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The Philippines' counterinsurgency campaign that followed the Huk move to 
open revolt in 1946 was known as President Roxas's "mailed fist" or "iron 
fist" policy (the CIA would later describe it as a policy of "gradual 
extermination"). The full force of the army, the Constabulary and the civilian 
guards was thrown against the Huk forces when they could be found, and, 
more frequently, against the peasant communities associated with them. 
Villages were mortared, shelled, and burned, suspects were rounded up and 
shot.1 The repression was largely carried out on traditional punitive lines, and 
in many areas it was considered worse than the Japanese occupation. Some 
of the counterinsurgency measures were the same as those used by the 
Japanese, including the zona and the "magic eye" (identification by a 
hooded informant).2 Population movement was severely restricted by means 
of passes issued, for a fee, by mayors and provincial authorities, with 
imprisonment, beatings, or even death as punishment for traveling without 
one.3

By 1948 the net effect of the Roxas government's "iron fist" campaign was a 
Huk movement that probably more than doubled in size, though retaining its 
local orientation and limited objectives. The death of President Roxas on 14 
April 1948 (from natural causes) and the accession to power of Vice 
President Elpidio Quirino led, for a few months, to negotiations between 
HMB leaders and the new president, and to good prospects for a peaceful 
solution to the conflict.4 The brief truce, which had never been fully effective,, 
ended when an amnesty period ran out. ITI some areas, PKM and HMB 
members who had presented themselves to local authorities were beaten, 
had their arms confiscated, or were killed; in others, Constabulary and 
civilian guards had continued attacking villages and seeking out subversives 
as usual.

The Huk Rebellion reached its high point between 1949 and early 1951, with 
11,000 to 15,000 men and women in arms. The Huk combatants were 
organized into Field Commands (FCs) ranging from 100 to 700 guerrillas, 
with FC headquarters located in mountain and swamp areas and each force 
covering its own local area. As with the wartime Hukbalahap, the HMB 
moved in small groups in and out of the peasant communities of the area, 
and depended on "barrio organizers" for political and material support, 
although a complex regional infrastructure was established.5 The heartland 
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of the HMB movement remained the four central provinces of Nueva Ecija, 
Pampanga, Tarlac, and Bulacan, although the organization had extended to 
areas of Nueva Vizcaya and parts of Pangasinan, Laguna, Bataan, and 
Quezon. Even in the central Luzon heartland, Huk military operations 
remained essentially defensive, a resistance movement against 
overwhelming external force. Huk forces carried out ambushes, raided 
outposts, cut roads, and "confiscated" funds and property to sustain the 
movement; they neither held nor sought to hold territory, and there was 
never any question of liberated zones.6

The stubbornly local nature of the movement, drawing on central Luzon's 1.5 
million people (of the Philippines' 23 million), was only one of the reasons for 
its ultimate failure. The HMB movement's failure to evolve into a popular, 
national movement with clear objectives left it extremely vulnerable to both 
the aggressive, programmatic counterinsurgency initiated in 1950, as well as 
to highly publicized rural projects designed to undermine Huk support—
including well- drilling, health clinics, military-backed courts to hear tenant-
landlord disputes, and loans to peasant farmers. As in later American psy-
war reform projects, from Vietnam to El Salvador, at least half of the funding 
for the rural development projects was provided by U.S. economic aid.7 The 
decline of the Huk movement began in earnest after 1951, as its peasant 
base gradually withdrew. The "official" end of the Huk Rebellion has been 
dated May 1954, when Huk leader Luis Taruc surrendered after talks with a 
presidential emissary, Benigno Aquino, Jr. (whose murder in 1983 would 
precipitate the long fall of Ferdinand Marcos), although as late as 1969 
groups of Huk guerrillas continued to carry out assaults on government 
forces and the landed elites in many areas. The back—and heart—of the 
revolt, however, was broken in 1954.

In 1969, remnants of the HMB and a breakaway faction of the Communist 
Party came together to form a new, national guerrilla organization, the New 
People's Army (NPA). By then, the agrarian conditions that had motivated the 
Huk Rebellion in the 1940s and 1950s had worsened throughout much of the 
nation. The emergence in the 1960s of mass organizations of students, trade 
unionists, slum dwellers, and multisectoral political opposition groups in the 
capital and other urban areas provided new and powerful allies to the 
previously isolated peasants. The post- Huk revolt that sputtered and flared 
in the 1970s would emerge in the 1980s as a full-fledged revolutionary 
movement active throughout much of the national territory. The 
counterinsurgency methods in use today in the Philippines draw directly 
from both the experience of the 1950s and the later development of U.S. 
counterinsurgency doctrine and practice.

Although the influence of the Philippine Communist Party (PKP) on the rise of 
the HMB was relatively minor, and its later attempt to control the Huk 



Rebellion proved ineffective, the role of the PKP stood out in the analysis of 
the U. S. military. Even though the agrarian roots of the conflict were 
recognized, the ideological viewpoint that categorized the Huks as 
communists dominated practical policy. Some early CIA and military reports 
provided a fairly measured assessment of the Huk movement, but by 1950 
the view of the Huks as a phenomenon of the Cold War prevailed. A 16 
January 1946 Military Intelligence (G-2) report presented a rather fair view of 
the economic background of the wartime Hukbalahap, observing that they 
lived in the Luzon Plain, an area in which "98% of the land is owned by 2% 
of the people," whereas "the majority of the people are tenant farmers who 
raise rice and pay 50% of their production in land rent."8 While attributing the 
strength of the movement to the agrarian situation, it suggested a gradual 
infiltration by leftist leaders:

During the occupation by the Japanese, the Japanese took 75% of the rice production in 
tax. This created an opportunity for patriots to organize guerrilla bands to fight the 
Japanese as a means of survival.... After the Hukbalahap movement became effective, 
certain liberals (with communistic leanings) decided to proclaim themselves as members 
of the Hukbalahap and use it as a means of political power.9

A March 1949 CIA situation report on the Huks attributed "lawlessness" 
primarily to "the presence of an historical and inequitable land-tenure system 
which results in a life of poverty for large masses of the peasantry."10 The CIA 
report also criticized the policy of naked repression as potentially 
counterproductive:

While government suppression campaigns continue with temporary local success, the 
Huks, whose armed strength is 8-10,000, are loosely organized and have sufficient allies 
both among brigands and among the discontented peasantry to be able to melt away and 
regroup.... [A]ny attack on the basic problem of agrarian discontent is frustrated by the 
wealthy landlord class' domination of the Government. There is some indication that 
government policy has now settled on a gradual extermination campaign against the 
Huks. In point of fact, such a policy would stiffen Huk resistance and allow further 
Communist exploitation of Huk grievances.11

Major Edward Geary Lansdale made a more patently ideological analysis. In 
a 14 March 1946 cable he maintained that the leaders of the wartime 
Hukbalahap were all "true disciples of Karl Marx," hell-bent on revolution.12 
And, in a convoluted twist of logic that would become characteristic of U. S. 
policy, Lansdale maintained that the mass following of the Hukbalahap was 
won primarily through terror. Although Lansdale would later be known as a 
"thinking" counterinsurgent, aware of the injustices that promoted 
insurgency and anxious to see them righted, in classified documents he 
appears rather less sensitive and rather more paranoid vis- à-vis the 
Communist threat:

[I]n the provinces of Pampanga, Nueva Ecija, Tarlac, Bulacan and Pangasinan, they arc 
establishing or have established a reign of terror. So ironclad is their grip and so feared is 



their power that the peasants dare not oppose them in many localities. Upon liberation, 
their members were about 50,000; sources IIOW report some 150,000 tribute-paying 
members.... [The Hukbalahap] is now organized into trigger men, castor oil boys, and just 
big strong . . . ruffians to keep the more meek in line .13

The vehemence of Lansdale's official diatribes on the Huks contrasted 
somewhat with the record of his more private thoughts. In a personal journal 
kept during part of 1947 and 1948, he expressed more respect for the Huks, 
although he was still convinced of their "communist" domination:

Most of the Huks are now youngsters under twenty with "old men" in their early thirties as 
leaders. Most of them believe in the rightness of what they're doing, even though some of 
the leaders are on the communist side of polities. And, there is a bad situation, needing 
reform, which still exists in central Luzon. Agrarian reforms still seems to exist only on 
paper and I suppose armed complaint is a natural enough thing after the guerrilla heritage 
of most of these people.14

But for the official record, the Huks were commies and the job was to 
eliminate them.

American policymakers appear to have become alarmed over the Philippines 
security situation in the course of 1949, as the Huk movement grew in 
strength and Cold War anxiety rose over developments in Asia and the 
Pacific. In May 1950, a Joint Chiefs of Staff study advised the Secretary of 
Defense that the Philippine government's strength had "seriously declined" 
in the previous months and warned that the trend could lead to the "early 
collapse" of the pro-American government. American failure to react would 
"inevitably result" in the rise of a procommunist regime.15 A CIA situation 
report dated a month later was less histrionic, the predicted crisis less 
imminent: If the decline continued "for as much as ten years pro-Communist 
forces might be able to seize power."16 There was, however, agreement that 
American assistance was required to roll back the communist threat.

The preparations for Philippine independence in 1946 had included 
American assistance in organizing and equipping the Military Police 
Command (Constabulary) and a trimmed-down postwar military 
establishment. Insofar as threats to the Philippines' external or internal 
security were deemed minimal, American assistance was relatively low (it 
included a vast quantity of leftover war materials, of questionable utility, left 
behind for the Philippine army). The plan provided American arms and 
equipment for a 33,000-man army, with almost two-thirds of its strength 
(19,203) assigned to the Military Police Command.17 External defense was 
guaranteed by the United States, if only because of the strategic position of 
the Philippines and the numerous base facilities retained by treaty after 
independence. The Constabulary, nearly twice as large as the army and 
technically a reserve component of the armed forces, remained close to its 



1946 level and carried out the bulk of government actions against the Huks. 
18

Army intelligence personnel, notably officers of the U.S. Counter Intelligence 
Corps, worked from the immediate aftermath of the war to organize a 
Philippines military intelligence corps and began steps to establish a 
Philippines central intelligence organization in 1948. By January 1948, the 
welter of intelligence units included G-2 divisions of the army and the 
Constabulary, the Manila Police Secret Service, the Secret Service Agents of 
Malacañang, the Secret Service Agents of the Manila Harbor Police, the 
National Bureau of Investigation (modeled loosely on the FBI), and the 
Immigration Bureau. 19

In June 1950, American alarm over the Huk Rebellion prompted a 
presidential order for a program for the rapid reorganization and expansion 
of Philippine combat forces, funded by the diversion of $9.3 million from 
other headings in Cold War aid allocations.20 This emergency aid was in large 
part earmarked for the equipping and training of sixteen Battalion Combat 
Teams (BCTs); these highly mobile, semiautonomous, multipurpose 
command battalions, much like the Groupement Mobile devised by the 
French in Indochina (although lacking its armor and enormous firepower), 
were the means by which the war was to be taken to the insurgents.21

Special assistance rushed through in 1950 included the U.S.-directed 
reorganization of the Military Intelligence Service (MIS) and the creation of a 
combat intelligence school.22 A second allocation of $10 million was 
approved by President Truman on 9 May 1951 to permit the creation often 
more BCTs, bringing the total to twenty-six. Disbursement levels jumped 
from $1.5 million in Fiscal Year 1950 to $6.9 million in 1951 and $11.2 million 
in 1952.23 The combined army, navy, and air force personnel levels rose to 
54,000 by 1953.24 The combined army and Philippines Constabulary (PC) 
force level rose dramatically from 32,000 at the beginning of 1950 to 40,000 
in 1951 and 56,000 in late 1952.25 Air power, too, became increasingly 
important as U.S. assistance stepped up, with some 2,600 bombing and 
strafing runs reported between I August 1950 and 30 June 1952 alone (some 
sorties allegedly with support from U. S. planes out of Clark Air Force Base). 
26 Requests for napalm were initially turned down on State Department 
advice, but from late 1951 American napalm was supplied and used both for 
crop destruction and antipersonnel purposes.27 A record system devised for 
Philippine military intelligence, which traced all known supporters of the 
wartime Huk resistance movement, was operational by the end of 1950; 
according to one source, it was used in screening operations that resulted in 
some 15,000 arrests in the first six months of 1951.28

There was also an important change in the largely conventional orientation of 
the Joint U.S. Military Assistance Group (JUSMAG). An April 1950 embassy 



report had criticized both the Philippine style of counterinsurgency and the 
orientation of JUSMAG in Manila.29 The report, while warning that sending U. 
S. troops would be counterproductive, recommended the assignment to 
JUSMAG of "a substantial number of officers having actual experience in 
guerrilla and anti-guerrilla operations and particularly involving Communist 
led forces...." A special request was made for officers involved in "the recent 
operations in Greece."30

The Joint Chiefs of Staff—whose chairman was then-General Omar Bradley
—concurred, recommending an increase in JUSMAG strength to thirty-two 
officers and twenty-six enlisted men. They also agreed that U.S. troops were 
not called for; rather, "remedial political and economic measures" were 
required to remove the causes of the insurrection. In an early precedent for 
the 1960s Internal Defense and Development counterinsurgency programs, 
the Joint Chiefs urged the National Security Council (NSC) to approve 
"prompt and positive political and economic action to arrest and reverse the 
current political deterioration in the Philippines."31

The turning point in Philippine counterinsurgency has generally been 
identified as the appointment, on American advice, of former USAFFE 
guerrilla Ramón Magsaysay as Minister of National Defense in September 
1950. Magsaysay had long been a rising star in Philippine politics and a 
protege of U.S. advisers. On the basis of his leadership of a USAFFE 
guerrilla group, Magsaysay was appointed military governor of Zambales by 
the U.S. Army in 1945. He was elected to Congress in 1946 and became 
head of the House Defense Committee. The first of his several visits to the 
United States, in 1948, for the purpose of obtaining veterans benefits for 
Filipinos, served to cement his personal relations with the American security 
establishment. In March 1950, Magsaysay again visited the United States, 
this time to seek increased military aid. As Secretary of Defense, Magsaysay 
presided over the reorganization of the Philippine security apparatus and a 
multifaceted counterinsurgency program, which would incorporate most of 
the elements of modern doctrine for the first time in an integrated manner.

The unconventional, "remedial political" dimension of the assistance 
program devised in early 1950 was to rest largely on the choice of 
Magsaysay as the right man for the Philippines, and on a few key "advisers" 
who adroitly managed Magsaysay's every move. The management task was 
handled by a small cadre within the JUSMAG, now headed by the recently 
promoted Air Force Lt. Col. Edward Geary Lansdale. Lansdale had returned 
to the Philippines in September 1950) to take control of the unconventional 
side of the counterinsurgency. He was also the chosen companion, personal 
adviser, and confidant of the United States choice for Defense Secretary, 
Ramón Magsaysay, who took office at about the time of Lansdale's arrival.



Lansdale became one of the most famous of the American 
counterinsurgents; later he was widely touted as the model for the 
protagonist not only of Eugene Burdick and William J. Lederer's novel The 
Ugly American, whose heroic Colonel Hillendale was both well-meaning and 
intelligent, but of Graham Greene's The Quiet American as well—the 
dangerously earnest, hopelessly blinkered Alden Pyle. Greene has denied 
Lansdale was Pyle's sole model, but Pyle's idealistic naïveté and self-
centered insensitivity closely resemble the Lansdale style of saving the world 
for democracy. Greene's character Fowler describes the Pyle/ Lansdale 
persona: "[H]e was as incapable of imagining pain or danger to himself as he 
was incapable of conceiving the pain he might cause others.... Yet he was 
sincere in his way; it was coincidence that the sacrifices were all paid by 
others."32

Born in 1908, Lansdale's career in government began, by his own account, 
with his recruitment to the OSS for wartime service, and his later commission 
as a U. S. Army lieutenant in 1943.33 (Prior to the war, he had been an 
account executive and copywriter for a San Francisco advertising agency.) 
Lansdale was on the scene in the Philippines as the war ended, and from 
1945 to 1948 headed the intelligence division of the Philippines (Ryukyus) 
Command, where he is credited in part with setting up the military's 
intelligence services.

On the public side of his Philippines posting, Lansdale was described as the 
Philippines-Ryukyus Command Public Information Officer. A flattering full-
length article in the January 1948 Philippine Armed Forces Journal stresses 
Lansdale's "winning personality and the knack for winning friends," as well 
as his success in handling "the public relations job for the United States 
Army in the Islands." Given Lansdale's flair for self-promotion, the ironic style 
and hype of the article suggest he may have written the piece himself ("he 
first displayed his ability to get along with people by trouncing his Detroit 
elementary school classmates who tried to bully him and his brother . . .").34

In his 1972 memoirs, Lansdale describes the latitude he enjoyed in carrying 
out his mission:

My orders were plain. the United States government wanted me to give all help feasible 
to the Philippine government in stopping the attempt by the Communist-led Huks to 
overthrow that government by force. My help was to consist mainly of advice where 
needed and desired. It was up to me to figure out how best to do this.35

A member of Lansdale's small advisory team, then-Captain Charles 
Bohannan, was considerably better versed in guerrilla warfare than was 
Lansdale and later co-authored one of the best studies of practical 
counterinsurgency of the time.36 "Bo" Bohannan had been one of the United 
States' crack anti-Japanese "guerrillas" in New Guinea and the Philippines 



during World War II and had excelled as a counterguerrilla in the Philippines, 
Indochina, and Latin America.37 After the war, he remained in the Philippines 
as an army counterintelligence officer.38 When Ed Lansdale returned to the 
Philippines in 1950, Bohannan was a natural for the team he called "The 
Force."

Bo Bohannan continued to be associated with Lansdale in Vietnam (and 
apparently Laos) in the 1950s and 1960s, and like Lansdale, appeared in 
out-of-the-way places at rather critical moments. In the mid-1950s, 
Bohannan played a key role in organizing Filipino participation in other 
Pacific Cold War operations, including the formation (in a meeting in Saigon) 
of such Filipino-American initiatives as Operation BROTHERHOOD, the 
Freedom Company, and the Technical Services Company. He also worked 
out the plans for the training of Lansdale's Vietnamese paramilitary forces in 
the Philippines, at the Freedom Company facilities at Camp Batson, near 
Clark Air Force Base.39" Lansdale's 1955 recommendation for Bohannan's 
promotion seems to confirm Bohannan's covert role in Vietnam and Laos as 
deputy commander of the covert "Saigon Military Mission" that Lansdale 
headed.40

Although JUSMAG had been established in 1947 and charged with advising, 
organizing, and training the Philippine armed forces, few of its members 
were stationed in the field. Lansdale and Bohannan had been attached to a 
separate U.S. Army Command from 1945 to 1949 however, which had 
played an operational role, working closely with Filipino officers, "supposedly 
in the course of their duty collecting information for the United States. In 
actual fact, they were the only operation advisers the AFP had. " In 1950, 
according to Bohannan, Magsaysay requested the services of "two of these 
officers . . . as special advisers" (Bohannan does not indicate at whose 
suggestion).

The mission of Lansdale's new team is described as having been covert and 
with a virtually unlimited brief, "under a charter which said, in effect, that they 
could do almost anything as long as the Ambassador, the Chief of JUSMAG, 
and another US representative [perhaps the head of the CIA station?! did not 
object violently." The team was compact and stayed so:

[T]he senior of the party [Lansdale] acted as adviser on psy-ops [psychological 
operations] and everything else to the Secretary of National Defense, the other officer 
[Bohannan himsef] acted as intelligence and unconventional warfare adviser to everybody 
in sight, and back-up man to the adviser to the Sec Def [Secretary of Defense]. To all 
intents and purpose this was the advisory team on the whole conduct of the successful 
counter-insurgency operation, although nobody but they, a few very high-ranking persons 
now retired, and a few hundred (or thousand) Filipinos knew this.41



Later, a third officer joined the team to act "as daily routine adviser to the 
psy-ops section."42 Lansdale later identified him as Army Captain A. C. "Ace" 
Ellis, a communications specialist.

"Didn't you ever have an American friend?" was a question that Lansdale, 
perhaps apocryphally, claimed once to have posed to a crowd in central 
Luzon.43 Lansdale was Magsaysay's American friend. Lansdale—and the 
others to an extent—bunked with Magsaysay, ate with him, traveled with him 
on field inspections and operations, and held daily discussions with him—
what Lansdale called "coffee klatches." Although on Lansdale's arrival 
Magsaysay was living at home with his family, within a week he was sharing 
Lansdale's room in the JUSMAG compound—the two men sleeping on army 
cots, in an arrangement that persisted for over a year.44 Bohannan, in an 
unpublished paper, explained the team's operational method as total 
immersion, and their relation with Magsaysay, a rather peculiar blend of 
buddy-buddy camaraderie and cold-blooded manipulation:

How did they operate? By working, in one way or another all the time; by spending 
virtually (and this is literally true) a minimum of 20 hours a day with Filipinos . . . by poking 
their noses into everything, and trying to act it all working in the same direction.... By 
never leaving the key man alone except when he went to bed with his wife, until he was 
thoroughly indoctrinated.45

The American team that took charge—with Magsaysay—of 
counterinsurgency in September 1950 operated in an unusual political space 
won from a president—Quirino—dependent on U.S. funds and political 
support. Bohannan later observed that Quirino was afraid of the American 
friends, and so let them and Magsaysay operate with an unusual autonomy. 
The political "assets" of the team, in Bohannan's view, were several.

a. They were, or had been, officers of the US Army
b. They knew, had worked and fought with hundreds of Filipinos, had gained their 

respect....
c. They knew their business. . .
d. They had top-level US backing stateside, and tolerance or cooperation from local 

US authorities. (Note well, this cannot be assumed in future situations, it must be 
mandatory [that] . . . top local US authorities . . . at least cooperate with such a 
team.)

e. They were feared by the local chief of state, they had the full cooperation of the 
leader of the effort (the SecDef).

f. They were ingenious, adaptable, rather unscrupulous bastards, and one, the 
senior, was a master salesman.46

In November 1951, Magsaysay would be credited with using troops to 
guarantee the fairness of congressional elections. After the travesty of 1949, 
the apparent fairness of the polls—the opposition WOII overwhelmingly—
was later cited as a major psychological blow to the Huk insurgency. A 
National Movement for Free Elections (NAMFREL), established and funded 



through U.S. assistance, worked closely with Magsaysay's Civil Affairs Office 
in promoting and supervising the election.

When Quirino opted to run for reelection in 1953, Magsaysay, although not 
associated with any party, was an obvious opponent, and promptly became 
the Nacionalista ['arty candidate. NAMFREL, headed by Jaime Ferrer—later 
Corazon Aquino's pro-"vigilante" Minister of Local Government—and other 
theoretically nonpartisan organizations for "good government" worked 
effectively for Magsaysay.47 The military resources available were also 
considerable: Psy-war propaganda methods were used to promote 
Magsaysay. A Magsaysay-for- president movement was founded by Civil 
Affairs chief José Crisol (who, like Magsaysay, resigned for the duration of 
the campaign). The American role was critical throughout. A massive 
domestic and international publicity campaign pumped up Magsaysay's 
image and assured his election, orchestrated by his American friends in the 
inner chamber of the military advisory group.

In his own memoirs, Ed Lansdale denies having played a partisan role, or 
injecting funds into the elections.48 Later accounts, notably Ray Bonner's 
Waltzing with a Dictator, cite documentary evidence on the extent of 
American intervention. In a 1972 interview, Lansdale himself recounts having 
been offered $5 million by CIA chief Allen Dulles to arrange the election, and 
claims to have said he only needed $1 million (a cash-filled suitcase was 
duly delivered). Lansdale later privately acknowledged having raised the 
principal funds necessary through "donations" from American corporations 
in the Philippines.49 The "attraction" side of the election campaign was 
perhaps the less distasteful side of U. S. intervention. The "dirty tricks" side, 
though, according to the CIA Manila station chief, General Ralph B. Lovett, 
included an episode in which President Quirino was drugged before a 
speech "so that he would appear incoherent."50

The outcome of the 1953 elections was not a foregone conclusion. A 
contemporary CIA report warned of the damage an openly fraudulent 
election would cause to American prestige in Asia, but it considered only 
Quirino as the potential fraudster. Preparations were also made by 
Magsaysay and his Nacionalista Party to dispute the election through force 
of arms if he lost:

Magsaysay's impressive popularity is universally acknowledged, and many Nacionalista 
leaders have convinced themselves that the party can be beaten only by chicanery. 
Magsaysay has told his followers to avoid violence but is alleged to have asked certain 
trusted aides to determine the number of armed men available in case of an emergency.51

The contingency plan—tank crews were apparently standing by for action—
proved unnecessary. Magsaysay won more than two-thirds of the votes cast.
52 The election was a public- relations triumph.



Although Bohannan and Lansdale were unstinting in their public praise of 
Magsaysay's dynamism and leadership qualities in later years (they largely 
created Magsaysay's public image), their praise had patronizing undertones. 
Magsaysay was presented as the right man, the man who gets things done. 
The things being done, however, were those suggested by his American 
friends. In private and in the closed circles of the American military, Lansdale 
and Bohannan characterized Magsaysay as a superstitious, malleable pawn 
of their own creation.53

The principal thrust of the new counterinsurgency was a combination of psy-
war programs designed to win the support of the population with measures 
to annihilate Huks more efficiently. The psy-war effort, in which Colonel 
Lansdale played a major part, was threefold: aimed to influence the enemy, 
the public, and the armed forces themselves. A psychological warfare 
division—called the Civil Affairs Office (CAO)—was created under 
Magsaysay's direct control and was the vehicle for some of the more 
unusual American and Filipino initiatives in the counterinsurgency campaign.
54 terror played an important part in psychological operations.

The office was charged with a propaganda campaign to whip up sentiment 
against the Huks, which involved many of the ingredients present in the 
Philippines counterinsurgency today. The CAO funded student organizations 
and disseminated anti-Huk and anticommunist materials in schools, as well 
as through newspapers, leaflets, and public radio. Funds were also made 
available to employ or suborn independent journalists and radio announcers, 
while the U.S. Information Service (USIS) produced more than 13 million 
leaflets and other materials within two years. In the same period some 6,000 
CAO-sponsored meetings were held.55 The psy-war program also turned to 
organized religion as a medium. The Far Eastern Broadcasting Company, run 
by American evangelical missionaries, distributed to rural areas free radios 
manufactured to receive only their own broadcasts; the CAO arranged to 
leaven them with its own ideological messages.56

The CAO structure also provided a mechanism through which Magsaysay 
and his advisers could influence armed forces in the field. Civil Affairs 
officers were attached to most units and held both advisory and supervisory 
functions. Lansdale, who in his memoirs claimed credit for the concepts of 
civil affairs and civic action cadre, compared their role with that of the 
political commissars of communist armies: They ensured that the political 
dimension of military operations was a permanent factor. 57

The main message of the new-look counterinsurgency was a variation of the 
colonial maxim "firm but fair. " Magsaysay's slogan was "All out friendship or 
all-out force. " Improving the behavior of troops and promising attention to 
essential grievances coincided with making the armed forces into a more 
efficient machine for the killing of Huks. A supply of candy and chewing gum 



was issued to troops for distribution to children in potentially hostile 
communities; troops going in were on orders to appear as innocuous as 
possible. ("It was hard to persuade the children that the Santa Claus with the 
candy was an enemy. Eventually, this rubbed off on the older folks . . ."—
and, in any case, "Troops surrounded by children are not likely to be 
attacked by a guerrilla...."58) Magsaysay told troops their duties were first, "to 
act as an ambassador of good will from the government to the people; 
second, to kill or capture Huk."59

There was a very real effort, with measurable effects, to clean up the 
behavior of counterinsurgency forces at the local level. Magsaysay was 
responsive to protests of abusive troop behavior (as distinguished from 
tactical brutality), and a remarkable public-relations effort—masterminded by 
Colonel Lansdale—was carried out, which enhanced and utilized to best 
effect Magsaysay's very real personal qualities. Magsaysay rapidly gained a 
national reputation as a hands-on defense chief who made surprise 
inspections of troops in the field and took a personal interest in enforcing 
discipline and punishing the security forces for casual brutality which had 
been the norm in central Luzon since the war. Magsaysay was given 
unprecedented authority by President Quirino to make field promotions and 
to order courts-martial, and he used both extensively to punish random 
abuses against the civilian population and to reward combat prowess and 
aggressiveness.60

A starting point to remedy the estrangement of the armed forces from the 
rural population was an anticorruption campaign within the armed forces, 
with the appointment of hand-picked army and Constabulary chiefs, and 
"lots ofcourts-martial."61 A 1976 U.S. Army study identifies the assignment of 
Civil Affairs officers to each battalion as a principal means for the 
enforcement of the policy.62 A widely publicized arrangement by which 
telegraph offices would transmit complaints to Magsaysay's office for a 
token fee (equivalent to five cents) was part of the public-relations effort. 
More important, highly publicized punishments of offending individuals or 
units was apparently effective in reassuring the civil population that the tenor 
of government had in fact improved.63 Another innovation stage-managed by 
the CAO was the promise of land grants to surrendering guerrillas. EDCOR 
(Economic Development Corps), originally a proposal to provide homesteads 
for discharged soldiers, developed into a means to undercut Huk demands 
for land reform.64 EDCOR put Army Corps of Engineers crews to work 
clearing state- owned land, primarily in Mindanao, and a pilot project 
received its first contingent of homesteaders (in Lanao, Mindanao) in May 
1951, including fifty-six ex-Huks ("leavened with . . . retired soldiers or ex-
USAFFE guerrillas").65 The psy-war return on the EDCOR program was 
enormous, despite the few Huk beneficiaries: The pilot program was, to all 
accounts, not the expected penal colony but an opportunity in which the 



select group of former guerrillas were indeed given their heart's desire, a 
family farm. Several were subsequently taken on tours of central Luzon to 
spread the story of EDCOR's beneficence, and their accounts were amplified 
by a massive publicity campaign.

After the first project, EDCOR was largely a propaganda exercise— a total of 
just 246 former Huks benefited from the program.66 Bohannan himself 
suggests that EDCOR was a scam: "As a resettlement program, EDCOR did 
not accomplish a great deal. I doubt if more than perhaps 300 families of 
Huks were resettled under that program. But I will guarantee you that at least 
3,000 Huks surrendered...."67 After EDCOR's launching, moreover, the 
program changed slightly: Homesteads became a reward to guerrillas not for 
merely surrendering, but for participating in counterguerrilla operations 
against their erstwhile comrades, and only a fraction of those would receive 
land grants. Magsaysay explained that "When they surrender, after we 
screen them . . . they serve in the army, helping us fight Huks . . . before 
enjoying any benefits. " At the end of the day, those eligible "draw lots for 
farms."68 When an American journalist suggested Magsaysay's land-grant 
scheme was soft on the communists—"Then you buy them off?"—his reply 
was unambiguous: "Oh no. You forget the most important part of the 
program. We kill Huks. We chase them into the jungle and kill them."69

To that end, a widely publicized reward system (along the "wanted dead or 
alive" line) paid cash for assistance leading to the death or capture of Huk 
leaders whose photographs and biographies were posted around the 
country. Bounties were paid to civilians who brought in the bodies of Huks, 
and posters announced that all Huk "field commanders" were wanted "dead 
or alive" and had a price on their collective heads.70 An article prepared by 
Bohannan for Look magazine (but never published) included photographs of 
civilians receiving awards for "helping bag" Huk commanders: In one, 
Magsaysay appears "giving 100,000 pesos in cash (on the table) to the killer 
of Guillermo Capadocia, Number Two Communist."71

The psy-war operation also embraced a vast range of the "dirty tricks" with 
which the CIA was later to be identified. As Bohannan and Filipino officer 
Napoleon Valeriano observe, "These ranged from 'one-shotters' designed to 
destroy the credibility of a notorious opponent . . . to sustained operations 
designed to create distrust or enmity between the Huk and the mass base."72 
Some later became standards in the repertoire of American 
counterinsurgency. Bohannan and Valeriano describe many, including the 
dissemination of cartridges "loaded with dynamite," designed to blow up the 
weapon and the person holding it when fired. In their 1962 book, the authors 
argue that these tactics were unacceptable and at no time authorized or 
approved by the government—but they were, nevertheless, effective. Ten 
years later, Lansdale described the same tactics without qualification:



I took up the problem [of Huks buying war materials from corrupt soldiers] with the 
Philippine Army's intelligence and research chiefs.... I asked them if contaminated 
ammunition could be made and inserted into the stocks being delivered secretly to the 
Huks. They agreed.... [S]oldiers started reporting they had heard grenades . . . exploding 
right in the hands of Huk ambushers.... Dirty tricks beget dirty tricks.73

The Magsaysay years also saw a major reorganization of the security 
establishment and the introduction of aggressive tactics for the more 
efficient hunting and killing of suspects. Magsaysay's approach to guerrilla 
war, as described by Lansdale in a 1963 letter, anticipated the U.S. war of 
attrition in Vietnam:

One of his favorite lectures to the General Staff and to troop units was to ask each of 
them how many Huks he had killed, pointing out that if each man in the Armed Forces 
killed only one Huk, the Huks would be wiped out. Later, he applied this same criteria in 
promotions, asking "How many Huks has he killed?" when given arguments (seniority, 
schools attended, etc.) for the man's promotion.74

The deliberate (and nominally selective) use of terror in psychological 
operations—what Colonel Lansdale called "tactical psywar"—figured 
prominently in the 1960s reassessment of Philippine tactics by the U.S. 
counterinsurgency establishment. A presentation by intelligence officer Major 
Medardo Justiniano to a seminar on Philippine counterinsurgency held at 
Fort Bragg in 1961 cited an operation in Luis Taruc's home village, San Luis, 
as an example of counterterror:

We gathered together the civilians of the region . . . and took them to the bank of the 
river.... On the other side, 100 to 200 yards away, were my troops in uniform. In the 
presence of the townspeople these troops. . . began to kill about a dozen "Huk[s].". . . [O]
ur troops began to bring out the "Huks" blindfolded . . . and began to bayonet them one 
by one. While we were killing them some were shouting out the name of the Mayor [and] 
the names of their principal suppliers. Seeing the Huks killed before their eyes, hearing 
themselves named . . . these civilians naturally expected to be next on the death lists.75

Villagers were subsequently screened, and told, "If you confess, we will not 
treat you like we have these Huks. " And of course in Justiniano's account, 
"Almost all these people reported . . . practically one after the other." And the 
story is rounded out by Justiniano's explanation that the killings never really 
took place, "It was all a show. We used chicken blood, pig's blood and so 
on, to make it look real.... But when that pretended atrocity was followed up 
by psychological operations it really paid off."76 Of course, the implied lesson 
was that real atrocities could be even more effective—at least in the short 
term.

A number of similar terror operations are described (in similar terms) by 
Bohannan and Valeriano, including a complete six-page after-action report of 
a Japanese-style zona operation. 77 The village of Pulong Plasang, Bulacan, 
was surrounded by troops, and the inhabitants were concentrated in an 



enclosure. A thorough search of the area was conducted in the presence of 
village elders. Adult villagers were then passed one by one "under the 
scrutiny of . . . hooded 'Magic Eye' informants" and then taken for 
interrogation, sometimes accompanied by hooded men. The system is 
described as virtually 100 percent successful:

With some villagers, it was necessary to resort to a dramatic action to shock them, to 
convince them that the interrogator would not hesitate to use any methods necessary to 
extract the truth. Lieutenant Cruz ordered one of his interrogators to resort to a tested 
ruse to push a particularly stubborn villager to speak frankly. The interrogating Sergeant 
first arranged for two individuals to be marched off. . . to the interrogation point, the 
villager heard loud, threatening voices . . . then a few pistol shots, then silence . . . after 
which he took the villager . . . and marched him off for interrogation. There, the 
recalcitrant one saw two bodies bloody, covered with banana leaves. What had really 
happened was that the Sergeant had the preceding individuals, immobilized and silent, 
liberally drenched with chicken blood. Quietly, the Sergeant explained that he didn't 
believe in "horsing around" with stubborn civilians.78

A similar approach described by Justiniano was the exemplary "use of dead 
bodies," much as the French displayed the bodies of alleged guerrillas in 
Algeria. Justiniano explained its purpose as counteracting the Huk hold on 
"the minds of the masses" "by instilling greater fear of us." On one occasion 
when "we killed a large number of Huks," "we piled these dead Huks into a 
truck with the hands and feet dangling outside, a whole truck load of dead 
bodies, and we drove this truck clear around town, and through the area. "7" 
A series of photographs submitted by Bohannan to Look magazine were 
identified with such captions as "Government troops pose with dead Huks 
dumped before them."80 In his introductory remarks to a June 1961 Fort 
Bragg seminar, Lansdale describes his fellow speakers as "fellow 
gremlins."81 The role of deception operations and psychological warfare 
tactics employing terror in the Philippines was a favorite topic of Lansdale's, 
and the counterinsurgent as prankster, however macabre the joke, was a role 
he actively promoted. The vigorous claims of success for bizarre psy-war 
operations in the Philippines today comprise a large part of the opus of 
lessons learned from the Huk Rebellion.

A Lansdale discussion of psy-war tactics outlined in a two-volume U.S. Army 
psy-war manual published in 1976 (Army Pamphlet 525-71) focuses on this 
conflation of terrorism with humor and makes one wonder whether the long-
term damage of the terror approach has been seriously considered. The 
examples given also reflect a deeply condescending assumption of the 
target populations' simple-mindedness:

When I introduced the practical-joke aspect of psywar to the Philippine Army, it 
stimulated some imaginative operations that were remarkably effective.... One psywar 
operation played upon the popular dread of an asuang, or vampire.... When a Huk patrol 
came along the trail, the ambushers silently snatched the last man of the patrol.... They 
punctured his neck with two holes, vampire-fashion, held the body up by the heels, 



drained it of blood, and put the corpse back on the trail. When the Huks returned to look 
for the missing man and found their bloodless comrade, every member of the patrol 
believed that the asuang had got him and that one of them would be next.... When 
daylight came, the whole Huk squadron moved out of the vicinity.82

As far as Colonel Lansdale was concerned, the importance of the story was 
to provide an example "of tactical psywar in counter-guerrilla actions . . . to 
indicate that psywar need not consist of putting out leaflets or using 
amplified sound."83 Bohannan and Valeriano concur on the efficacy of certain 
terror weapons, and the mutilation of bodies: "Few weapons have quite the 
same effect on guerrilla morale as a pair of ice picks lashed together, used to 
puncture a guerrilla jugular, if the guerrilla is left for his companions to pick 
up. Next in effectiveness is a well- presented bayonet."84

Another Lansdale example of tactical psy-war in the Philippines was perhaps 
even more bizarre than the vampire operation, and was devised to terrify—
and to clear the area of—an entire community. As in the previous example, 
there is no consideration of possible long-term negative repercussions. The 
operation was also seen as an unqualified success, suggesting a rather 
unbelievable naivete on the part of either the entire rural population of the 
Philippines (or Colonel Lansdale himself):

The army unit captured a Huk courier descending from the mountain stronghold to the 
village. After questioning, the courier, who was a native of the village, woefully confessed 
his errors in helping the Huks. His testimony was tape-recorded and made to sound as if 
his voice emanated from a tomb. The courier was killed. His body was left on the Huk-
village line of communications. Soldiers in civilian clothes then dropped rumors in the 
village to the effect that the Huks had killed the courier. The villagers recovered the body 
and buried the Huk. That night army patrols infiltrated the cemetery and set up audio-
equipment which began broadcasting the dead Huk's confession. By dawn, the entire 
village of terror-stricken peasantry had evacuated! In a few days, the Huks were forced to 
descend the mountain in search of food. They were quickly captured and/or killed by the 
army unit.85

Psychological operations were paralleled and facilitated by the creation of a 
range of specialized units for special operations. They included elite units for 
deep-penetration operations, along lines similar to the British long-range 
reconnaissance patrols in Malaya, as well as units with an explicit terror role. 
An elite special patrol force, the Scout-Rangers, carried out long-range 
patrols with the primary task of spotting the enemy and calling in regular 
units. A Filipino captain who had served with a U. S. Army Ranger unit in 
World War II, Rafael "Rocky" Ileto, is credited with the concept of the Scout-
Rangers and was their first chief in 1951. The Scout-Rangers operated in 
one-officer, four-man spotter and hunter-killer units, with one team attached 
to each Battalion Combat Team. The Scout-Rangers, who received training 
in jungle warfare, scouting, survival, and other U.S. Army Ranger skills at the 
United States' Fort McKinley, became the elite force of the military 
establishment.86



Other organizational innovations and tactics centered on measures of 
deception similar to those employed in the British and French colonial 
campaigns in Kenya and Indochina. In a variation on the countergangs of the 
Kenyan insurgency, a pilot countergang was set up in 1948 by the Sixteenth 
Philippine Constabulary Company, designated "Force X": "The basic idea 
was to make this specially trained force into a realistic pseudo-Huk unit that 
could, in enemy guise, infiltrate deep into enemy territory."87 The forty-seven 
initial members of Force X were dressed and equipped like Huks. They were 
taught in a remote rain forest base to talk and act like Huks by four captured 
guerrillas who had been "tested, screened, and reindoctrinated to our side 
and brought to the training base to serve as instructors. "88 The principal aim 
was to enable government forces to get close enough to guerrilla forces to 
eliminate selected targets:

Targets can only be tentatively designated and assigned priorities in advance. Much 
should depend upon opportunities encountered. The killing of leading enemy 
personalities may be far more important than the destruction of a certain army unit. An 
appropriate order of priority might be: (1) killing enemy leaders or outstanding fanatics; (2) 
destroying enemy elite organizations; and (3) penetrating and destroying especially 
devoted and/or effective enemy support elements.89

The "special" forces integrated into the Philippine counterinsurgency effort 
included both elite formations within the regular, uniformed branches of the 
armed services and a broad range of irregular forces organized on a 
paramilitary basis. Some of these could be characterized as 
"counterguerrillas," irregular forces using ostensibly guerilla organization and 
tactics to combat the Huks—what Bohannan and Valeriano termed "quasi-
guerrilla" forces, "members of a regularly established military force or a 
substantive government, assigned, volunteered, or required by force of 
circumstances to take up a guerrilla-like role."90

These forces included the pseudo-guerrilla unit Force X, although its 
purpose was more one of deception and deep penetration than tactical 
counterguerrilla operations, and quasi-guerrilla auxiliary forces, which were 
described by Bohannan as "ranging from wild mountain pygmies, Negritos, 
to home guard and church congregation units."91 The "deputizing" of civilian 
gunmen—and certain religious sects—to go "Huk-hunting," with bounties 
paid for successful hunters, was a clear antecedent to the "vigilante" 
organizations of the post-Marcos period. Press reports at the time included 
photographs of ceremonies in which Magsaysay handed over reward money 
to "consortiums" of civilian gunmen who had clubbed together to go Huk- 
hunting.

In an April 1954 paper, Lansdale identified as a key "accomplishment" of his 
team "teaching and employing paramilitary forces in the tactics of political 
warfare."92 In the draft of his memoirs, Lansdale lauds in particular the 



civilian volunteer counterguerrillas, many former USAFFE guerrillas, "who 
wanted to contribute their spare time from their businesses and professions 
towards patriotic service. They were brought together, usually in informal 
meetings in my house."93 One such effort to develop a "grass-roots" political 
organization with paramilitary characteristics, the Barangay (neighborhood) 
movement, progressed gradually during the Magsaysay period but assumed 
importance as a civilian component of the security system only in the 1970s 
when it was reinvigorated by the Marcos regime.94

An important innovation in the campaign against the Huks was the 
deployment of hunter-killer counterguerrillas: small, mobile units with 
seemingly total freedom to respond to guerrilla action with assassination and 
terror. The "Nenita" unit was the first force that deliberately mimicked what 
was perceived to be the guerrilla's no-holds-barred approach. An elite force, 
Nenita was built around a core of four officers and fifty enlisted men, 
although in action it was sometimes reinforced by two or three companies 
(each about ninety-eight men) of regular Constabulary.95 The commander of 
the Nenita force was Napoleon Valeriano; its name, according to former 
colleagues, was that of his girlfriend of the time. Valeriano later described its 
origin, at the end of 1946, when he "obtained permission to form a hunter-
killer team and take it into the field to 'find and finish' the Supreme 
Commander, Luis Taruc."96

Colonel Lansdale described Valeriano's style and some of his men in a 
journal kept during 1947—notes that contrast rather dramatically from his 
sanitized writing for the public.

All this killing during a peace is getting rather sickening. Bondoc, the accused mayor . . . 
was captured by Major Napoleon Valeriano's commando force of Philippine MPs. 
Valeriano is a friend of mine who heads a special headquarters intelligence team for MPC 
(PA) [Military Police Command (Philippine Army)]. These Filipinos run around Central 
Luzon with skull and crossbones flags flying from their jeeps and scout cars.... Cruelty 
and lust for murder are commonplace. Philippine Army MPs take but few prisoners.

They merely shoot their newly captured Huks, often in the back of the head. It is hard to 
prove sedition, the true crime, against these folks, so why waste time with legal 
proceedings. On the other hand, MPs live but a few agonized moments after the Huks 
capture them. Both MPs and Huks have told me they learned to kill during the Jap 
occupation.97

Another account, by a top army officer, describes the style of the Nenita or 
"skull squadron" in similar terms: "The special tactic of these squadrons was 
to cordon off areas; anyone they caught inside the cordon was considered 
an enemy.... When I was stationed in the Candaba area [in Pampanga], 
almost daily you could find bodies floating in the river, many of them victims 
of Valeriano's Nenita Unit."98 A senator wrote to the president in 1948 to 
demand Major Napoleon Valeriano's withdrawal from Pampanga, "for having 



committed many atrocities, not only against dissident elements but against 
law-abiding people."99 In their book, Bohannan and Valeriano acknowledge 
the scattergun approach of Nenita terror tactics, and that the Huks 
sometimes gained supporters as a consequence. They conclude, however, 
that on balance the tactics were necessary for the counterinsurgent, even 
though Nenita's reputation did pose a problem for the government: "It was 
essential to make the armed forces more effective . . . and this could 
scarcely be done if techniques of proven utility were summarily 
abandoned."100

Major Valeriano, despite (or because of) the reputation attached to his 
prototype special unit, was promoted to lieutenant colonel and in July 1950 
assumed command of an elite army BCT, the Seventh, that would develop a 
reputation not unlike that of Nenita between 1950 and 1954. Bohannan and 
Valeriano date the Nenita operation only to the 1946-1949 period, suggesting 
the units were abandoned in 1950 under a strategy of "changing the 
attitudes of the soldiers toward the civilians, toward the guerrillas—in fact, 
toward the war." Attitudes did, in fact, change after Magsaysay assumed the 
Defense portfolio in September 1950, toward a more comprehensive, more 
unconventional counterinsurgency strategy and a reduction of random 
brutality against the civilian population. The terror component of 
counterinsurgency and the organizational form of the Nenita group remained, 
but was applied in a more studied manner by the Seventh BCT and other 
special units after 1950. Nenita, moreover, rather than fading away in 
disgrace became a model for counterinsurgent organization in the 1960s.

The Magsaysay years saw a modification of the Nenita approach to combine 
the virtues of the "pseudo-guerrilla" Force X with Nenita's ruthless 
operations. Valeriano's Seventh BCT recruited the former head of Force X, 
Captain Marana, as operations chief (G-3), while Nenita's intelligence chief 
(G-2) Captain Medardo Justiniano assumed the same role in the BCT. The 
lessons learned from Force X and Nenita were combined in the Seventh 
BCT's Charlie Company, a unit of some hundred men trained in a secret 
jungle camp to act and fight "like guerrillas." Unlike Force X, Charlie 
Company was never used for deep-cover penetration missions; as 
Bohannan noted, there was no way they could "link up" with Huk units after 
the Force X experience: the Huks were too wary. "" Charlie Company's true 
forte, however, was to provide small units of from four to twelve men for 
long-range reconnaissance in the Sierra Madre Mountains, "in disguise or in 
uniform," or for covert intelligence operations—including secret arrests—in 
guerrilla disguise. 102

Charlie Company's covert action role with the Seventh BCT was performed 
in "collaboration with the S-2 [intelligence] Section (all ex-Nenita)" and with 
Military Intelligence Service " 'A' and 'B' Teams (partly manned by Nenita 



men)...."103 An operation to break the Huk infrastructure in Pandi, an area 
targeted as a Huk refuge near Manila was described by Bohannan at a 1961 
Fort Bragg seminar:

Because of the temporary suspension of the writ of habeas corpus . . . it was possible for 
the 7th BCT to detain suspects indefinitely.... [I]t was recommended that several 
individuals be "snatched" and brought to 7th BCT Headquarters for interrogation.... The 
teams were able to snatch no less than 70 individuals from different points of the area 
without being detected by the inhabitants.104

The outcome of the operation was described as "the liquidation of the Pandi 
sanctuary."105 It is, of course, impossible at this distance to determine the 
fate of all those "snatched"; in the best of worlds they would have been 
released unharmed, or brought before the courts. But the very nature of 
"disappearance" as a tactic removes from its executors the constraints of 
accountability: The death of a prisoner whom no one knows has been 
detained is a nonevent.

Charlie Company also provided highly trained personnel to serve as a link 
with the civilian irregulars brought into the counterinsurgency effort. In the 
1960s, Bohannan described the training for this task as resembling "that 
given present-day Special Forces units," and indeed the tasks they 
performed are virtually indistinguishable from those of the latter- day Special 
Forces in Vietnam and beyond."106 Twenty-four-man teams were detailed to 
stiffen civilian irregulars, and to carry out advisory, instruction, and 
operations command functions. Although some work was done with other 
paramilitary forces, members of the Negrito minority, and religious sects the 
principal irregular force at hand was the civilian guards based throughout the 
rural areas, a heritage of the Japanese occupation. Charlie Company and 
other special units worked closely in the adaptation of the civilian guard 
system as a part of the new, aggressive counterinsurgency system.107

In central Luzon, the part-time "civilian guards" assumed major importance 
in the counterinsurgency campaign. They included former USAFFE guerrillas
—who had long feuded with the Huks—as well as the "private armies" of 
landowners and political chieftains (which are still a part of the Philippines 
scene). The private armies then, as now, had formal police powers, were 
subject to government control through the uniformed security services, and 
were funded in part from the public purse, in part by private employers. As 
such, they were inextricably bound to elite patrons and exercised on their 
behalf enormous, and often extralegal, discretionary powers of repression.108

Although little has been published by official sources on the institution of the 
civilian guards and its role in the counterinsurgency, there is evidence that it 
was considerable. In Nueva Ecija province alone in central Luzon, civilian 
guards in 1949 numbered some 2,000 armed men. 109 In contrast, 



Constabulary force levels in the provinces of central Luzon at the time could 
range down to as few as lOO.110 Civilian guards, as a locally based, 
paramilitary resource tied directly to local elites, provided a major manpower 
tool for both short-term counterinsurgency sweeps and special operations, 
and they comprised the majority of armed security personnel permanently 
based in the rural areas.

A model of paramilitary integration with conventional forces was developed 
by the Seventh BCT in Bulacan—after Colonel Valeriano took command in 
duly 1950. Valeriano and Bohannan maintain that, at the time, civilian guards 
and municipal police—another manpower tool—were "under virtually no 
supervision by the Armed Forces.""' The plan augmented the about 950 men 
of the BCT by training, equipping, and directing civilian guard irregulars, and 
bringing them into the military command structure, with "capable soldiers" 
assigned as "liaison (actually as instructors and commanders) for major civil-
guard units." Guards were provided with radios, and when units became 
capable of putting up substantial resistance to guerrilla attacks, "troops were 
withdrawn from the area."112

The objective was to free combat troops from static duties so that they could 
seek out and destroy the adversary, and secondarily, to bring people from 
the trouble areas into open collaboration with authorities ("people who might 
otherwise be at best apathetic; at worst hostile to it").113 But the Philippine 
formula did not or could not overcome the basic political contradiction on 
which the civilian guard system was built: Although the guards took orders 
from military authorities, they were the employees of local elites, and the 
natural enemies not only of the guerrillas but of the bulk of the population. As 
such, they could hardly be seen as representative of "the people," and 
served primarily as enforcers. One officer later described the men in the 
guards as "local gangsters, goons, people of bad reputations out to make 
good with the law avoid punishment, and make a living besides."114 Luis 
Taruc described them as "men easily bought by a few pesos and a promise 
of loot, criminals and thugs...."115 Bohannan and Valeriano acknowledge 
some "disadvantages" to the system, but insisted they could be overcome 
"by careful selection of personnel and adequate supervision. "116

Although the Philippines paramilitary system was rehabilitated in the 1960s 
as a model, criticism in the 1950s was harsh enough to bring serious calls 
for disbanding the civilian guards. The response to the charges was twofold. 
On the one hand, measures were introduced in and after 1950 to bring the 
irregulars under tight military control, leavening their forces with regular 
cadre (the pattern prescribed by doctrine since the 1960s). On the other (and 
at the same time), publicity campaigns were undertaken by then-Defense 
Secretary Magsaysay announcing that the civilian guards would in fact be 
disbanded. As late as January 1954, authorities continued to pledge a clean-



up of the civilian guards (including those considered Temporary Police [TP]) 
and to publicize the disbanding of particularly atrocious forces. A 
Malacañang press release of l0 January 1954 is a model of counterinsurgent 
public relations:

The President [Magsaysay] expressed the opinion that civilian guards "are not conducive 
to the development of a healthy democracy in this country" and cited many abuses they 
had committed against tenants and the poor that were denounced to him while he was 
secretary of defense.

He pointed out that many civilian guards accepted ridiculously low salaries of P150 yearly 
because they supplemented this by much more through royalties from landlords and 
abusive impositions on tenants.

He said civilian guards, taking orders from landlords, dictated the distribution of crops 
"through guns" and not according to the crop sharing law.117

The Magsaysay critique of the civilian guards, without effective 
accompanying action to disband them, served to distance central authority 
from accountability for the abuses of these forces, while retaining an armed 
force at the local level that could get on with the dirty work of 
counterinsurgency. The Magsaysay pledge, that the system would be 
abolished when the army could keep peace alone, fell back on the argument 
of necessity: " 'The civilian guards claim that they are needed to maintain 
peace,' he said. 'Keeping the peace is the army's business, not theirs. As 
soon as we are sure that the army has the necessary men and materials to 
handle the job, we are going to break them up.' "118

The brutality and injustice of the Philippine paramilitary system may be 
common to any system in which armed irregulars are dependent on, or 
responsive to, special interests. Although, in central Luzon, civilian guards 
responded to the incentives of economic advantage and petty authority, 
irregulars attached to elites elsewhere in the Philippines may have been 
further motivated by religious or cultural ties to their paymasters to form part 
of "private" armies with public powers. The introduction of ideology as a 
motive for counterinsurgent organization, notably the negative ideology of 
anticommunism, would become a very real factor in the paramilitary 
structures of the Philippines in the 1970s, eventually to dominate the scene 
even in the 1990s.

The Philippine paramilitary option, then a seemingly effective deployment of 
civilian irregular forces, left a clear mark on subsequent American doctrine 
and provided prototypes for U.S.- sponsored counterinsurgency programs 
around the world in the 1960s. Counterinsurgency studies stressed that 
paramilitary organization could significantly increase the manpower available 
where regular forces were few in number, that the systems were cost-
effective; that they released regular forces for aggressive patrolling by 



undertaking static defense duties; and that they had enormous political 
potential, taking counterinsurgency to the grass roots and making the 
population part of the defense effort. The intermeshing of regular and 
irregular forces, a hallmark of such systems, was of particular relevance to 
today's constellation of paramilitary forces (not least in the Philippines) and 
their role in government counterinsurgency strategies.

The general adaptation of World War II psy-war techniques for home 
consumption, the legitimation of "dirty tricks" and terror tactics in 
counterinsurgency, and above all the premise that insurgency justified and 
required the unrestricted tactics of unconventional warfare were further 
principal lessons of the Philippines experience. The Philippine experience, 
indeed, returns at every juncture to a lesson that guerrillas are best fought by 
guerrillas, or, more appropriately, by the government forces using irregular 
tactics that Bohannan and Valeriano dubbed "quasi-guerrillas." This and 
most of the Philippine approach to counterinsurgency would be duly 
absorbed, first in the U.S. Army's Special Forces training and doctrine, to 
appear in 1961 in the army's mainstream doctrine of counterinsurgency. 
Most of its precepts remain intact in American counterinsurgency doctrine 
today.

Special Warfare Comes to Vietnam and Laos

The deadly application of conventional military technology and firepower in 
Vietnam far outweighed the counterinsurgency dimension of the war. The 
counterinsurgency dimension, too, was skewed toward lethal force, 
particularly through the medium of unconventional warfare. The emphasis 
OTI training and operations in the tactics of unconventional warfare, as if 
Vietnam were an occupied country—occupied, that is, by undesirable 
Vietnamese—was one aspect of the approach that colored the larger 
counterinsurgency program. American forces were already experimenting in 
unconventional warfare in Vietnam as the French prepared their withdrawal 
and as American unconventional warfare doctrine was just beginning to gel.

The covert dimension of American involvement in Indochina began even 
before the beginning of aid to the beleaguered French in the north and grew 
with the increasing commitment of American support to Ngo Dinh Diem. 
American unconventional warfare activities in Indochina during the world war 
had for a time thrown OSS officers together with Ho Chi Minh's underground 
Viet Minh in partnership against the Japanese. Almost a decade later, as the 
French forces faced destruction at Dien Bien Phu, a renewal of 
unconventional warfare began against a Viet Minh on the brink of triumph. 
The object was to sour the achievement of a communist-led liberation 
movement and to contain that movement to the northern half of Vietnam.



The American policy shift in May 1945, "hereafter the French were no longer 
to be kept out of Allied operations in Indochina, resulted in OSS training and 
assistance for a force of French-Vietnamese "commandos" for raids on 
Japanese forces. Although the end of the war rapidly overtook OSS plans, 
joint OSS-French operations were precedents for American unconventional 
operations against the independent north. The most successful of the OSS-
French raids hit Japanese installations at Lang Son in northeastern Vietnam 
in July 1945, led by OSS Lieutenant Lucien Conein, a former French national 
and Foreign Legionnaire who had joined the U.S. Army in 1940.119 After the 
fall of Japan, Indochina was left largely in the hands of the French—and the 
Viet Minh. American unconventional warfare activities there were renewed on 
a large scale in 1954.

In January 1954, the view in Washington was that, although little prospect of 
victory could be discerned, the French could continue to stave off defeat in 
Indochina. That month a presidential Special Committee on Indochina was 
established to consider options for aiding the French while still adhering to 
the policy of avoiding American involvement on the ground. 
Recommendations included the provision of American air power (through a 
"voluntary" air group), an increase of the CIA presence, and a program to 
assist anticommunist Vietnamese to develop "an unconventional warfare 
capability."120 Air power was provided through the CIA's secret air force in a 
futile effort to resupply the besieged garrison at Dien Bien Phu, and the CIA 
moved into action on the ground as well in the aftermath of the French 
defeat.

The American unconventional warfare mission was carried out by the CIA in 
the guise of the "Saigon Military Mission" (SMM), commanded by then-
Colonel Edward G. Lansdale. The genesis of the SMM is pinpointed by 
Landsdale himself to "a Washington policy meeting early in 1954, when Dien 
Bien Phu was still holding out...." Its objective, even then, "was to assist the 
Vietnamese, rather than the French, in unconventional warfare . . . [and] to 
undertake paramilitary operations against the enemy, and to wage political-
psychological warfare." Psychological warfare initiatives outlined in the same 
report included the development of a course in "combat psywar" for the 
Vietnamese Army and the Ministry of Information, and a number of psy-war 
gambits to stir up the population in Tonkin in the months before the French 
evacuation. These operations, in which Lansdale took much pride (and 
which would subsequently be cited in psy-war texts as models), included 
such "tricks" as spreading rumors that Chinese divisions had moved into the 
country in a rampage of rape and destruction (a campaign deemed 
successful). More significant was the SMM's "black" circulation of bogus 
leaflets "signed by the Vietminh" warning of a draconian new social order, 
which were designed to generate a massive refugee flow to the south. 
Lansdale considered these a major coup: "The day following the distribution 



of these leaflets, refugee registration tripled. Two days later Vietminh 
currency was worth half the value prior to the leaflets."121

In a 1960 lecture at a service school, Lansdale explained the rationale for 
psychological operations to encourage flight to what was now the South 
(and discourage, through another scheme, a refugee flow to what was now 
the North). The armistice, explained Lansdale, split Vietnam at the 17th 
parallel and declared that in dune 1956, the Vietnamese

would hold a plebiscite to vote on the future of their country.... There had to be an upset 
of Communist calculations at Geneva on how many people they would have under their 
control for the planned 1956 Plebiscite.... [I]t was imperative to shift the majority vote from 
the Communist controls in the North to the Free South.
To this end, "many psychological operations were carried out, to give these 
people who desired freedom, but who loved their native soil, a last push to 
leave it before the Communists . . . took over."122

There was, of course, no plebiscite in 1956. The United States would later 
base both its own defense of the Diem regime in the South and the regime's 
refusal to take part in July 1956 nationwide elections on the United States' 
not having signed the respective corollary to the Geneva Agreements.123

Colonel Lansdale's schemes in the South were slightly less ambitious, and 
included hiring astrologers to produce an almanac foretelling disaster for 
"certain Vietminh leaders and undertakings," and producing what he called 
"a Thomas Paine type series of essays on Vietnamese patriotism against the 
Communist Vietminh" (under the direction, respectively, of ersatz patriots, 
Americans Lieutenant Phillips and Captain Arundel). The essays were 
disseminated, through discreet inducements, to the Saigon media: "The 
publisher . . . is a fine Vietnamese girl who has been the mistress of an anti- 
American French civilian. Despite anti-American remarks by her boy friend, 
we had helped her keep her paper from being closed by the government . . . 
and she found it profitable to heed our advice on the editorial content of her 
paper. "124

The special team's primary mission, after the 21 July 1954 Geneva 
Agreements, was defined as preparing for future "paramilitary operations in 
Communist areas" after the agreed withdrawal from the North.125 In this 
context, Lansdale's team would work to prepare a clandestine stay- behind 
infrastructure in the North and attempt to carry out a covert "scorched earth" 
campaign to destroy as much of Hanoi's urban infrastructure as possible 
before the handover. Although neither effort was particularly successful, they 
would provide further luster to Lansdale's legend as a genius of covert 
action.



The stay-behind, paramilitary aspect of the SMM was largely delegated to 
Major Lucien Conein (according to Lansdale, "a paramilitary specialist, well-
known to the French for his help with French-operated Maquis in Tonkin . . . 
").126 Conein's people were based in Hanoi, and as part of the "cover" for 
their action—which violated the Geneva Agreements—"supervised the 
refugee flow for the Hanoi airlift organized by the French.127 Conein's force, 
like French irregular forces, was based on a preexistent group, the Dai Viets, 
a nationalist secret society. Identified with the pseudonym "Binh" in The 
Pentagon Papers, it was meant to serve initially on a mercenary basis under 
U.S. control, "to come eventually under government control when the 
government was ready for such activities."128

In the South, the "Hag" group, or paramilitary cadre for deployment in 
Tonkin, was organized through the Vietnamese Colonel Nguyen Van Vy, a 
veteran of Conein's 1945 commando operation (Lansdale arranged for him 
to be promoted to "general"). Conein, later a lieutenant colonel, would 
subsequently play a key role in American unconventional warfare operations 
in North Vietnam after the collapse of the French in 1954, and in 1963 would 
serve as the CIA intermediary with Vietnamese generals plotting the 
overthrow (and assassination) of President Ngo Dinh Diem. He reappeared in 
1974 as head of the "Special Operations and Field Support Group" of the 
Drug Enforcement Administration— ostensibly a covert antinarcotics strike 
force but suspected of being a cover for Cold War covert action.129

The navy's top-secret "Task Force 98" provided clandestine transportation 
for trainees to a "secret training site," probably at Okinawa.130 "Okinawa 
Station" at the army's Camp Chinen was "a paramilitary support asset," 
which in a crisis "could be devoted in its entirety to this mission"; "as a self-
contained base under Army cover," it provided the kind of security necessary 
for the training of clandestine paramilitary forces. 131 The contribution of the 
United States' "Binh" and "Hag" paramilitary teams was largely limited to 
petty sabotage and propaganda action in the North before the evacuation of 
Hanoi in October 1954. (Although stay-behind forces were in place in 1955, 
their subsequent efforts at covert action were apparently short-lived.) By 
September 1954, covert teams were already busily engaged in "spoiling" 
operations intended to destroy facilities that would be useful to the incoming 
government SMM agents were sent in to attempt "to destroy the modern 
presses" of the North's largest printer. The Viet Minh, however, had moved 
agents into the plant to foil the attempts.132 The SMM's successes were little 
more than costly terrorist pranks of little military significance: for example, 
contaminating the oil supply of the city buses, and the "delayed sabotage of 
the railroad (which required teamwork with a CIA special technical team in 
Japan who performed their part brilliantly)."133



As the Saigon Military Mission was wreaking minor havoc in the North and 
orchestrating psychological operations in both North and South, Colonel 
Lansdale was also playing power broker in Saigon, cultivatmg a rapidly 
developed friendship with President Diem into what he presumably believed 
would be a successful partnership along the lines of his work with 
Magsaysay in the Philippines.

Colonel Lansdale became familiar with Vietnam's sectarian militias and 
private armies in the summer of 1953, while "surveying maquis, guerrilla 
bands, and similar units" during General John W. O'Daniel's mission to 
Indochina. '34 In the North, Lansdale had met Catholic bishops and militia 
leaders, as well as leaders of the Vietnamese Kuomintang Party VNQDD with 
the help of French officers.135 The French influenced the development first of 
the United States' unconventional Special Forces programs in Vietnam, and 
thereby the counterinsurgency programs and doctrines that followed.

One of the most colorful of the French officers who befriended Ed Lansdale, 
Colonel Jean Leroy, had himself become the virtual warlord of the partly 
Catholic Ben Tre Province. Colonel Leroy introduced Lansdale to the leaders 
of the sects and assorted private armies in the South. 136 As Lansdale later 
recalled, he saw in these volatile groups future leaders of a free Vietnam:

In those early days in Vietnam I was searching, of course, for those Vietnamese who were 
demonstrably able to inspire and lead their fellow Vietnamese.... If the Vietnamese 
nationalists ever were to have a viable society of their own, they would need some 
remarkable leaders.... In effect, the Hoa Hao leaders were warlords, each with his own 
fiefdom just as were some of the Cao Dai, Binh Xuyen, and Catholic leaders. It was a 
strange, feudal milieu for an American believer in the precepts of Jefferson.... Somchow, 
all of the nationalist forces had to bc brought together as a team, if the Vietnamcse were 
ever to have a free society of their own.137

Lansdale's plans for the warlords reflected his peculiarly simplistic vision of 
nation-building. Nationalism, once determined to be correct and useful in the 
new American sphere, was seen to require careful cultivation and occasional 
ruthless pruning by a sponsoring power. A colonial or imperial power, in this 
analysis, could readily harness the potential for nationalism to its own 
purpose, as had the Japanese in some of their occupied territories. In 
Vietnam, writes Colonel Lansdale, the Japanese intelligence force 
Kempeitai's use of 3,000 Cao Dai as paramilitary and guerrilla forces offered 
"an interesting lesson" in nationalism.138 The Cao Dai were, however, 
nationalists considerably before the Japanese occupation, and their party 
militia predated the Kempeitai initiative. The lesson in the matter was to 
reinforce a conviction that an ostensibly nationalist group could be "brought 
into being" by a sponsor and induced to serve new masters, whether French, 
Japanese, American—or South Vietnamese.



The ClA's close involvement in the affairs of Indochina had persisted 
throughout the 1950s and placed the agency in a strong position to influence 
subsequent counterinsurgency programs. In 1970, Roswell Gilpatric, 
President Kennedy's Undersecretary of Defense, described the CIA's 
influence in an oral history interview: As Indochina became the principal Cold 
War arena after 1960, the CIA was first off the mark to respond to the call for 
action and innovation, and Vietnam became "a sort of proving ground for 
both [sic] ideas, tactics, and equipment" of counterinsurgency.139

There was initially little conflict between the agency and the military simply 
because there was initially little conflict between the agency and the military 
simply because there was no prospect of the military undertaking the vast 
tasks shouldered by the CIA. As a consequence, the CIA molded the 
approach to, for example, paramilitary organization, in a manner that would 
have taken some undoing even had the military the will to do so. Gilpatric 
notes:

[T]here was a developing issue between the agency and the army over who should be 
training the Montagnards and the Home Guard and other military and paramilitary groups 
in Vietnam. But that came only after the army had sufficient people out there to take it on. 
Initially, the agency, I guess, had the largest staff of any of the U.S. clement. I've never 
seen the exact figures, but they carried more clout than anybody else did certainly 
through the cud of '61.140

The CIA's "clout" ran to more than simple bureaucratic strength in Indochina. 
By process of elimination, the cadre for the training and leadership of the 
military's own counterinsurgents were often themselves veterans of covert 
service with the CIA. The military's specialist counterinsurgents after 1960 
would be made in the CIA's own paramilitary image. As the military rapidly 
moved to comply with Kennedy's demand for a military capability to do the 
things previously left to the CIA, it naturally turned to its own unconventional 
warfare specialists, the Special Forces. In the first months of 1961, 
Kennedy's new team found that the principal innovations in the field of 
unconventional warfare were being pursued in Laos, not Vietnam.141'

Because the Geneva Agreements had prohibited a U. S. military presence in 
newly independent Laos, a military assistance program, a "Programs 
Evaluation Office" (PEO), was set up in December 1955 and staffed by 
nominal civilians: military personnel who had "retired" or were put on reserve 
status for the duration of their stint.142 Over the next four years Laos—not 
Vietnam—was the principal theater of American covert action in Indochina, 
as the U.S. government secretly backed a succession of rightist princes and 
generals, brought about the ouster of pluralist, neutralist leaders and the 
dissolution of a troublesome National Assembly, and began the organization 
of Laotian Meo tribesmen as the nucleus of a secret army.143



The level of American training for the Laotian army was stepped up in duly 
1959, when thirteen Special Forces teams arrived "disguised as contracted 
civilian specialists."144 Other covert training programs of Laotians, under CIA 
or army auspices, took place in Thailand and in training sites in the 
Philippines.145 Laos was apparently the first theater of operations in which 
Special Forces worked with both conventional troops and unconventional 
commando-style forces.146

In 1960, the Special Forces role changed from trainer to combat adviser, 
from military mission to participant in offensive, unconventional warfare. on 9 
August, the government that had secretly agreed to the U.S. mission was 
overthrown in a coup that restored former Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma 
to power (the prince had been ousted, for his neutralist policies, at U.S. 
instance in mid- 1958). The coup leader, paratroop commander Captain 
Kong Le, was a graduate of "CIA-sponsored Philippine scout and ranger 
school."147 (Special Forces and Ranger trained officers also surprised their 
patrons elsewhere in 1960, as Guatemalan officers Luis Turcios Lima and 
Marco Antonio Yon Sosa led an officers' revolt on 13 November; the 
conspirators would provide the nucleus of Guatemala's later guerrilla 
movement.)

Kong Le's first step was to invite Prince Souvana Phouma to establish a 
pluralist government dedicated to strict neutrality. The French responded 
with support for the new government, and the withdrawal of military support 
to rival forces. The American response was twofold and two-faced. The 
military mission (PEO) remained in contact with the new government, while a 
second military group set up in the south organized a counterrevolt. Special 
Forces' trainers turned combat advisers and led countercoup forces that 
recaptured Vientiane on 17 December.148 The retreating neutralist forces, 
however, remained in control of much of the north and east of the country, 
and they coalesced with the nationalist—and reputedly communist—guerrilla 
forces of the Pathet Lao.

After December 1960, the American presence in Laos grew rapidly, with 
Special Forces continuing their principal training and advisory role. They 
were organized in twelve-man WHITE STAR Mobile Training Teams (the 
ordinary size of their "A" Detachment). Their full force of 154 men was in the 
country by the spring of 1961. The force rose to 300 by October that year, 
and reached its peak level of 433 Special Forces personnel in July 1962.149 
At that time, Special Forces were assigned to most units of the Forces 
Armées de Laos and, along with Thai mercenaries under CIA direction, led 
paramilitary irregulars among the Kha and Meo tribesmen of the Laotian 
highlands.150 Other unconventional warfare units deployed included "a 
special battalion of Chinese mercenaries under 'General Lu.'"150 A further 
Laotian unit, identified in The Pentagon Papers as an American 



unconventional warfare resource, was the National Directorate of 
Coordination, two battalions devoted to "intelligence operations," with "a 
capability for sabotage, kidnapping, commando-type raids, etc."—more or 
less the full range of unconventional warfare tactics then established in 
Special Forces doctrine.

The organization of tribal peoples in Laos for "guerrilla" warfare against the 
Pathet Lao and neutralist forces drew directly upon the French experience 
during the First Indochina War. Meo and Kha forces were organized in 
hundred-man "Auto-Defense de Choc" companies similar to the French 
GCMA model. The forces of the main Meo leader, yang Pao, had been part 
of the rear-guard action in 1954 as French forces had withdrawn from the 
hinterlands of Tonkin and in efforts to relieve the besieged garrison at Dien 
Bien Phu. By the end of 1961, Colonel (later General) yang Pao placed 8,000 
Meo tribesmen at the disposal of the CIA/Special Forces, after having been 
attracted by a mixture of blandishment and coercion, including a provision of 
funds and commodities through the CIA, and the guarantee of Meo control 
of the region's lucrative opium crop (with CIA assistance in transport and 
market in"). 152 Meo officers loyal to Vang Pao visited remote villagers 
"offering money and arms if [they] joined with yang Pao and threatening 
reprisals if [they] remained neutral."153

By early 1961, the Meo communities recruited for the American plan were 
placed in an untenable situation: Cut off from their traditional lands and 
livelihood, they had to fight or perish. Although nominally a "self-defense" 
scheme, the Meos were to serve as cannon fodder outside their local areas. 
The American plan forced the evacuation of the 200 or so Meo villages 
involved, and the relocation of 70,000 residents "to extricate the entire 
population base from the enemy's reach."154 The relocation was initially 
described as a short-term measure: On completion of the expected rapid 
defeat of the Pathet Lao, the Meo were supposed to return to their home 
areas. This was not to be, though, and the failure to provide for the 
population in their new locale made them entirely dependent on CIA air 
drops of rice and commodities.

After the Meo relocation the terms of the original CIA/Meo arrangement 
altered: The Meo could no longer afford to cut their ties without facing 
starvation. As Douglas Blaufarb, an admirer of the Meo and apologist of the 
Armée Clandestine program that would destroy them conceded: "[T]he 
striking fact is that an estimated 70,000 men, women and children were 
launched into the mountains to find within months that they were face to 
face with starvation."155 That the Meo's predicament was not unforeseen by 
their patrons is suggested in the November 1961 report to the president on 
the visit to Vietnam by General Maxwell Taylor and Walt W. Rostow. The 
Meo, described as "effective guerrilla fighters," were seen to be in an 



untenable situation in Laos but still useful as assets within a Vietnam 
scenario:

[I]t is probable that considerable effort will be made to destroy the guerrilla potential of 
the Meo. As an alternative to their annihilation, the Meo might be persuaded to migrate in 
significant numbers to Laos-Vietnam border where there are sparsely settled highlands.... 
Once in the border area the Meo could be rearmed and there significantly deter Viet Cong 
violations of the border.

As the Kennedy administration took control over U.S. Army operations in 
Indochina, it rapidly learned that the principal role there had fallen to the CIA
—and army Special Forces—rather than to the conventional armed forces. 
Roswell Gilpatric later observed that only after his appointment to head the 
first Vietnam Task Force did he become aware

of how far the CIA was really operating as a quasimilitary organization.... That's the first 
time I knew they were running Meos in Laos and Montagnards in South Vietnam. And as I 
got further into it, I found that we were not being told anywhere in the Defense 
Department very much about what was happening.156

The importance of the CIA/Special Forces experience in Laos later became 
apparent in reports on crash training in guerrilla/counterguerrilla operations 
in the first eighteen months of the Kennedy administration.

A 30 January 1962 Joint Chiefs of Staff memorandum, with a section on 
"Southeast Asia as a Training Laboratory," provides comparative figures for 
Special Forces levels in Vietnam and Laos, and outlines their use as training 
cadre.157 The paper, intended to show that the military enthusiastically 
accepted its new brief in the special warfare sphere, stressed that since 
1959 the armed forces had trained indigenous military personnel, and 
"actually participated in operations.... This participation has provided an 
opportunity to learn more about this type of warfare, to test tactics and 
doctrine, to refine US techniques and to develop a backlog [sic] of personnel 
with recent experience in this area of the world."

Separate statistics were provided for the military groups (Military Assistance 
Advisory Groups, MAAG) and the Special Forces personnel assigned to Laos 
and Vietnam. While the military group in Laos had increased to 253 men in 
1962, the group in Vietnam had reached a total strength of 1,137.158 The 
emphasis, however, was on those forces with special warfare experience. In 
Vietnam, "in addition to the MAAG personnel, 100 Army Special Forces team 
members served for periods of three to six months." And in Laos "an 
estimated 350 officers and 1,000 soldiers of the Army Special Forces served 
as Military training teams on six months tours...." The Indochina "laboratory" 
provided a training cadre of approximately 3,500 officers and enlisted men 
for the new special warfare requirements.159



A progress report on military training relating to counterinsurgency was 
provided to Kennedy's advisers by Chief of Staff Chairman General L. L. 
Lemnitzer on 30 January 1962, explaining the deep involvement of the U.S. 
military departments in many aspects of the "struggles" in Laos and Vietnam 
since 1959, "which have thus served as an excellent training laboratory."160

The Laotian operation also gave Special Forces direct experience in running 
a mercenary army in unconventional warfare: WHITE STAR was a campaign 
of offensive guerilla warfare, a campaign to disrupt order, and so was rather 
different in conception from the organization of a program to restore order, to 
counter insurgency in Vietnam. The contradiction went unnoticed. The high 
command and the administration made no distinction and lumped 
counterinsurgency with other specialties in the field of unconventional 
warfare. Experience in running Meo mercenaries in Laos and peacekeeping 
in Vietnam were both, in the military mind, experience in "this type of 
warfare.'
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