
and diplomatic aid and stressed the demand for Nguyen Van Thieu’s re-
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moval.103 In late October, Dobrynin briefed Kissinger on Podgornyi’s visit, as-
serting that neither Beijing nor Moscow was willing to transcend the Paris ne-
gotiation process.104

On 11 October, the day before the Nixon administration announced
Nixon’s visit to Moscow, Kissinger made another secret, far-reaching offer in
Paris. The proposal, which included a U.S. withdrawal, free presidential elec-
tions, Nguyen Van Thieu’s resignation a month before, and the simultaneous
release of POWs, made North Vietnam suspicious.105 If Hanoi accepted, it
would beneªt Washington in negotiations with Beijing and Moscow; if the
DRV refused, the United States might make public the failure of negotiations
and blame North Vietnam.106 Moreover, the offer threatened to undermine
the rationale for the military solution Hanoi was envisioning for 1972, as the
VWP Politburo realized: “Time is not on the enemy’s side. That is why the
United States wants a quick resolution, so that they can reduce the difªculties
they are facing. However, we will not simply passively follow their lead. On
the contrary, we must take the initiative and select the proper opportunity to
achieve our own strategic intentions.”107

The DRV saw Sino-American rapprochement as a sinister plot by both
the PRC and the United States to end the war on terms unfavorable to Hanoi.
This development seemed to undermine North Vietnam’s maximalist strategy
of using military and diplomatic pressure on the United States. However, Ha-
noi’s accusation that Beijing was guilty of duplicity was too severe, as Zhou
told visiting North Vietnamese ofªcials:

After Kissinger had visited China, I immediately came to Hanoi to inform the
fraternal party about the situation, pulling my heart out. For 22 years after the
PRC was founded, it was not recognized by the United States. . . . Now
Kissinger and Nixon take the initiative to come to China to talk, which is tanta-
mount for them to acknowledging their mistakes. Khrushchev could go to the
United States [in 1959], but I, Zhou Enlai, cannot go to Washington. You can
go to Paris and talk with the United States, why should we not be able to talk
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with the United States in Beijing? We demand from the United States to with-
draw [from Vietnam] as quickly as possible. We do not sell out our friends.108

Although the PRC secretly advised the DRV to aim for a realistic negotiated
outcome in Paris, the Chinese in fact had made the solution of the Vietnam
crisis their top priority, stood publicly behind Hanoi’s maximalist strategy,
and committed vast military and economic resources. Chinese sources do not
reveal the reasoning behind Chinese diplomacy, but they were likely related to
Beijing’s awareness of its own co-responsibility for the length of the Indochina
conºict, to its attempt to maintain inºuence in Hanoi, or to both. Similarly,
Moscow retained its dual strategy of negotiating with the United States—not
only on Vietnam, but also on détente—while arming Hanoi in order to stay
in the diplomatic game in Indochina. Interestingly, the DRV was less hostile
to U.S.-Soviet détente than to the U.S.-Chinese rapprochement. Washing-
ton’s additional concessions in the political sphere—the offer of free elections
and Nguyen Van Thieu’s prior resignation—in October created a dilemma
for Hanoi, which still did not want to give up the aim of toppling Thieu. Be-
cause the U.S. proposal fell short in this regard, the DRV decided to put the
military aspects of its strategy ahead of its diplomatic aims.

Kissinger and Pham Van Dong in Beijing, October–
November 1971

Kissinger ºew to Beijing on 20 October 1971 for seven days of talks. This was
the ªrst visit of a major foreign guest after Lin Biao’s demise, signifying the
importance of Mao’s new policy of moderation.109 Zhou had apparently re-
quested the DRV leadership beforehand “to harmonize the positions,” but
Hanoi had curtly replied that there was no need to confer with Beijing about
its well-known standpoints.110 On 25 October, ªve days after Kissinger’s ar-
rival, the UN General Assembly recognized the PRC as the sole, legitimate
representative of China.111 The Taiwan issue thus suddenly moved into the
spotlight, ahead of Indochina. Most of the Kissinger-Zhou talks in Beijing,
however, revolved around Nixon’s visit.

Only the second half of the talks on 21 October dealt with Vietnam.
Zhou accused Kissinger of stalling in the Paris talks and announced that
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Indochina “is a question even more important than the question . . . of the
People’s Republic of China in the United Nations, and a question even more
important than the normalization of Sino-American relations.” Kissinger re-
plied by reviewing the secret talks since 31 May and laying the blame for the
deadlock on the DRV. Zhou admitted that he did not know many details of
the secret Paris talks but did not offer any Chinese mediation. Kissinger de-
clined to provide the American documents of the secret Paris talks for fear of
putting the PRC, a DRV ally, on the spot.112 Kissinger later optimistically re-
ported to Nixon that “Peking [Beijing] will be helpful.” His observation was
based on informal talks with Marshal Ye Jianying, who claimed that Beijing
wanted peace but that Hanoi was too “proud” and “egged on by Moscow.”113

Although this assertion was untrue, Kissinger put the onus on Moscow for his
failed diplomacy when he met with Dobrynin on 9 November.114 Replying to
an inquiry by the ambassador, Kissinger also boldly claimed that “we had
never expected the Chinese to help.”115 In fact, Washington did expect help
from Beijing. On 20 November, the Nixon administration indirectly asked
the Chinese ambassador in France, Huang Zhen, to raise the stalled negotia-
tions with Pham Van Dong, who had arrived that day in China for a week-
long stay.116

During Pham Van Dong’s visit to Beijing, PRC and DRV ofªcials hoped
to coordinate their positions before Nixon’s visit, but each side had its
own agenda. China tried to allay Vietnamese reservations about the Sino-
American rapprochement, whereas North Vietnam wanted to protest against
improved relations between the PRC and the United States and restore unity
behind Hanoi’s positions.117 Zhou’s welcome speech on 21 November pledged
complete “revolutionary friendship and militant unity,” and Pham Van Dong
replied in a similar vein.118 However, Pham Van Dong’s praise for Soviet con-
tributions to liberation wars and his overtly friendly gestures to Soviet diplo-
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mats in China were a diplomatic slap in the face for the CCP.119 The following
day, Pham Van Dong and Mao could not ªnd any common ground.120 The
North Vietnamese leader demanded in vain that the Chinese rescind Nixon’s
invitation, whereas Mao urged Pham Van Dong to be realistic about Nguyen
Van Thieu’s removal: “Where the broom cannot reach, the dust is not swept
away.”121 Pham Van Dong admitted that “we still do not have the formidable
strength to force the enemy into collapse.”122 For the Chinese side, North
Vietnam’s inability to overthrow Nguyen Van Thieu was the primary reason
to adopt the gradualist strategy of negotiating a U.S. military withdrawal be-
fore addressing the political issues.123 For the Vietnamese side, this was the ul-
timate motive to get more support. Throughout the fall, the DRV had in fact
continued planning its Easter Offensive, stockpiling weapons, and training
units for mobile warfare.124 At least on the surface, the DRV and the PRC
demonstrated unity at the end of the visit with the publication of the 25 No-
vember communiqué that endorsed Hanoi’s positions, but this did not slow
down the DRV war planning.125 On 29 November, four days after Pham Van
Dong’s visit to Beijing, Le Duan issued orders to the southern guerrillas to
prepare for a large-scale offensive in 1972.126

Ofªcials in Washington sensed that Hanoi was pursuing a hard line on
Nguyen Van Thieu as a cover for military preparations. On the 18th, Kiss-
inger told Dobrynin that “we were reaching the end of our patience.”127 Two
weeks later, Nixon sent a letter to Brezhnev warning that Soviet-American re-
lations would deteriorate if the DRV launched an attack.128 The Moscow
summit was at risk. Against this background, the CPSU CC met in late No-
vember to discuss international relations. Brezhnev’s speech on the evening of
the 22nd called for a dual strategy of strengthening the DRV with military
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and political aid while pursuing détente with Nixon.129 However, this position
did not go unchallenged. The following day, the Ukrainian party leader and
CPSU Politburo member Petro Shelest demanded a class-based foreign policy
and struggle against imperialism.130 This served as a reminder to Brezhnev
that détente was not uncontested within the ranks, even though his proposals
carried the day.131 The Soviet Union wanted the summit in May 1972—
largely because it did not want to endanger agreements on Germany and nu-
clear arms limitation, as Brezhnev’s speech to the plenum reveals.

In the fall of 1971, Chinese leaders continued publicly supporting the
maximalist strategy of North Vietnam while secretly advising Hanoi to follow
a less extravagant course. The PRC did not believe that the DRV was mili-
tarily capable of toppling Nguyen Van Thieu and thereby ending the war
on its own terms. North Vietnam, in turn, showed its disappointment with
Beijing’s views and continued to pursue a maximalist strategy. The United
States hoped—unrealistically—that the PRC would pressure the DRV to un-
lock the Paris talks. U.S. ofªcials also warned Moscow that the planned sum-
mit was at risk if Soviet leaders aided Hanoi’s military plans. The Soviet Polit-
buro remained divided on the matter.

Nixon in Beijing, January-March 1972

With the talks in Paris deadlocked and Chinese and Soviet diplomacy
unsupportive, Nixon approved a short bombing campaign against North
Vietnam on 26 December 1971—just before Kissinger’s deputy, Alexander
Haig, left for Beijing to prepare the details of Nixon’s own visit. Three days
later, the PRC publicly promised “unºinching” support to Vietnam and de-
cided to make the bombing a topic during Haig’s visit.132 After Haig arrived
on 3 January, he was suddenly called to an unannounced meeting with Zhou
at midnight. The American explained the U.S. escalation: “Despite these pro-
posals of October 11th, we have seen a step-up of attacks [by Hanoi] . . .—a
humiliation that no great power can accept.” He then tried to play on China’s
security needs: “The continuation of the war in Southeast Asia can only give
Moscow an opportunity to increase its inºuence in Hanoi and to further the
encirclement of the People’s Republic of China.” Zhou replied “very frankly,
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that our opinions differ from yours.” He disputed the necessity to bomb
North Vietnam, which, in fact, had given “the Soviet Union . . . an opportu-
nity to increase its inºuence.”133 Haig’s attempt to play on China’s fears also
backªred when Mao heard Zhou’s brieªng: “Encirclement of China! They
want to come to rescue us, this is outrageous! . . . China neither asks a favor
from the United States nor for that reason abandons the duties assumed to the
Indochinese people.”134 On the evening of 6 January, Haig was again sum-
moned to Zhou, who bluntly told him that the bombing of the DRV
“brought an unfavorable element to the [Nixon] visit. . . . He took strong ex-
pressions of concerns for PRC’s viability and independence” and that Beijing
“need[ed] no help from us.135

In early 1972, the Americans realized that they had failed to convince the
Chinese into pressuring the Vietnamese. On 22 January, the DRV and PRC
signed another military agreement for an undisclosed amount.136 Chinese
supplies of weapons increased in 1972 again over the preceding year. Supplies
of artillery pieces grew by 17 percent, riºes by 32 percent, tanks by 175 per-
cent (to 220 units), and vehicles by 118 percent (to 8,758 units).137 No won-
der that the United States decided to change track by bullying Moscow. On
the 21st, Kissinger warned Dobrynin that “the Soviet Union might think it
could embarrass us in Peking by encouraging North Vietnamese attacks now,
but it paid a heavy price in our goodwill.” The Soviet ambassador, in line with
the CC plenum decision of late November, replied that the “last thing the So-
viet Union wanted was a confrontation with the United States in the months
before the Moscow summit.”138

On 25 January 1972, Nixon made a “generous and far-reaching” offer on
American television to end the war.139 The offer followed his announcement
on 13 January that he would cut U.S. ground forces in half to around 70,000
men by 1 May.140 The speech on the 25th was what the DRV had been dread-
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ing for three months. Nixon cited Hanoi’s failure to respond to the previously
undisclosed 11 October offer. He even divulged the secret Paris negotiations,
the secret U.S. proposal of 31 May, and the DRV’s secret 8-point proposal of
26 June. The president used the momentum by proposing a U.S. withdrawal
six months after an agreement, an exchange of POWs, and a presidential elec-
tion in South Vietnam supervised internationally and run by Vietnamese rep-
resentatives from all political movements.141

On 31 January the DRV delegation, saying that it would “not permit ‘the
U.S. to mislead public opinion,’” published the text of its 26 June proposal.142

Apart from getting even in the propaganda war, Hanoi was uneasy about the
possibility that Nguyen Van Thieu would win a free election. According to
U.S. intelligence, the DRV delegation told French Communists in Paris that
Nguyen Van Thieu was the only man able to keep the RVN together: “Nixon
must be persuaded, as was Kennedy (with respect to Diem), of the necessity
to drop [Nguyen Van] Thieu.”143 On 5 February, the DRV rejected Nixon’s
proposal.144

Nixon’s offer of 25 January met a similar fate with the Chinese, who
called it “an ultimatum.”145 The following day, Zhou told U.S. journalists in
Beijing: “If the American Government continues to back President Nixon’s
eight points [the 25 January offer] . . . then it will not be possible to end the
war. . . . [However], your President is coming [to Beijing]. Who knows if he
may change his views.”146 Kissinger was still optimistic about Chinese media-
tion and asked PRC ofªcials on 5 February to organize a meeting between
him and Le Duc Tho, who was rumored to visit Beijing during Nixon’s
visit.147 But the Chinese chose to stay out of U.S.-DRV negotiations.148 It
ªnally dawned on Washington that Beijing would not mediate. Although
Nixon wrote in his preparatory notes “1. Taiwan—most crucial. 2. V.Nam—
most urgent,” he also jotted down some words he wanted to convey to Zhou:
“We had hoped you would help—but now it doesn’t matter.”149
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Even though the PRC refused to help, Moscow suddenly did. Following
Kissinger’s warning to Dobrynin on 21 January about Soviet encouragement
of North Vietnamese military escalation, the ambassador alerted Gromyko
that the United States might look to China to resolve the Vietnam crisis,
thereby excluding the Soviet Union from the diplomatic game in Southeast
Asia. Although Dobrynin reassuringly added that “it will be difªcult to reach
a Vietnam settlement without the USSR,” he advised Gromyko to discuss
“Vietnam’s future military and political plans” with Hanoi.”150 Soviet leaders
obviously sensed the danger of losing diplomatic stature in Indochina. After a
long meeting on 7 February with Kissinger on unrelated topics, Dobrynin
suddenly and, seemingly, casually presented a letter from Brezhnev to Nixon.
In it, Brezhnev expressed understanding for the negative North Vietnamese
reaction to Nixon’s latest proposal but nevertheless offered “to facilitate over-
coming the difªculties” in the Paris negotiations.151 Orally, Dobrynin relayed
some of Hanoi’s concerns, among them obvious pretexts for stonewalling be-
fore the Easter Offensive, such as the claim that the DRV did not understand
Nixon’s proposals. Kissinger replied that he was willing to continue to talk
privately to Le Duc Tho or Xuan Thuy in Paris and even was willing “to come
to Moscow secretly.” Dobrynin promised to relay this to his superiors.152

Leaders in Moscow must have felt they were back in the diplomatic game.
Although Nixon was not optimistic about Chinese support during his

visit to the PRC on 21–28 February, he raised the topic during his ªrst meet-
ing with Zhou. Accusing the Soviet Union of “want[ing] the U.S. tied down”
in Indochina, he promised to “get out of Vietnam . . . through the policy of
Vietnamization.” Fearing a rhetorical entanglement, Zhou immediately re-
plied: “We can only remain in a position of supporting them [the North Viet-
namese] and not speaking on their behalf.” When Nixon insisted that “we
cannot remove the government of the South Vietnamese,” Zhou responded
that the RVN was an artiªcial U.S. creation not worth saving. Thus, there was
no question, he said, to “continue our aid” but to stay out “unless, of course,
you attack us.” Nixon one last time tried indirectly to suggest that his host
should mediate: “I don’t ask the Prime Minister to do anything about it, and
certainly not to do anything about it publicly.” Zhou did not reply.153 Three
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days later, the president once more expressed his “hope . . . that he [Zhou]
would at least not do what the Soviets appear to be doing, that he would not
encourage the North Vietnamese to refuse to negotiate.”154

Although China was not giving an inch on Vietnam, the DRV was highly
dissatisªed. At the customary Chinese New Year party in the PRC embassy on
21 February, not a single Vietnamese guest showed up.155 The DRV resented
“the trump card Peking is giving Mr. Nixon merely by playing host to him . . .
[and thereby] making a bigger contribution to Mr. Nixon’s re-election cam-
paign than the Republican party itself.” Hanoi did not fear a “Chinese sell-
out” after having barred Beijing from negotiating on its behalf. In the end, as
Hoang Tung, a North Vietnamese CC member and editor-in-chief of the
party newspaper Nhan Dan (The People), told a U.S. reporter, “Nixon be-
lieves there are fairies in the moon. He hopes to win by talking to Peking what
he has failed to win by ªghting on the battleªeld. He’s gone to the wrong
place.”156

After Nixon’s visit to Beijing, Zhou traveled to Hanoi on 3 March.157 The
Chinese prime minister informed Le Duan, Pham Van Dong, and Le Duc
Tho that he had told Nixon that the PRC would continue to support the
DRV and that the solution to the Indochina conºict had to be based on the
PRG’s 7-point proposal of 1 July.158 However, he urged his hosts to seek a ne-
gotiated solution instead of a decisive military battle and relayed “Nixon’s
threat that the Vietnamese would not do well after his re-election, if they
would not negotiate on the basis of the American 7-point [31 May] pro-
posal.”159 In public, Beijing continued to promise “all-out support” for Ha-
noi.160

The DRV leaders expressed dissatisfaction with Nixon’s visit to China,
accusing the PRC of “throwing a life buoy to Nixon, who just had been
drowning.”161 Le Duan warned his guest: “Now that Nixon has talked with
you, they will soon hit us even harder.”162 Reminding the Chinese comrades
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of the agreement not to negotiate with the U.S. imperialists behind Hanoi’s
back, the North Vietnamese leaders also hinted at past Chinese slips: “You
have already admitted your 1954 mistake, so you should not commit another
one.”163 Washington’s warning of dire consequences, conveyed by Beijing, re-
inforced Hanoi’s conviction to put the military struggle ahead of peaceful ne-
gotiations.164 As Hoang Tung had bluntly said even before Nixon’s arrival in
the PRC: “While Nixon gets his 21 gun salute in Peking, we’ll be giving him a
different kind of salute in South Vietnam. There will be more than 21 guns.
And they won’t be ªring blanks.”165

An East German party delegation on a visit to the DRV in early March
reported that North Vietnamese leaders acknowledged that Nixon’s visit had
caused many lower-level party members to worry about a decline of China’s
military aid and transshipments of Soviet aid. The report also provided a rare
glimpse into everyday life: “The internal situation in the DRV is under ten-
sion. The life of the people has not improved in the past years. The military
struggle has exhausted the country, despite [foreign] support. In the national
average, the working population consists 75 percent of women and 25 per-
cent of men. Productivity is very low. Parts of the population physically are
not able to work for more than 4–5 hours per day.”166 The report suggested
that the DRV might not have the resources for more than one last military ef-
fort which it had been planning for a year.

In view of Nixon’s visit to Beijing, the United States made a ªnal effort to
convince the PRC to restrain North Vietnam, citing Chinese security needs
vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. Beijing neither fell for it nor halted further military
commitments to the DRV. Subsequently, Washington tried to shame Hanoi
in the global area by revealing the secret talks and the U.S. proposal of
31 May, but this ploy merely stiffened North Vietnamese resolve. However,
the Sino-American rapprochement spurred the Soviet Union to fear a loss of
inºuence. Moscow therefore offered what Beijing had refused to do: media-
tion in the Paris talks. Although Zhou made no concessions on Vietnam dur-
ing Nixon’s visit to Beijing, the Chinese prime minister privately cautioned
the North Vietnamese comrades against a military solution. Ofªcials in Ha-
noi dismissed this overture in an undiplomatic and rude tone. The response
revealed lingering fears of the impact of the Sino-American rapprochement
on North Vietnam’s ability to carry through its maximalist strategy.
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The Easter Offensive, March–June 1972

A VWP CC plenum in mid-March 1972 discussed the “patriotic ªght and
economic tasks for 1972.”167 Recalling “the great victories . . . in early spring
of 1968,” the plenum forecast a successful repetition of the political fallout of
the Tet Offensive that would lead U.S. concessions to long-standing North
Vietnamese demands in Paris.168 The ªnal attack plan consisted of a major as-
sault on the northern provinces of the RVN (Quang Tri and Thua Thien) and
deep penetrations from Laos and Cambodia into the Central Highlands (to-
ward Hue) and into Cochin China (Mekong Delta), respectively.169 Yet, the
ªnal VWP Politburo meetings also addressed the possibility of an incomplete
military success, which might endanger success “on the negotiation front.”
The Politburo hoped that such a development, if it did occur, would at least
bolster the chances of a diplomatic solution.170 Nevertheless, continued U.S.
troop withdrawals since 1971 caused Hanoi to be optimistic.171 On 30
March, ªve well-armed divisions totaling 120,000 men attacked.172 The
North Vietnamese had timed the offensive so that “Nixon will not dare to
send back ground units to South Vietnam before the presidential election.”173

The assault displeased Soviet leaders, who believed that its launch before
Nixon’s visit to Moscow was an “expression of disrespect” and an “attempt” to
make the summit “fail,” especially “because there had been no such activities
before his visit to Beijing.”174 According to U.S. intelligence, Le Duc Tho told
the French Communists in May 1972 that Soviet ofªcials not only had been
informed in 1971 but had also promised military aid, and that the Chinese
had favored the idea, too.175 But what did Beijing and Moscow really know
about the Easter Offensive, and how signiªcant was their military aid? Chi-
nese military aid in 1971 and early 1972 was somewhat larger than in 1967,
the year before the Tet Offensive.176 Soviet military assistance grew only little
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in the early 1970s to a level ªve times smaller than in 1967.177 These trends
reºected Hanoi’s expectation that it faced a smaller number of U.S. troops
and their less qualiªed, though more numerous, ARVN allies. Once the
Easter Offensive started to falter, this lower level of military support allowed
the VWP leaders to gloss over their own miscalculations by berating Moscow
and Beijing for providing aid only for defensive purposes.178

The documentary record makes clear that the Soviet Union knew about
the DRV’s plans for an Easter Offensive but probably did not know the tim-
ing and scale. Most likely the same is true of the PRC, though no concrete ev-
idence has surfaced. As early as May 1971, Soviet ofªcials had been aware of
Hanoi’s plans for a Tet-style offensive intended to break Nixon’s political
back, but the North Vietnamese did not indicate the size of the planned of-
fensive.179 Also, the amount of aid delivered to Hanoi suggests that neither
Beijing nor Moscow expected a military crisis that was longer and larger than
the offensive in early 1968. However, Soviet leaders probably understood the
political risks of supporting the offensive. In late 1971 and early 1972, U.S.
ofªcials had repeatedly warned that such a crisis would damage U.S.-Soviet
relations.180 Disappointment with China and the Soviet Union over Nixon’s
visits to Beijing and Moscow must have led the DRV to conceal the PAVN’s
preparations for its Easter Offensive. A Soviet military mission did not detect
any signs just a few days before the operation started.181 Still, the Soviet and
Chinese supplies of tanks, artillery, and vehicles to North Vietnam were what
made the Easter Offensive possible in the ªrst place.182 In the end, as develop-
ments in April and May suggest, Moscow and Beijing were less surprised by
the event itself than by its extent and eventual escalation.

Not until 6 April, after a week had passed, did Nixon order a retaliatory
bombing campaign.183 On 11 April, the United States indicated its willing-
ness to convene a plenary meeting in Paris on the 20th and a private meeting
later.184 In mid-April, after PAVN troops had taken the small district city of
Loc Ninh in Cochin China at the Cambodian border, the DRV believed it
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was reaching a position of strength on the battleªeld.185 On 17 April the Ha-
noi authorities ordered Xuan Thuy, their envoy in Paris, to use the impending
plenary meeting as “a propaganda forum.”186 After an unpleasant meeting on
20 April, Nixon and Kissinger agreed that if the proposed private meeting
on 2 May did not materialize, the bombing would intensify.187 Neverthe-
less, on 26 April, Nixon announced a further withdrawal of 20,000 U.S.
ground troops.188 On 2 May, just before the ªrst private meeting, the PAVN
took the most northern RVN province, Quang Tri.189

During the ªrst month of the Easter Offensive, the PRC followed its
standard line of publicly supporting the DRV.190 Replying to a U.S. message
that rejected accusations of “sabotaging the talks in Paris,” UN Ambassador
Huang Hua read Kissinger an admonition from Zhou calling on the “U.S. . . .
[to] examine its own attitude.”191 Right after the Chinese prime minister sent
that cable on 12 April, he received the DRV chargé d’affaires, Nguyen Tien,
to promise unity and more aid.192

The Nixon administration had more luck with the Soviet Union. In an
“agitated” meeting with Dobrynin on 3 April, Kissinger accused the Soviet
Union of having armed the DRV with the necessary weaponry, but also ac-
knowledged that “Moscow did not perform any planning and encourage Ha-
noi.”193 Dobrynin reported to Moscow that Kissinger requested “some re-
straining inºuence on Hanoi” but was not willing to endanger the summit.194

Nevertheless, U.S. ofªcials delayed preparations for Nixon’s visit as a means of
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pressure.195 On the 10th, Dobrynin advised Gromyko to organize a “direct
meeting between U.S. and DRV leaders on Soviet soil” to give the Soviet
Union “a head start” in the diplomatic game.196 While Dobrynin tried to ºex
diplomatic muscles, he complained two days later to Kissinger that “[you]
have put yourself into the position where a miserable little country can jeopar-
dize everything that has been striven for” between the U.S. and the USSR.197

Eventually, the two men agreed on a secret Kissinger visit to Moscow to dis-
cuss Vietnam. The Nixon administration even offered a secret meeting with a
representative from Hanoi in Moscow.198

Moscow tried to nudge Hanoi to a less belligerent position in order to
smooth the summit preparations after Dobrynin warned Gromyko that Viet-
nam had become “the main issue for Nixon.”199 Ambassador Shcherbakov in-
formed the North Vietnamese that the United States hoped for the restart of
the Paris talks, but he also warned that after the DRV “has mobilized practi-
cally all its regular forces” the failure of its war plans might lead to “a large-
scale [U.S.] operation on the DRV territory itself.” But the North Vietnamese
leaders rejected the offer of a secret meeting in Moscow.200 Brezhnev later told
Kissinger that Hanoi even demanded the cancellation of Nixon’s visit.201

During the ªrst meeting in Moscow, on 21 April, Kissinger told Brezh-
nev that the United States wanted “an honorable withdrawal” from Vietnam,
a “time interval between our withdrawal and the political process,” and the
return of POWs.202 The following day, Kissinger proposed the restoration of
the status quo ante of 29 March and serious negotiations to end the war dur-
ing private talks in Paris on 2 May. Brezhnev lauded the Americans’ willing-
ness to negotiate but refused to commit the USSR to any concrete action.203

In an informal personal conversation, however, the Soviet leader “said he
would do anything to de-escalate the ªghting but he could not ask North
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Vietnam to withdraw its troops.”204 In another meeting in the late afternoon,
Brezhnev told Kissinger about the problems with the summit and the limits
of Soviet inºuence in the DRV: “You still have time to generate this favorable
background. We are doing what we can.”205 After Kissinger’s ªnal meeting
with Brezhnev, on 24 April, Gromyko informally told Nixon’s envoy that
Moscow was willing to transmit Washington’s “proposal [of 21 April] to
Hanoi with the attitude of bringing about a rapid solution of the war.”
Kissinger turned up the heat by saying that “the private [2 May Paris] meeting
had to bring rapid and concrete results; if it failed the President would esca-
late.”206 After Kissinger cabled Nixon about the talks, the president warned:
“We have used the summit ruthlessly as a means of pressure. . . . If we turn the
screw too far and they decide all is lost they will jump us. Brezhnev is no
softie.”207

According to Brezhnev’s later CC report, Konstantin Katushev, the
Soviet foreign trade minister who headed the Soviet mission to Hanoi on 25–
29 April, tried to encourage the North Vietnamese to adopt “more dynamic
tactics.”208 He not only transmitted Kissinger’s proposal but also communi-
cated the warning about escalation. Pham Van Dong bluntly replied that the
DRV would continue with military operations in order to enhance its negoti-
ating position in Paris.209 In a 1 May letter, Brezhnev urged Nixon to show
“restraint in Vietnam,” or else Soviet-American relations might suffer.210

Kissinger’s meeting with Le Duc Tho on 2 May, the day that Quang Tri
fell, was an exchange of accusations and counteraccusations, often peppered
with high doses of sarcasm. Kissinger warned that the United States would
not hold negotiations “at the point of the gun,” and Le Duc Tho noted that
Nixon’s “term is soon going to come to an end.”211 The meeting adjourned
without result, as Nixon wrote Brezhnev.212 The DRV believed that the Easter
Offensive would continue to achieve “victories,” but feared that the “U.S. is
endeavoring to use the Soviet Union and China to limit our success on the
battleªeld.”213 Nixon, however, decided on 4 May to escalate the conºict. He
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was willing to risk the Moscow summit, which “isn’t worth a damn . . . if the
price for it is losing Vietnam.”214 On the 8th, the president publicly an-
nounced the bombing and mining of all harbors in North Vietnam to cut the
ºow of material aid to the DRV “until it frees all POWs and halts war.”
Dobrynin, who was briefed right before the announcement, called any “inter-
ference with Soviet ships . . . an act of war.”215

That very day, Zhou received letters from Moscow and Washington. The
ªrst, from Soviet Premier Aleksei Kosygin, reacted to Nixon’s announcement
and requested the unloading of Soviet supplies in Chinese ports and the on-
ward transport on Chinese railroads.216 This letter preceded a request by Xuan
Thuy to Zhou to settle Sino-Soviet conºicts and coordinate military sup-
plies.217 The second letter, from Nixon, explained the decision to bomb sup-
ply lines. He reminded Zhou of Soviet designs on Indochina and called the
Easter Offensive a “massive assault . . . designed to embarrass the United
States.”218

On 9 May the DRV asked for mine-clearing assistance from both the So-
viet Union and the PRC. Moscow evidently did not reply, but Zhou immedi-
ately ordered the dispatch of a mine-clearing team, which eventually encom-
passed 8,000 men and stayed, because of repeated U.S. mining campaigns, for
a year.219 According to an East German intelligence document, one of the
Chinese mine-clearing ships was sunk during an American bombing attack in
1972.220 In meetings with Xuan Thuy on 13–16 May, Zhou also agreed to a
hidden maritime shipping route, increased weapons deliveries, and rush
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transports.221 But Zhou rejected Kosygin’s request, for fear that it would pro-
voke the United States to bomb Chinese railroad lines.222 As a substitute, ne-
gotiations in late May with the DRV ambassador to the PRC, Ngo Thuyen,
resulted in a doubling of Chinese military aid.223 Simultaneously, Zhou prom-
ised to rush, free of charge, Soviet and East European aid through the PRC by
rail, but apparently still made no commitments regarding the transshipment
of Soviet goods from Chinese harbors to North Vietnam.224

After Kosygin had sent his letter to the PRC on 8 May, Soviet leaders
spent several days discussing the Moscow summit. The hardliners around
Podgornyi, Shelest, and Defense Minister Andrei Grechko wanted to “bloody
the nose” of the Americans because otherwise the Soviet Union would lose
credibility.225 The party’s chief ideologue, Mikhail Suslov, remained unde-
cided, and the pragmatists Brezhnev, Kosygin, and Gromyko feared that a
cancellation of the summit would endanger agreements on Germany and nu-
clear arms limitation. Moreover, they were irritated that the North Vietnam-
ese leaders had not properly informed them about their military plans, despite
the long history of massive Soviet aid. Thus, a cancellation would amount to
granting Hanoi a veto over Moscow’s foreign policy.226 The CPSU Politburo
eventually decided to share political responsibility by calling a CC plenum for
19 May.227 In the meantime, Brezhnev sent a letter to Nixon on 11 May ac-
cusing the United States of violating international maritime law and endan-
gering Soviet ships.228 Nixon immediately ordered measures to avoid such in-
cidents and a reduction of bombing during the summit.229 In turn, Soviet
leaders tried to arrange a private meeting between Le Duc Tho and Kissinger
in Paris, but the DRV did not react.230

The CPSU CC plenum on 19 May was the decisive showdown between
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the anti-American hardliners and the pragmatists in pursuit of détente.231 Af-
ter Brezhnev had reviewed the Vietnam problem and made the case for the
summit, Grechko demanded a “struggle against imperialism.”232 Eventually,
Kosygin, Gromyko, Suslov, and the State Security (KGB) Chairman Yurii
Andropov supported Brezhnev, as common sense trumped ideology.233 Sub-
sequently, on 21 May, the pragmatists ousted Shelest from his position as
Ukrainian Communist Party boss.234 Brezhnev was ªnally ready to receive
Nixon the following day for a week-long visit.

On the second day of talks, 24 May, Brezhnev, Kosygin, and Podgornyi
bluntly told Nixon that détente and the bombing in Vietnam were “incom-
patible.” The president, in turn, asked for help to end the war.235 During two
meetings on 27 and 28 May, Kissinger accused the DRV of refusing to negoti-
ate, but Gromyko blamed the United States for insisting on a guarantee that
the RVN would not become Communist. Kissinger retorted that the only
condition for withdrawal was that there was no guarantee for this to happen.
Eventually, Gromyko offered to send a high-ranking mission to Hanoi.236 In
the ªnal meeting on 29 May, Brezhnev demanded—and got from Nixon—
two concessions: Nguyen Van Thieu’s resignation two months (instead of
only one) before presidential elections in South Vietnam, and a bombing
moratorium during the visit of the Soviet delegation to Hanoi.237

Despite the DRV’s negative attitude toward Nixon’s visit, leaders in Ha-
noi understood that the Indochina conºict was too “remote” for the Soviet
Union, which faced problems “closer to home, such as those of China, the
Middle East, and Europe.”238 Hanoi’s stance also could not conceal the fact
that the Easter Offensive had failed.239 The PAVN casualty rate was immense,
and the RVN was not even close to collapse.240 With the DRV suffering under

89

Beijing, Moscow, and the Paris Negotiations, 1971–1973

231. Arbatov, System, pp. 185–186.

232. “CPSU Plenum, 19 May 1971,” in RGANI, F. 2, Op. 3, D. 272, Ll. 9–16.

233. Aleksandrov-Agentov, Ot Kollontai, p. 223; Dobrynin, In Conªdence, p. 253; and Arbatov, Sys-
tem, p. 186.

234. “Kremlin Demotes Shelest, Hard-Liner towards West,” The New York Times, 22 May 1972, p. 1;
and “Shelest Is Removed as Ukraine’s Leader,” The New York Times, 26 May 1972, p. 5.

235. “Memorandum of Conversation,” 24 May 1972, in DNSA, KT00497, pp. 1–19.

236. “Memorandum of Conversation,” 27 May 1972, in DNSA, VW00972, pp. 1–16; and “Memo-
randum of Conversation,” 28 May 1972, in DNSA, VW00973, pp. 1–21.

237. “Memorandum of Conversation,” 29 May 1972, in DNSA, KT00510, pp. 1–5.

238. “Nixon Visit Won’t Solve War, Mrs. Binh Says,” The New York Times, 23 May 1972, p. 14; “Ha-
noi Denounces Trip as One of Nixon Tricks,” The New York Times, 24 May 1972, p. 14; Morris, “So-
viet-Chinese-Vietnamese Triangle,” p. 19; and Luu and Nguyen, Le Duc Tho–Kissinger, p. 236.

239. Randolph, Powerful and Brutal Weapons, p. 234.

240. Zhai, China, p. 204.



crippling U.S. air strikes, the VWP Politburo decided on 1 June to mobilize
the last reserves.241 Hanoi still believed that it could hold out “until the deci-
sive moment” at “the end of September” when “Nixon has not too much time
left.” But later that month, the DRV downgraded the aim of the ongoing mil-
itary campaign “to get[ting] rid of the dictatorship in the South.” In the ªrst
half of June, Le Duan and other VWP Politburo members secretly visited
South Vietnam to assess the crumbling situation at the front.242

North Vietnamese leaders treated Podgornyi’s visit on 15–18 June as a
Soviet publicity stunt.243 They were particularly frustrated, as they claimed
later to the East Germans, that the Soviet Union was not providing additional
heavy weaponry while the Easter Offensive was continuing.244 Soviet ofªcials
apparently did not know why several VWP Politburo members were absent
from Hanoi and therefore blamed Hanoi’s “extremely difªcult” attitude for
the delay of the mission.245 North Vietnam reproached the Soviet Union for
permitting Nixon to visit Moscow, for not employing “more concrete means,
including military force, to force Nixon to retreat,” and for not offering
to send de-mining equipment. The North Vietnamese “bluntly” demanded
from Moscow: “They [the Americans] will mine, you will de-mine, until
the blockade is over.”246 When Podgornyi transmitted Nixon’s promise
that Nguyen Van Thieu would resign two months before any elections, his
hosts promised to study the proposal but indicated that they would decide
only after the Chinese had briefed them on Kissinger’s impending visit to
Beijing.247

While Podgornyi was in Hanoi, Le Duc Tho arrived in Beijing to request
the transshipment of Soviet, Cuban, and East European goods from Chinese
harbors via railroad to North Vietnam, to which Zhou ªnally agreed.248

Le Duc Tho left the Chinese capital on the 18th—a day before Kissinger
arrived.249 In between, Podgornyi stopped over and informed Zhou about the
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possibility of a ceaseªre and simultaneous bombing pause.250 Although the
meeting did not lead to any joint cooperation, it was the ªrst Sino-Soviet en-
counter at the highest level since 1969, a sign of diminishing tension between
the quarreling powers.251

Even before Kissinger’s 5-day visit, Zhou had hinted that a solution in
Indochina might be found only with the election of the Democratic presiden-
tial candidate, George McGovern.252 In the ªrst meeting, Zhou reminded his
guest that “when we discuss Vietnam we should discuss it from the aspect that
we are not looking for excuses to extend the war and are not looking to inºict
a military defeat on the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.”253 After listening
to Kissinger’s brieªng on Nixon’s visit to Moscow the following day, Zhou
turned to Vietnam by twice raising the specter of a Democratic victory in No-
vember. Kissinger, however, did not go for the bait, and the talks were sus-
pended with Zhou’s promise to confer with Mao.254 Kissinger reported to
Nixon that “Chou made no statements” and that it seemed “he wished to
ponder the U.S. position before offering his own.”255 On the 21st, though,
Zhou told Kissinger that no matter how the Americans phrased it, the United
States had to withdraw from an unjust war, drop “the government [in South
Vietnam] that was set up by yourself,” and respect the self-determination of
the Vietnamese people. The prime minister also demanded an end to air
strikes against supply lines “because you are bombing us.” Finally, he came to
the heart of the matter. Because the United States was not willing to commit
itself to future non-intervention after its withdrawal, “the Vietnamese envis-
age a settlement that includes both the military aspect and the political aspect
at once.”256 In the ªnal meeting on 22 June, Zhou told Kissinger to accept the
simultaneous military and political resolution of the Vietnam conºict by ac-
cepting the Vietnamese demand for a coalition government in the RVN with-
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out Nguyen Van Thieu. Such a government would not, as the United States
had asserted in the past, be immediately controlled by the DRV.257

The available record indicates that Moscow and Beijing knew in advance
about the Easter Offensive. Their military deliveries had enabled it, although
they probably were not aware of its timing and extent. Soviet leaders were un-
happy about the date—seven weeks before the Moscow summit. When the
offensive led to massive U.S. escalation in early May, Moscow and Beijing
worried about the drawn-out and increasingly violent conºict. In April the
PRC had been loyal to the DRV in words and deeds, whereas the Soviet
Union, partly out of self-interest, tried to get diplomacy started. After the es-
calation in May, Beijing took steps to ensure continued military supplies to
Hanoi. In the talks with Kissinger in June, Zhou followed a hard line. In com-
parison, Soviet leaders pondered but rejected the cancellation of the Moscow
summit, an outcome that was a major defeat for the hardliners and cleared the
path to détente. By June, once the military failure of the Easter Offensive be-
came obvious, Hanoi was forced to reassess its maximalist strategy.

The Crumbling of the North Vietnamese Position,
June–August 1972

At a meeting in late June and early July 1972, the VWP Politburo decided
to resume negotiations in Paris. A later publication claimed that several
factors—battleªeld victories, the collapse of morale and discipline in the
ARVN, and Nixon’s acceptance of Thieu’s resignation in the run-up to the
U.S. presidential election—convinced Hanoi to change course.258 But none of
this squares with reality. DRV victories on the battleªeld were smaller than
wished for.259 North Vietnamese leaders had concluded—wrongly—from the
ARVN’s failure during the Lam Son 719 offensive that the South Vietnamese
army would also fare badly in defensive warfare. After some initial setbacks,
the ARVN not only managed to hold its ground but in late June also moved
toward a counterattack.260 Hanoi now had to fear the loss of Quang Tri
province—its only great territorial gain. The aerial destruction of its commu-
nication infrastructure, energy resources, industry, and supply lines in the

92

Lüthi

257. “146. Memorandum of Conversation, Beijing” 22–23 June 1972, in FRUS, 1969–1976, Vol. E-
13, http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ho/frus/nixon/e13/72603.htm.

258. Luu and Nguyen, Le Duc Tho–Kissinger, pp. 240–241.

259. The same publication admits that PAVN occupied only one province (Quang Tri). See ibid.,
p. 240.

260. Randolph, Powerful and Brutal Weapons, pp. 61–79, 132–152, 235–280, 320.



DRV was immense. Whatever “could be destroyed . . . is already destroyed,”
an East German report noted.261 Finally, Nguyen Van Thieu’s government in
the RVN was far from collapse, and the White House had offered his resigna-
tion long before the U.S. elections—as early as 11 October 1971.262 Hardly
any of Hanoi’s ambitious aims for the Easter Offensive were achieved.

Because Chinese leaders had concluded as early as November 1971 that
the DRV lacked the military means to topple Nguyen Van Thieu, they subtly
tried to expedite Hanoi’s change of policy. Zhou ºew to Kunming on 6 July to
talk with Pham Van Dong, counseling: “If the military and the political ques-
tions cannot be resolved in the Vietnamese-American talks, it is proper to es-
tablish a coalition government between the right, the neutrals, and the left in
South Vietnam. But ªrst, let the American troops withdraw and exchange
POWs.”263 Zhou’s idea of a three-way coalition government was new, but the
North Vietnamese did not accept it until four weeks later.264

Zhou returned to Beijing the following day to meet with Xuan Thuy,
who was on the way to Paris, and DRV Deputy Foreign Trade Minister Ly
Ban.265 The two guests outlined the new North Vietnamese strategy of negoti-
ating in Paris while continuing military actions. Zhou hinted at his preference
for a negotiated settlement.266 On 10 July, Mao outlined his position to
French Foreign Minister Maurice Schumann: “If I were the Vietnamese, I
would not refuse to speak to Thieu.”267 When Le Duc Tho passed through
Beijing on his way to Paris the following day, Zhou continued to push.268

Stating that “your tactic of ªghting and negotiating that you have been con-
ducting since 1968 is correct,” the Chinese prime minister ºattered his guest
by admitting that Beijing had adopted an incorrect position in this regard for
a long time. But he then suggested that it might be time to negotiate with
Nguyen Van Thieu directly. The historical experience had revealed that talk-
ing to the “chieftain” of the enemy—Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) in 1945
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and Pierre Mendès-France in 1954—could solve problems. Le Duc Tho,
however, was not persuaded.269 He was still convinced that Nixon would lose
the election to McGovern, who had just promised the unconditional stop of
bombing, a withdrawal of U.S. troops within 90 days, and the end of the
Nguyen Van Thieu regime.270

Kissinger started the 19 July meeting in Paris by appealing to the North
Vietnamese to make concessions as Beijing and Washington had mutually
done in their talks. He warned the DRV negotiators not “to turn this [presi-
dential] election into a referendum on Vietnam” because opinion polls
showed McGovern trailing. After a historical lecture by Le Duc Tho,
Kissinger modiªed Nixon’s 8 May demand of a DRV withdrawal to the posi-
tions before 29 March, offering a cease-ªre along the contemporaneous lines
of control, a subsequent U.S. withdrawal, the release of all POWs, and general
principles on the future political settlement in Indochina. Le Duc Tho still
insisted on the simultaneous resolution of military and political issues.271

Kissinger informed Nixon that the North Vietnamese negotiators had
adopted a “non-contentious tone” and offered “fresh nuances” in their posi-
tions.272 Le Duc Tho and Xuan Thuy cabled Kissinger’s new proposals home,
where they were welcomed.273

Le Duc Tho and Kissinger again met on 1 August. Still convinced that
the presidential election mattered, Hanoi had instructed Le Duc Tho and
Xuan Thuy to exploit the impending 21–23 August Republican conven-
tion.274 Kissinger warned the DRV delegates: “If our election turns into a na-
tional referendum on Vietnam, you will be gambling for high stakes.” After
this admonition, the negotiations went well, with mutual concessions on a
ceaseªre and withdrawal procedures but without any agreement on POWs.
Most importantly, Hanoi was willing to let the PRG negotiate with Thieu
directly—a position Zhou and Mao had adopted less than a month before.275

During the 14 August meeting, Kissinger and Le Duc Tho again made
signiªcant progress toward an accord, but the POW issue remained elusive.276

The situation in Vietnam had in the meantime become dire for Hanoi.
East German ofªcials noted that “uncontested American air supremacy” was
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allowing for the destruction of trafªc and communication networks in the ab-
sence of other bombing targets not yet destroyed. Although supplies to the
south apparently were sufªcient to hold the front line, the DRV was backing
away from holding cities in Quang Tri. Even then, however, ofªcials in Hanoi
still nurtured “illusions” about McGovern’s victory.277 Four Bulgarian reports
from the second half of August 1972 reveal a mix of North Vietnamese real-
ism and illusion. A spokesman for the DRV Foreign Ministry, Ngo Diem, ad-
mitted that “Vietnam undergoes a complicated and hard time” and that the
military campaign in the South had not worked.278 Pham Van Dong himself
acknowledged that “the situation in Vietnam is very complicated,” but then
went on to pretend that the situation in the South was hopeful.279 Hoang Van
Tien, however, forecast that negotiations in Paris would be successful because
Nixon needed a success for his reelection campaign.280 As for the Paris negoti-
ations, he claimed that as long as the United States insisted on the mainte-
nance of Nguyen Van Thieu’s government, no solution would be feasible.281

Despite this bravado, the VWP Politburo was rethinking its strategy by
August. Le Duc Tho and Xuan Thuy had warned “not [to] pin too much
hope on McGovern” and to adopt a policy that took “the balance of forces”
into account.282 In late August or early September, North Vietnamese leaders
decided to try to seek a ªnal settlement before the U.S. election.283 War weari-
ness at home inºuenced that decision. An East German report described the
Easter Offensive as an initial success that had turned into a war of attrition.
Despite a good harvest, energy sources and most industrial enterprises were
destroyed. DRV ofªcials admitted in private that the population was “tired of
war.” The report concluded that North Vietnam wanted a negotiated solu-
tion, although disagreements among its leaders still existed.284

By this point, however, Nixon was in less need of a settlement before the
election. The Republican Convention nominated him with almost complete
unanimity.285 A mid-August Gallup poll showed Nixon leading McGovern 57
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to 31 percent.286 The self-conªdence of the Nixon administration ten weeks
ahead of the election had an obvious inºuence on planning for Vietnam. Al-
ready during the convention, Alexander Haig had sketched a massive bomb-
ing campaign—with “Phase I” to begin “on 8 Nov 1972,” the day after the
election.287 Kissinger told the U.S. ambassador to the RVN, Ellsworth
Bunker, that “if there is no settlement by November 7th we plan to walk out
by November 9th.” He was explicit about his intention of foiling any agree-
ment in the Paris talks: “I will take personal charge of confusing who offered
what.”288 However, the Nixon administration had only a short window of op-
portunity to get an agreement before the new Congress would convene in Jan-
uary and move to cut war funding.289

On 10–15 September, Kissinger visited Moscow for talks, implementing
what he called the “theater planned through November.”290 After Brezhnev
declared that the presidential election should induce Nixon to settle the Viet-
nam War, Kissinger bluntly replied that “the margin of support for the Presi-
dent is two to one.” He condemned the North Vietnamese for inºexible ne-
gotiation positions on Nguyen Van Thieu and stressed that “we cannot accept
a proposition whereby we do the political work for the other side.” He indi-
cated that he would meet Le Duc Tho on 15 September in Paris for a ªnal
push, but that it was up to the DRV to clinch the deal. When Kissinger re-
quested mediation, Brezhnev replied: “It is not for us to get involved in the
negotiations. My impression is that [the North Vietnamese] take into account
both your electoral situation and possible post-election developments, and
our talks here.”291 When Kissinger traveled from Moscow to Paris, he was op-
timistic that the North Vietnamese were diplomatically isolated. He told a
British government representative that “Hanoi could no longer rely on Peking
and Moscow as in earlier days.” Yet, he also admitted that “North Vietnam
nevertheless remained obdurate as ever” and negotiated from a “wholly unre-
alistic” position.292

Kissinger had good reasons to be optimistic. Even the ofªcial war history
of North Vietnam does not deny that the PAVN had suffered major bat-
tleªeld reversals. In the end, however, the DRV held on to important periph-
eral gains in Quang Tri province and to the district town of Loc Ninh in
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Cochin China.293 Also, the PAVN had more soldiers on the ground in the
RVN than half a year before, which helped to solidify the rule of the PRG.294

Yet, this had come at the huge cost of 100,000 battleªeld deaths, compared
with only 25,000 for the ARVN.295

By June 1972, the DRV had started to rethink its maximalist strategy.
Three months later, it was clear that the Vietnam War would not threaten
Nixon’s reelection. The Easter Offensive not only had been a military and
diplomatic miscalculation, but had turned out to be the last bet North Viet-
nam could afford. Having achieved only a minimal increase of inºuence in
the RVN, Hanoi decided to return to Paris for talks but did not get any
signiªcant concessions from Washington. In early July, Chinese leaders, who
had long sensed that the DRV strategy was fatally ºawed, started to push the
North Vietnamese to ªnd a negotiated compromise through talks with
Nguyen Van Thieu. Brezhnev was less active than Zhou throughout the sum-
mer but tried once more to play on Nixon’s domestic needs with regard to the
solution of the Vietnam problem. This effort was in vain. U.S. ofªcials were
well aware that the failure of the Easter Offensive had deprived Hanoi of po-
litical leverage in Moscow and Beijing.

DRV Concessions, September–October 1972

After Le Duc Tho and Kissinger returned to Paris on 15 September, they
made mutual concessions on U.S. withdrawal, POW releases, the three-way
coalition government, and Nguyen Van Thieu’s resignation prior to elections.
Both sides agreed to meet ten days later and reafªrmed their intention to
come to an agreement by 15 October 1972.296 Kissinger was happy that “the
North Vietnamese displayed extreme eagerness to settle quickly.”297 But Ha-
noi’s representatives had been too keen, misunderstanding what actually had
been agreed. Kissinger had proposed: “We wish to end before October 15, if
sooner all the better.” A “few minutes later,” he added that “we can discuss all
the issues here and other forums will have ªnished around the end of November
1972.”298 That Le Duc Tho and Xuan Thuy were fumbling did not escape
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Kissinger: “For the ªrst time in the history of these talks I sensed that they
were groping for their next move.”299 Maurice Schumann later told Kissinger
that Nguyen Thi Binh and Xuan Thuy, in two separate meetings, gave the
impression “they were scared” that the agreement might not materialize until
15 October.300

The eleven hours of talks on 26–27 September did not lead to an agree-
ment on most outstanding issues, although Nixon himself felt the time had
come to settle in principle.301 With the negotiations seemingly deadlocked,
the U.S. government returned to preparations for a bombing campaign fol-
lowing the election.302 On 30 September, Kissinger informed Haig: “For the
ªrst time during the war, time is running for us.” He instructed Haig to make
sure that “the military” has a “concrete plan . . . and [is] ready to go to deliver
a maximum effort in November and December in the event the negotiations
will fail.”303 Concurrently, the DRV reviewed its positions. The North Viet-
namese had communicated to Moscow that they “are willing to conªrm the
status quo [in South Vietnam] but their dilemma is that the Politburo cannot
sign something that looks like surrender.”304 Le Duc Tho and Xuan Thuy
warned from Paris on 30 September: “After the U.S. election, it would be
difªcult to oblige the US to concede more than what we can obtain before the
election.” Hanoi eventually decided on 4 October to postpone Nguyen Van
Thieu’s toppling to the future.305

The four-day negotiating marathon on 8–11 October resulted in a draft
agreement on the termination of the war.306 North Vietnam made a series of
concessions on the political future of the RVN by abandoning several of its
earlier demands. In turn, the United States committed itself to non-interfer-
ence in the RVN after the U.S. withdrawal and the implicit acknowledgment
of existing DRV military and political inºuence in South Vietnam.307 Al-
though a major breakthrough had been achieved, numerous problems re-
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mained, as both sides publicly acknowledged on 13 October.308 According to
what Kissinger later told the French ambassador to the United States, the un-
resolved issues were Nguyen Van Thieu’s concurrence with the draft agree-
ment, the inclusion of the RVN government and the PRG government in the
signing process, and ongoing land grabs by the PAVN in the RVN.309

By mid-October 1972, the Nixon administration was happy about the
settlements it had achieved that year with three of its greatest antagonists: the
PRC, the Soviet Union, and the DRV.310 However, already by 13 October,
when Kissinger’s deputy Winston Lord met Xuan Thuy in Paris, the United
States required “substantive” amendments—on prisoners in South Vietnam
and on the U.S. right to replace ARVN equipment periodically—before it
could accept the draft agreement. The DRV objected.311 On 14 October,
Nixon ordered a bombing reduction to show good will, but he was not ready
to stop completely, lest the United States lose leverage.312 Eventually Hanoi
made concessions on the military equipment issue and offered to leave the
prisoner question up to negotiations between the PRG and the RVN. Thus,
on 20 October, the draft agreement was ªnalized.313

At that time, Kissinger tried to convince Nguyen Van Thieu, who had
been left in limbo about the Paris negotiations, to accede to the agreement.314

The lack of success in these talks aroused North Vietnamese concern. On 22
October, Dobrynin conveyed to Haig the DRV’s misgivings about U.S. de-
laying tactics, asserting that the situation was “nearing a breaking point.”315

Haig, who had demanded the meeting with Dobrynin to inform the Soviet
government of Nguyen Van Thieu’s refusal, was instructed to appeal to Mos-
cow to “join with us in exercising maximum inºuence on our respective cli-
ents so that the dialogue can continue.”316

The Nixon administration decided on 22 October to avoid any confron-
tational measures and restrict bombing further.317 Nevertheless, Nixon asked
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Pham Van Dong the following day to delay the planned private meeting
in Paris, given Nguyen Van Thieu’s lack of consent and Pham Van Dong’s re-
lease of details in a recent interview with Newsweek that infuriated the presi-
dent.318 The DRV instantly replied with a demand that the United States sign
the draft accords by 30 October.319 Hoang Van Tien told the Bulgarian am-
bassador that the United States was artiªcially creating delays in order to
“wreck” the Paris agreements and that this would compel the DRV to prepare
for the resumption of war.320

On 24 October, Kissinger tried to mobilize Chinese inºuence when he
met Huang Hua and expressed puzzlement that Hanoi would rigidly “take
the position that we must sign the agreement by October 30.” He appealed to
Huang for patience because “between now and the elections we cannot have a
public confrontation with Saigon.” Kissinger then came to the heart of the
matter: “What we would like [is] to ask the assistance of the Prime Minister
[Zhou] to convince Hanoi that this is not a trick.”321 He left a written message
for North Vietnamese leaders with Huang, laying out the issues in detail.322

The following day, Beijing admonished Washington that “so long as the U.S.
side is determined to effect a ceaseªre and troop withdrawal, it is fully capable
of halting Saigon’s sabotage attempts.”323 In a meeting with visiting British
Foreign Minister Sir Alec Douglas-Home on 30 October, Chinese Foreign
Minister Ji Pengfei called Kissinger’s policy what it was—a charade: “The
U.S. must take the responsibility for delays.”324

At the plenary meeting in Paris on 26 October, the North Vietnamese
negotiators accused the United States of stalling an agreement that had been
so close, and they demanded the signing of the accord by the end of the
month.325 That same day in Washington, Kissinger publicly denied that the
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United States had ever committed itself to signing by late October and ex-
pressed hope that the remaining issues could be settled in one more private
meeting.326 DRV ofªcials retorted that all points raised by Kissinger had al-
ready been agreed on.327

In the wake of this exchange, Moscow and Beijing seemed divided on
further actions. In meetings on 25 and 27 October with DRV and PRG rep-
resentatives, Shcherbakov and Kosygin each endorsed more talks in Paris.328

Zhou, however, went on record on 30 October in support of Hanoi’s demand
for signing.329 A formal message from Beijing to Washington also rejected the
statements Kissinger had made on 26 October: “[T]he Vietnamese side has
made very signiªcant concessions. . . . It is only natural for the Vietnamese
side to express indignation” at American delaying tactics.330 After Washington
allowed the late October deadline to pass, Beijing softened its criticism. Con-
tradicting harsh Chinese media editorials, Zhou on 1 November asserted that
the United States “must bear some responsibility, but deªnitely not all.”331 At
the same time, the Chinese leaders advised the DRV to “make concessions on
the question of [the] withdrawal of North Vietnamese troops and on the ques-
tion of North Viet Nam renouncing military aid” to its allies in the RVN.332

Realizing in the early fall of 1972 that time was running out, the DRV
tried to reach a deal on a U.S. withdrawal before Nixon’s reelection. Hanoi
thereby accepted Beijing’s long-standing view that North Vietnam was mili-
tarily too weak to force the United States into withdrawal. However, the
United States played a cynical game of delay to get more concessions. The ex-
clusion of Saigon from the substantive negotiations additionally complicated
a breakthrough in Paris. Washington tried to mobilize Moscow and Beijing
to render pressure on Hanoi, but received little help. The lack of unity
between the two largest Communist powers prevented them from effectively
coordinating their policies. Thus, the Paris negotiations were headed for
trouble.
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Failed Talks, November–December 1972

With Nixon’s landslide election on 7 November, North Vietnamese leaders
had to face the collapse of their strategy. Hanoi decided not to make more
concessions but to prepare for more war while putting on a show of goodwill
for the 20 November meeting.333 The chances that the United States would
make concessions were small, however. Nguyen Van Thieu still refused to ac-
cept the 20 October agreement.334 In a meeting with Qiao Guanhua and
Huang Hua, Kissinger accused the DRV of an unwillingness to compromise,
but the Chinese interlocutors reminded him that the great United States
should take a magnanimous position toward the “small country” Vietnam.335

When Le Duc Tho passed through Beijing on 14 November, Chinese
media demanded an end to U.S. delaying tactics.336 The following day, Le
Thanh Nghi arrived to discuss military and economic aid for the year 1973.337

An agreement signed on 26 November also permitted the transshipment of
Soviet goods and 400 military personnel—a novelty—to North Vietnam.338

En route to Paris, Le Duc Tho received political support in Moscow.339

The meetings on 20–25 November did not produce any results. Le Duc
Tho made no concessions, and Kissinger presented 69 demands for minor
changes proposed by Saigon. He also read aloud a tough letter from Nixon
warning Hanoi of massive military action.340 Each side was quick to assign
blame to others. Kissinger complained to Huang Zhen on the last day of ne-
gotiations that he was “caught between two groups of Vietnamese ªghting
each other.” Huang charged that Kissinger was negotiating only “in order to
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suit your own unilateral needs” and was refusing to accept that the North
Vietnamese “have made all the concessions which they can make.”341 Hanoi
portrayed itself in similar tones to its East European allies. The DRV was will-
ing to give another try in Paris on 4 December but was equally ready to re-
sume the war.342 Before Kissinger returned to Paris, Nixon told him that “the
agreement as it now stands is close to being acceptable,” but he insisted on the
release of U.S. POWs from North Vietnamese captivity and the continued in-
carceration of political prisoners in the south of the country.343

Given these positions, the negotiations on 4–14 December started under
a bad star.344 On the ªrst day, Kissinger left a warning to the DRV with
Huang Zhen, who quickly transmitted it to Le Duc Tho.345 Hanoi looked to
Moscow for help. On 5 December, Dobrynin approached the White House
with a “stiff note” demanding the United States stay within the framework of
the 20 October agreement or risk a negative impact on bilateral relations.346

Four days later, Le Thanh Nghi and Soviet Deputy Prime Minister Vladimir
Novikov signed a military and economic aid agreement that had been negoti-
ated for almost two weeks.347 Yet, on 10 December, Le Duc Tho overstepped
his instructions, seemingly in a personal effort to avoid war, by making con-
cessions on all open questions except on movement across the demilitarized
zone (DMZ).348 Failing to resolve this ªnal stumbling block, the Paris talks
collapsed, and Nixon ordered the mining of Haiphong for 17 December and
the massive bombing of North Vietnam for the following day.349 In a meeting
with Huang Hua, Winston Lord—ingeniously—blamed the North Vietnam-
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ese for delaying an agreement.350 Two days later, on the day the bombing
started, Kissinger sent a message to the North Vietnamese via the Chinese ex-
pressing his willingness to negotiate at any time after Christmas.351

North Vietnam tried diplomacy to escape the rain of bombs. On 19 De-
cember, it attempted to mobilize its allies when it claimed to the Bulgarians
that “during the talks in Paris the American side repeatedly told the Vietnam-
ese that if the American demands were not accepted, they would experience
the horrors of war.”352 The PRC media joined their DRV counterparts in
blaming the U.S. for the failure of the Paris negotiations.353 Although both
Moscow and Beijing sympathized with Hanoi, they also urged a quick re-
sumption of talks.354 On 26 December, Hanoi agreed to negotiations with
Kissinger on 8 January but only under the condition that the bombing end.
After the two sides reached agreement, the United States announced the
bombing stop for 29 December.355 According to what the North Vietnamese
leaders told the Bulgarians, the bombing targeted warehouses and communi-
cation links with the PRC, Laos, and South Vietnam and caused many casual-
ties among the civilian population.356 The North Vietnamese took the bomb-
ing campaign and the simultaneous message sent by Kissinger through
Chinese channels as an ultimatum, but, given the circumstances, they were
willing to return to Paris to negotiate.357

On 2 January 1973, the U.S. House of Representatives halted funding
for the war.358 Nixon was put on notice that he had to get an agreement. In a
meeting with Huang Hua the following day, Kissinger blamed North Viet-
namese obstructionism for the bombing campaign.359 On 6 January, he sent
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Dobrynin excerpts from the 9 December meeting in which Le Duc Tho had
conªrmed that “there is only one issue left.”360 Both communications were at-
tempts to mobilize Beijing and Moscow against Hanoi even though the DRV
had offered far-reaching concessions in December. Probably with the same
objective in mind, Le Duc Tho conferred with Chinese and Soviet ofªcials on
his way to France.361 However, Zhou, alluding to the possibility of Nguyen
Van Thieu’s fall, told Le Duc Tho that the DRV should “let the Americans
leave” because the “situation will change in six months or a year.”362

In late 1972, the United States had used hardball tactics on both the
DRV and the PRC to get more concessions in Paris. When Hanoi was unwill-
ing to buckle on every issue, Washington once again escalated the war. Both
Beijing and Moscow supported the North Vietnamese, who were desperate to
escape a new round of war. Faced with a congressional cut in war funding, the
White House realized it had little time left to clinch a deal in Paris.

Conclusion

During the negotiations on 8–11 January, Le Duc Tho and Kissinger agreed
to what would become the Paris Peace Accords of 27 January. Although both
sides made concessions, Hanoi’s were greater than Washington’s. The DRV
accepted the RVN as a full signatory, the delay of a political solution to the di-
vision of the country, tough military conditions for the ceaseªre, the inviola-
bility of the DMZ, the continued presence of U.S. advisers in Saigon, the
prolonged incarceration of political prisoners in South Vietnam, and the re-
lease of U.S. POWs. The United States conceded mostly on minor and tech-
nical issues.363 Whether this disparity was the result of the December bomb-
ing, Chinese and Soviet advice, a realization that getting the Americans out
quickly at almost any cost was the best long-term strategy, or some combina-
tion thereof is unclear. Although the North Vietnamese tried to portray the
U.S. bombing as a failure and American demands in Paris as “absurd,” they
stressed their own “good will” and the “ªrm position” of the other side.364
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The ªnal two years of the Paris negotiations were a tangled web of missed
opportunities. The United States pursued a limited strategy separating the
military and political aspects of the Vietnam conºict. The ªrst would guaran-
tee an American withdrawal with honor, the second the continued existence
of the RVN for a post-withdrawal “interval.” For that purpose, Nixon wanted
to exploit the Sino-American rapprochement and Soviet-U.S. détente. Al-
though Kissinger told Le Duc Tho in the summer of 1972 that the with-
drawal occurred for strategic reasons, Nixon actually seemed to lose this per-
spective during much of the period.365 He had made his name in 1967 with
the call for integration of China into the world for the larger common good,
but once rapprochement was under way he seemed to subsume strategic
thinking to tactical maneuvering.366 His failure to develop relations with
China beyond his seminal visit is telling in this regard. Nixon’s record on rela-
tions with the Soviet Union is slightly better. Although he tried to instru-
mentalize the Moscow summit, he generally was unwilling to risk the accom-
plishments of détente. More was at stake in the relationship with Moscow
than with Beijing.

The PRC was not willing to participate in the U.S. game of linkage.
Throughout the early 1970s, Beijing remained a loyal ally to Hanoi in words
and deeds. Despite continued North Vietnamese distrust and even arrogance,
Chinese leaders provided massive military and economic aid, briefed the
North Vietnamese on every step of Sino-American rapprochement, refused to
concede anything to the Americans in bilateral negotiations, agreed to a mini-
mum of cooperation with the Soviet Union, and publicly backed whatever
strategy North Vietnam pursued even when it diverged from Beijing’s prefer-
ences. The currently available documentation suggests that several motiva-
tions lay behind this strategy: misgivings about past Chinese positions, the
initial hope that diplomatic engagement would expedite the U.S. withdrawal,
and a desire to preserve China’s remaining inºuence in Indochina at the ex-
pense of the USSR. Increased political and material support, in fact, permit-
ted Beijing to urge Hanoi behind closed doors to adopt a gradualist strategy.
PRC ofªcials doubted the military capabilities of the DRV and were therefore
closer to Washington than to Hanoi in seeking a negotiated end to the con-
ºict.

The Soviet Union had sought a negotiated end to the Vietnam War since
1965. Soviet diplomacy was spurred by the conviction that the conºict was
unnecessary, by a desire to keep U.S.-Soviet détente alive, and by a fear of be-
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ing excluded from the diplomatic game in Indochina. However, like Beijing,
Moscow did nothing to damage Hanoi’s prospects on the battleªeld. Soviet
assistance to the war effort was a socialist duty, but it was also driven by the
fear of losing inºuence in North Vietnam. In the end, the competition for
inºuence between Beijing and Moscow enabled Hanoi to pursue its mis-
guided Easter Offensive.

The DRV tried to implement a maximalist strategy. Convinced that
Nixon needed peace in Vietnam to win reelection, North Vietnamese leaders
insisted on an agreement that would simultaneously solve military and politi-
cal issues, including a quick U.S. withdrawal and the dismantling of Nguyen
Van Thieu’s government. The Sino-American rapprochement seemed to un-
dermine this maximalist strategy. Thus, Hanoi bet all on a military strategy—
the Easter Offensive—to undermine the U.S. president’s position at home.
Ironically, this strategy was partially made possible by increased Chinese and
Soviet aid, which in turn was the indirect result of the Sino-American rap-
prochement and Soviet-American détente. North Vietnam refused Chinese
and Soviet advice for a long time and accused its allies of betraying it. Yet, the
change in Hanoi’s strategy in late 1972 was not the result of Beijing’s or Mos-
cow’s alleged treason but the consequence of Vietnamese miscalculations. The
Easter Offensive was not a second Tet Offensive that broke the political back
of the Nixon administration. On the contrary, the Easter Offensive probably
broke the military and economic capabilities of North Vietnam to pursue the
war. The idea that Nixon needed peace in Vietnam to win reelection proved
to be a mirage. Time was not running out for Nixon but for the North Viet-
namese leadership. The DRV eventually accepted the separation of the mili-
tary and political aspects of the conºict—a deal it essentially could have had
in the spring of 1971.
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