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A different take on the U.S. involvement 
in Vietnam from the perspective of Captain 
William G. Hanne of the Military Assistance 
Command.

After his fi rst tour of 
duty in 1965-66, Bill Hanne 
didn’t know what to expect 
when he was redeployed 
for a second tour in 1971-
72.  The progress he saw in 
competency development 
and nation building in the 
Mekong Delta and the 
Seven Mountains area surprised him.

So did Washington’s mishandling of the 
potential opportunity to make a real and last-
ing difference for the Vietnamese people.

After a twenty-nine year career in the 
United States Army, Bill Hanne retired as a 
Colonel from the National Telemetry Process-
ing Center of the National Security Agency.

This book incorporates the wisdom gained 
from nearly thirty years of experience in 
military intelligence and strategic analysis.  
It also refl ects the depth of understanding 
that came from immersing himself in the 
local culture and working directly with the 
Vietnamese 9th ARVN Infantry Division as an 
advisor.
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A Snake in the Road
Things Are Not What They Appear To Be

Down the road, in the early morning sunlight, I could see 
where a rope had fallen off of an earlier vehicle, a rather common 
sight here on the country roads of southern Arizona.  Having lost 
a boat rope this past weekend myself, I slowed down after making 
sure in the rear view mirror that I wasn’t being tail-gated by the 
human variety of the roadrunner, another common element 
around here.

However, as I approached it, the “rope” began to unfold and 
then I realized that this “rope” was actually a snake that had 
decided to take advantage of the early morning warmth of the 
asphalt road.  Without thinking, I swerved so as to completely 
avoid the reptile, allowing it to make its way unharmed — at 
least by me — back into the underbrush and probably another 
day.  It had obviously survived a number of predators, ranging 
from roadrunners through hawks and owls to man, its most for-
midable opponent because of man’s almost instinctive dislike of 
snakes.

As I picked up speed again, progressing towards the intersec-
tion of Ramsey Road and Highway 92, I reflected on the odd set 
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of circumstances.  Here was an instance where a traditional and 
sworn enemy of the snake, from Biblical times on, had missed an 
opportunity to “crush its head beneath [his] heel.”  Not only that, 
but here someone who had been trained and educated since the 
age of seventeen in the art and science of war, who had practiced 
both the art and the science in person as well as in numerous dry-
fire scenarios, had deliberately passed up the chance to kill some-
thing that hardly anyone who lived for very long in the southwest 
would have had second thoughts about doing themselves.

Why did I save the life of this snake?  More importantly, why 
am I even thinking about the event instead of the coming activi-
ties of the work day?

Suddenly, the turmoil that had visited my inner self for the 
last three weeks began to sort itself out, as the fast-moving clouds, 
scudding across the sky, finally opened up to allow the rays of 
the morning sun to break through and illuminate the mountains 
and valleys and canyons of the Huachuca Mountains.  And like 
the sun with its constantly changing azimuth and elevation, new 
relationships and factors of this deep inner turmoil were high-
lighted and exposed.

McNamara’s1 recent apologia on Vietnam had not sat well 
with me, a two-tour veteran of the advisory effort, and now a 
more philosophical, less emotional, grounding for my gut reaction 
had begun to take form, similar to the way the sunlight dispels the 
shadows of Ramsey Canyon as the sun climbs into the sky.  But 
to get “there,” where ever “there” might be, I would need to see if 
there was any grounds for truth to my just-developing concept.  
As Lewis Carroll says, let’s start at the beginning, because that’s a 
very fine place to start.

 

1 In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam.  Robert S. McNamara; Brian 
VanDeMark. 1996
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Chapter One
A Quickly Forgotten Message

It was 1530 (3:30 p.m. civilian time) in the afternoon in the 
middle of the week when all the officers in the 3rd Squadron, 8th

Cavalry were called to the 18th Infantry Battle Group headquar-
ters at Coleman Barracks, just outside Mannheim, Germany.  It 
was 1962, late in the summer as I remember, and things had 
been rather routine.  My wife and I were expecting the arrival of 
our first born in the fall.  I was now the executive officer (the XO, 
administrative officer/deputy commander) of A Troop, having 
served as the leader of an airborne, armored cavalry platoon for 
about fourteen months.  I had taken over as XO from another 
officer, Lavester Lee Williams, who rotated back to the States.  
My troop commander was another West Pointer, Jim Pocock, 
but we were from two different schools of troop leadership.  He 
took a more distant perspective; I blamed it on his coming in 
from USAREUR (U.S. Army Europe) headquarters and not 
having spent time as platoon leader or XO.  Jim felt I was overly 
familiar with the troops.

As I look back on it, he was right, I probably was too close 
to the troops.  In my limited time with the troop, I had run 
an inter-German border camp with them, without ever seeing 
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anyone from Squadron.  During a month or so I had pulled a 
few of them out of gasthaus fights when they were in less than 
sober condition, gone on a number of jumps with them, devel-
oped a tight, hard working platoon, and enjoyed the hell out 
of field duty with the best of all possible worlds, a world that 
combined my first love — armored cavalry — with my newly 
acquired second love — falling out of perfectly good airplanes 
at the ridiculous height of 1500 feet.  We were part of the 8th

Infantry Division’s airborne element and we were the only “air-
borne” troops in the midst of a bunch of “legs” (non-airborne 
status personnel) at Coleman Barracks.  There was a sort of siege 
mentality of the type that says that even though we’re outnum-
bered, we’ll surround ‘em.  The typical “we” vs. “them” attitude!

As we entered the headquarters building, Kelly Stewart, our 
squadron intelligence officer (S2), only allowed those of us with 
Top Secret clearances into the Battle Group Conference Room.  
Squadron Headquarters apparently didn’t have the facilities for 
such a meeting.

This was the first such security level meeting I had ever been 
to.  We all signed a roster to the effect that we had read such-and-
such a message.  It was typical Army behavior — always sign 
before the fact.  It was a short message, asking for volunteers to 
serve as combat arms advisors in a location in South East Asia, 
a country known as South Vietnam.  As might be expected in 
a group of officers, many of whom had served in WWII and 
Korea as enlisted men, gone to OCS (Officer Candidate School), 
and were now completing their fifteenth to twentieth year of 
active duty as senior captains or majors, no one was really sure 
where or what this place “Vietnam” was.

Having been a map freak all my life, I did know and as usual, 
always passing up an opportunity to keep my mouth shut, I told 
them where it was.  It was in French Indochina, I told them, and 
it was swampy.  (I never did claim that I was a font of accurate 
knowledge in my younger days — I wasn’t nicknamed “Rumor 
Six” for nothing.)  As an armor officer, I had no real desire to 
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lead my tanks through swamps!  (Same reasoning that I used 
to explain to my gung-ho classmates why I didn’t volunteer for 
Ranger School after graduation.  Consistency is a hob-goblin of 
small minds.)  A couple of officers volunteered to be considered 
as “advisors” on the spot, and pretty soon virtually everyone but 
me had signed up to go.

And that was it.  Those of us who read the message were 
prohibited from discussing it outside the conference room 
which meant, of course, no talking it over with our wives when 
we got home.  I really think I probably had forgotten all about 
the meeting by the time I did get home that evening.  Anne and 
I were more focused on the impending arrival of our first child 
than in anything that didn’t look like it would involve us, and 
that had no chance of interfering with our lives one bit in the 
future.

Life went on its way.  Matthew William was born in the 
midst of the Cuban Missile Crisis.  Anne remembers talking 
about this very apparent and dangerous situation with her 
doctor on the way into the delivery room.  She gave birth know-
ing full well the implications of our location east of the Rhine 
and the chances she would have with a newborn, making it out 
of Germany in the flow of the non-combatant evacuation pro-
cess.  Even if I had told her about the assignment opportunity 
I had passed up that would have meant spending a year-plus 
away from her and our soon-to-arrive child, I don’t think those 
thoughts would have even registered with Anne, given the 
“High Noon” atmosphere of October 23, 1962.  This was the first 
of many “duffel bag” items to come.

In February we received a curtailment of our overseas 
assignment.  We were to come back to the States in early July for 
the Army Intelligence and Security Career Course at Fort Hola-
bird, Maryland.  The class would start in mid-August.  In Feb-
ruary I was making the move from being Headquarters Troop 
commander to being A Troop commander (CO) and relishing 
the roles of husband and father, whenever I was home, which 
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was very, very little.  I was enjoying being “the old man” of the 
renegades of Coleman Barracks.

There was, however, a fly in the ointment.  In December, 
during a trip by Armor Branch, I had been told that I had been 
leading a rich life — platoon leader, XO, and now CO, all as 
a First Lieutenant.  I was informed that is was time for me to 
spend some branch-immaterial time as a medium tank battal-
ion communications officer, or as a supply officer, or — even 
worse — as a motor officer!  The assignments officer at Armor 
Branch wanted to send me to a tank battalion someplace like 
Fort Hood before I’d get to go to the Armor Career Course.  

Army Intelligence and Security (AIS) had just been estab-
lished as a career field for Regular Army officers and they were 
looking for “a few good men.”  So, faced with spending my 
waking hours wondering how tank engines managed to oper-
ate, I chose the romantic and dark world of “intelligence.”  I was 
accepted into AIS from Armor without a seconds thought on 
anyone’s part — that should have told me something — and the 
next thing I knew, we were coming home to attend the Career 
Course.

Having left Kansas City in December 1960 immediately 
after being married, and not having returned since, Anne, Matt 
and I drove from New York City out to Kansas City to see both 
families and to let them see their newest grandson, who was 
now nine months old.  It just so happens that Kansas City is the 
crossroads of America.  A very close friend, Dick Healy, his wife 
Marie and two sons, Mark and Patrick, were on their way from 
Fort Bragg to California for shipment to Okinawa where Dick 
would be with a Special Forces group.

Dick and I had been long-time competitors in track and cross 
country.  He was the cross-country captain, while I captained 
the track team.  We had shared good times and bad times.  So 
Anne and I were quite interested in his new assignment, espe-
cially when it came to the frequent temporary duty (TDY) trips 
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that he had been told to expect, all in South Vietnam.  Dick’s job 
was helping the South Vietnamese develop a force that could 
withstand insurgent pressure from the Viet Cong, as well as to 
prepare for the possible arrival of main force units from North 
Vietnam.  His bet was that the VC and the North were not about 
to let the South go its own way under U.S. protection.

This made for some interesting small talk, I’m sure, but 
other than the fact that Dick would still be on jump status and 
with a troop unit, not much else registered with me as far as his 
future activities were concerned.  Being in Military Intelligence, 
I had envisioned myself as working at “strategic” levels, far away 
from troops and more at the national level — what did I know!  
And how little I knew about what the future held!

We left Kansas City and drove east, retracing our earlier 
steps back to the coast.  Arriving in Baltimore in August, 1963 
with a newly-pregnant wife and a ten-month old child and 
living in a second-floor apartment in Dundalk was not “the best 
of all possible worlds,” which also happens to be the only quote 
any of us remember from our senior English class.  We were 
fatalistic and cynical before we graduated!  

The MI officers’ career course was interesting.  We had a 
mix of one-third newly assigned Regular Army officers, all fresh 
out of combat branches, and two-thirds career Reserve Officers, 
some in fresh from the cold and others out from checking under 
the bed.  It was at Fort Holabird that we neophytes in the intel 
business learned all about agents, agent handlers, counterintel-
ligence, and tactical intelligence.  Some of us from the combat 
arms background briefed our fifty or so classmates about the rap-
idly changing Army in the Field while some of them briefed us 
about “B&C” (badges and credentials, i.e. official recognition of 
an individual’s authority to conduct intelligence investigations).

One classmate told of his experiences as an advisor to the 
MSS (I never could get the French terms straight as to what 
“MSS” stood for; they were a combination of U.S. highway 
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patrol, FBI, and CIA) in South Vietnam (SVN).  That place in 
French Indochina kept turning up!  An occasional blurb about 
SVN would appear in the Baltimore Daily Sun or on that newest 
of marvels, the TV set!  That was something we had done with-
out in Germany and in our absence, the genre had advanced 
beyond Milton Berle in drag to ABC's “Outer Limits.”   From the 
ridiculous to the sublime!

As one would expect among a group of young (and some 
not-so-young) officers whose careers were wrapped up in 
national and international affairs because of their education 
and experience in the intelligence arenas, there was much dis-
cussion about world affairs.  While it was never part of “official” 
U.S. Army doctrine, there was agreement among most of us in 
the class that the Marshall Plan and the Truman Doctrine had 
stopped the surge of Communist power in Europe.  (Remember, 
this was 1963.  The fall of Eastern Europe, the Berlin Blockade 
and the Berlin Wall were still relatively fresh in all of our minds 
— we were all born well before WWII!).  There was also agree-
ment that we had responded in a limited conflict, Korea, to the 
point where such types of conflict were no longer viable options 
for the Communist powers to use.  That left only nuclear war  
and a new type of conflict called “unconventional war.”

The most recent example of this “unconventional war” had 
occurred in Southeast Asia, in Malaysia where the British had 
helped the Malaysians come out on top and in French Indo-
china, where the French had lost.  In the latter case, after the 
French withdrew, the country was divided along the 17th Paral-
lel, with the Peoples’ Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North) 
and Republic of Vietnam (South).  From 1954 to 1956 there had 
been a tremendous refugee flow from north to south, from Hanoi 
to Saigon.  Reader’s Digest and the Catholic Digest were full of 
stories of human drama as “innocents fled south to escape the 
Communist governments.”  But the United States had stayed 
out of both conflicts, letting the British and the French go their 
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separate ways, given their respective approaches to the develop-
ment (or lack thereof) of indigenous governments.  I’m sure we 
had a few military observers in both theaters — we never seem 
to pass up a chance to see what works and what doesn’t work.  
But that was some eight to ten years ago and here it was, 1963-4.

However, to fight an unconventional war, one couldn’t use 
“conventional” weapons and force structure.  Since we consid-
ered Korea to be a “draw,” the last successful conflict we could 
point to was WWII, and some of the original cast was still 
around in 1963-64.

The U.S. Army, in particular, had paid a large price during 
the 1947 service re-organization known as the Key West Agree-
ments.  Eisenhower’s legacy of using the Army as the mopping 
up force after nuclear war was just being replaced with the new, 
more offensively-minded ROAD (Reorganization of the Army 
Division) Army where we had brigades and battalions rather 
than battle groups.  We had also been hit up alongside the 
head after developing and launching the first successful rocket 
by having the USAF come along and take that function over.   
All of this was “conventional,” in the WWII corporate culture 
framework.  We really were looking for work, for a raison d'être.

Then, in the Camelot atmosphere of 1961-63, President Ken-
nedy had become enamored with the Special Forces concept, 
the Green Berets, and all of a sudden someone in the Army had 
a mission!  The Special Forces were designed to go in and “help” 
the occupied Eastern European powers develop and employ 
resistance forces.  The SF teams were self-contained, highly 
skilled, trained, and independent by nature and intent.  These 
SF personnel were to blend in and operate with the indigenous 
population in the target areas.

We had held the ground economically and politically in 
Europe; we held the line in limited war in Korea; and there was 
mutually assured destruction (MAD) on the strategic level.  So to 
carry out Lenin’s dictum that “unless [communism] advances, 
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it will be cast upon the dustbin of history,” there were only these 
new wars of “national liberation” to cause us problems.

And daily Mass was still ending with the prayers to 
St. Michael to “save us from those who roam the world seeking 
the ruin of souls.”  In keeping with the idea that God helps those 
who help themselves, Special Forces were part of our effort 
to “help ourselves” as well as others.  I had noticed at noon-
time Mass on holy days throughout that year at Holabird that 
over one-third of our class were practicing Catholics.  I often 
wondered in later years if the connection between religion and 
intelligence work, given the American reluctance to accept the 
“dark” side of intelligence (Stimson’s famous quote that “gentle-
men don’t read other gentlemen’s mail…”) wasn’t a result of the 
old Jesuit axiom that there are times when one has to tolerate a 
limited degree of evil for a greater good.

Our studies of  “national liberation” in class and through 
research indicated that among the first steps of the insurgent 
forces were efforts to eliminate all vestiges of government rep-
resentation, from mayors and local police through teachers.  To 
counterbalance this effort, one had to consider safeguarding 
the population and eventually going from civil affairs at the 
local level to nation building at the highest levels.  All of these 
were very interesting and challenging ideas.  The old concepts 
of Jomini and the art of war were being thrown aside by Mao’s 
dictum that the rebels are fish that live in the sea and that the 
rural population was the sea…well, frankly, I preferred the more 
orderly and familiar Jomini to Mao and Sun Tzu.

When it came time for assignment out of Holabird, several 
of my classmates tried to talk me into going into what we called 
the “six-six” course, which was counterintelligence (CI), or the 
“six-eight,” which was strategic counterintelligence (running 
human sources on the other side of the Iron Curtain).  Neither 
appealed as much to me as the possibility of going back on jump 
status with XVIII Airborne Corps at Fort Bragg.  This meant, 
of course, that in the eyes of many of my Holabird classmates, I 
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was now stamped with the mark of Cain; I was “tactical intel-
ligence.”  Sure, some of their best friends were tac-intel, but they 
didn’t want their sister to marry one.

Brian Robert appeared on the scene in Baltimore on April 
13, 1964, and within six weeks was on his way to being a North 
Carolinian along with his older brother who, I’m sure, was 
beginning to take a rather dim view of this moving bit.  Espe-
cially since we spent the month of June and a good part of July 
in a two bedroom, aluminum trailer in a typical North Caro-
lina, on-the-edge-of-a-military-post trailer park.  The trailer 
had poor air conditioning.  And here we thought that when 
Anne and I were growing up in Kansas City that Kansas was 
hot and humid!

Oh, yes.  When I checked into the 218th Military Intelli-
gence Detachment (the MI unit that supported XVIII Airborne 
Corps), Major Yukio Sawada (CO) soon determined that since 
I had an Armor background and since Armor involved vehicles 
and vehicles required maintenance, I was the best choice for 
Detachment Motor Officer!  That notwithstanding, the time in 
the 218th went by quickly, and even made somewhat enjoyable 
by the fact that my first troop commander in Germany, Art 
Strange, his wife Virginia, and their family lived in Fayetteville.

Art was now a major with the 5th Special Forces.  We spent 
many interesting hours exchanging war stories, though my 
part consisted mostly of listening, since he had just come back 
from the Far East and several months duty in that faraway place 
known as South Vietnam.  He had been an advisor and team 
leader down south and had some interesting tales to tell.  Only 
one was tragic, but that was Art, (in Virginia’s own words, the 
“playboy of the Western world”) who thought of everything in 
a positive light.  Apparently Lee Williams, my predecessor as 
A Troop XO in Germany, also went to Vietnam as an advisor.  
While on a river crossing in the Mekong Delta, he had jumped 
back into the canal to pull a Vietnamese soldier out and had 
drowned in the process.  This was of no minor significance to 
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me in that I was not, nor had I ever been, a swimmer of any 
renown.  It had been my claim to fame that I passed the one 
hundred yard swim test as a plebe by walking back and forth on 
the bottom of the pool.

By then the evening news was filled with more and more 
reports out of Vietnam; it seemed like one coup after another 
but still, there were other things that were commanding my 
attention.  For somehow Anne was pregnant with Number 
Three.  Like swimming, I was never sure how these things were 
supposed to work, but somehow they did — in spite of me.

I got to know quite a few officers on Corps staff, as well as 
some guys who worked “behind the green door.”  That’s how 
they were referred to.  Everyone who didn’t work there acted 
like they knew what was going on but were not allowed to talk 
about it.  Not wanting to appear as the dummy I was, I either 
stayed out of such conversations or, if caught up in one, sort of 
gave the attitude of “obviously you don’t have the need-to-know 
so I’m not going to say anything.”  But whatever they did, really 
was really under wraps.  (It was not until 1971, on my second 
tour, that I became fully aware of communications intelligence 
and the high degree of security that surrounded the concept of  
what the Brits knew during WWII as the Ultra Secret.)  And 
then there were the counterintelligence (CI) officers, always in 
civilian clothes and always hanging around together.  One guy I 
got to know on the CI team was a young captain like myself, by 
the name of Charles Pierce.

Major Sawada retired later that summer while I was on 
TDY and a “Chick” Choquette took over as detachment com-
mander.  Earlier that summer, Major Kerannen from Corps 
G2 Staff asked me to come up to Corps level on a temporary 
assignment to write some planning documents for a forthcom-
ing Corps training exercise on Vieques Island off Puerto Rico.  
So having passed an annual inspection of the Inspector General 
with flying colors (but also with the grace of God and hard work 
by the detachment NCOs, led by SFC Bell, the senior NCO since 
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I was on TDY when the IG came through), I handed my Motor 
Officer duties to Pierce.

It was in August that I got word of a vacancy in an Amphib-
ious Staff Officer Course in San Diego, California that coming 
September and October.  XVIII Airborne Corps did a lot of 
work in what was called the joint environment, working with 
other services.  Of course, the Air Force flew the planes we 
jumped out of, but we also held exercises with the Navy and 
the Marine Corps.  So the powers-that-be thought it would be a 
good idea if Captain Hanne, soon to be on the Corps staff as the 
G2 Operations Officer, went to this course.

We thought it would be a good chance to run Anne, Matt, 
and Brian home to Kansas City for the two weeks I was in the 
class.  I would take leave on the way back and spend some time 
with both her mother and my parents.  I spent a rather boring 
two weeks at San Diego — the only thing I can really remember 
is seeing the movie “It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad World” — but a very 
pleasant week or so on leave in the Kansas City area.  It was fun 
to watch the grandparents play with their grandchildren, and to 
watch the boys’ reactions as they were introduced to Gammy’s 
Jell-O with sliced carrots and grapes.

All good things have to come to an end, and all too soon 
we were airborne again, winging our way back to Fayetteville 
where SFC Bell was to meet us at the airport with both trans-
portation to our home on Sunchon Drive and, unbeknownst to 
us, with a message concerning a reassignment.
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It was late in the evening.  Everyone was tired, especially the 
two younger ones.  This was late 1964, the quality of air travel 
was still spotty, and most short hops were by propeller-driven 
aircraft flying in rather turbulent conditions.  So all of us were 
glad when the twin-engine Piedmont finally touched down at 
the Fayetteville Airport, and we were able to uncoil ourselves 
from the small seats and stretch our legs. 

"Top" — what else does a soldier call the senior NCO in 
his organization?  An officer, other than a second lieutenant, 
can refer to him directly by such a term, but a junior NCO as 
well as the aforementioned lieutenant does it at his own peril — 
anyway, Top met us at the terminal and while walking with us 
out to our car, casually mentioned that I had received reassign-
ment orders that very day.  We had just gotten to Bragg in June, 
this was October, and we were being reassigned?  It didn’t make 
sense, but besides that, where were we going?

First of all, I had the wrong pronoun.  It wasn’t the plural 
first person, it was the singular.  And it was indeed an unaccom-
panied tour.  It was an assignment for a one-year tour with the 

Copyrighted Material



15

Chapter 2 - Wait a Minute!  We Just Got Here!

Military Advisory Command-Vietnam (MACV), with a three-
month TDY (temporary duty) en route at the Defense Language 
Institute (DLI), Presidio of Monterey, California, to study Viet-
namese.  I wasn’t scheduled for the language class at DLI until 
the middle of April, 1965, with an in-country arrival date of July 
of that year.  There are many things that occur throughout any 
given day that never seem to register in one’s memory, but that 
image I have of a late evening in a parking lot at the Fayetteville 
Airport, with the lights in the background, as I’m opening the 
door to the Dodge Dart to put our luggage in, with Tom Bell 
telling us what’s coming down the pike in the way of orders is 
one of those exceptions.  This one registered for some reason.

I honestly don’t remember my emotions, but I’m sure there 
was a mix of loss in leaving Anne and the boys, as well as a sense 
of adventure.  It always seems to be that way.  

We didn’t communicate in those days, Anne and I.  We 
talked and we raised a family and we loved each other, but we 
didn’t communicate.  Whether it was the chronological age we 
occupied or the culture of the time, I don’t know, but as I look 
back, I can’t really say we shared our feelings, worries, and con-
cerns.  Erickson’s works would probably tell you that a man is 
focused on his career till he’s about forty, then he focuses else-
where, and that was probably my case.  I had planned on get-
ting out after my three-year obligation from West Point was up, 
but Art Strange had taught me that the Army was fun, and so I 
stuck around.  I knew that every so often I might get a less-than-
desirable assignment like an unaccompanied tour in Korea or 
something like that, but advisory tours like this one had not 
been part of that equation.

Other than Art and the now-deceased Lee Williams, I was 
the first from the Squadron who read that message that after-
noon in 1962 who was going to be in-country — and I didn’t even 
volunteer!  So, as noted earlier, I was truly self-oriented and/or 
career conscious; one’s perspective would depend on where one 
was coming from.  In those days, I was still holding fast to the 
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“Duty, Honor, Country” perspective.  When President Kennedy 
talked about sharing others’ burdens, asking what you can do 
for your country, and making the push to help others through 
nation building, I went willingly.  I was — and still am — proud 
to do what I could.  But I never asked anyone else, especially the 
one who counted the most, my wife Anne.

Christmas was one of those that stuck in my mind.  We had 
a nice place on Post on Sunchon Drive.  We had nice neighbors,  
Loren and Jeannie Larson, and we enjoyed Christmas to the hilt.  
It wasn’t, to me at least, one of those somber, “let’s remember 
everything” type of Christmas.  Never once did I think on this 
tour or on any other tour that I was not going to come home safe 
and sound.  My attitude was simply that “this, too shall pass.”   

We weren’t fatalistic by any means, but over the years of 
Catholic upbringing and schooling, I had learned to try and 
accept whatever came my way.  Even before track and cross-
country meets at West Point I thought it was a bit presumptuous 
for me to pray to win, so I’d reconciled my competitive spirit 
with the idea of asking for the strength to do my best.   For a 
wedding gift, Anne had given me a statue of Christ at Geth-
semane on which I had inscribed the phrase that best summed 
up my approach as “Not My Will but Thine be Done.”

We had a German Shepherd at the time and she figures 
prominently in the pictures we took, as do the boys, Matt and 
Brian.  Mark is there too, albeit under cover at the time.  His 
pending arrival was in early April.  In January we weren’t sure 
if it was going to be Mark, or the long-awaited — and never to 
show on the scene — Jeanne Marie, but our undercover child 
caused us to head back to Kansas City in mid-January and get 
Anne and the family situated.

I returned to Fort Bragg, went through Jumpmaster’s School, 
earning my senior parachutist wings, and finished a number of 
projects on the Corps G2 staff.  I passed a lot of time with Loren 
and Jeannie discussing the evening news and what was going on 
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in SVN and in Washington. D.C.  In early March, literally one 
week ahead of the 82nd’s deployment to the Dominican Repub-
lic, I flew home to Kansas City to be present at Mark’s birth.

A lot had happened on the political scene since that evening 
in October when I learned I was headed to the Far East.  That 
old cliché that there’s nothing like an impending hanging to 
focus a man’s mind is true.  I absorbed everything I could get 
my hands on about Vietnam.  I read how the French had tried  
and failed back in the early fifties (I finally read Bernard Fall’s 
Street Without Joy — at the wrong time, as I was flying over the 
Pacific in July and landing at Ton Son Nhut airport.  Timing 
is everything!).  From what I could gather from those who had 
been there, largely advisors, we were trying to develop a civic 
sense and responsibility in a population that had been ignored 
and exploited first by the French and then by their own people.  
Success was being achieved in small ways.  There were some odd 
ideas, like Strategic Hamlets, but these appeared to be driven by 
the Secretary of Defense and his efficiency experts.  There was 
the Gulf of Tonkin incident.  There was the attack on the airfield 
at Pleiku.  There were the isolated losses of advisors in ambushes 
and limited action fire fights.  And there were the never-ending 
coups! 

Every one of these events was met with plenty of analysis, 
I’m sure, in the New York Times.  However, around Fayetteville, 
North Carolina, while trying to raise a family, and enjoy what 
little time we had together, we were more prone to use the news-
paper to housebreak the puppy than we were to read it.  There 
are priorities in life.

We waited and waited in Kansas City…and so did Mark.  
Reluctantly, I finally had to leave a quite over-due Anne, two 
sons, my parents, and Anne’s mother and grandmother at the 
airport and fly out for the language course.  By taking leave-en-
route in lieu of leave after school, this meant that Mark would 
be about 15 months old when I would finally get to hold him, 
another of those “duffel bag” items.  He was born on April 17, a 
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year and four days after Brian had arrived on the scene in Mary-
land and one heck of a lot of miles from Baltimore.

Language school was interesting.  Vietnamese is a tonal 
language and here I was, the kid the nuns used to tell to “mouth 
the words but don’t sing.”  (I became a mime in all of the choral 
pageants in grade school.)  Neither my dad nor I could carry a 
tune in a bushel basket, but that sure didn’t stop us from trying!  
Plus, my language abilities at West Point had been less than 
spectacular.  I graduated last in my class in Russian.  Language 
and mathematics were not my strong suits by any means.

The instructors at Monterey were mainly South Vietnam-
ese who had an excellent command of the English language.  
I remember one Vietnamese woman who knew more English 
grammar than I did.   She apparently was from one of the fami-
lies that fled south in 1954 and emigrated to the U.S., where she 
graduated from the University of Michigan.  I don’t remember 
what her major was.  Maybe I never knew.

She brought a certain “human face” quality to the stories I 
had read earlier about refugees from the north.  We had read for 
years about conditions under the Communists, especially since 
the days of the “loss of China” to the Communists.  McCar-
thy, who with others blamed that loss on Owen Lattimore, is 
not a film clip to me.  I was watching TV at a neighbor’s house 
the afternoon that Joseph Welch took Senator McCarthy to 
task with his famous “have you no dignity” speech in the U.S. 
Senate.  Anyway, the newspapers, magazines, and books were 
full of the persecution of peasants, landowners, Catholics, 
virtually anyone and everyone by the Communists.  Cardinal 
Mindszenty was right at the top of the list of living martyrs.  
The definite impression was one of a struggle between the forces 
of evil (the Soviet Union and COMINTERN) and the forces of 
good (led by the U.S.).  Like the old joke that “the whole world 
is queer but thee and me, and sometimes I wonder about thee,” 
there were concerns about our allies.  France booted us out of 
France and withdrew from NATO.  England bounced Churchill 
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within six months of winning WWII.  Th ere was cause for our 
looking at the world as though we were the savior on the white 
horse!  But back to beautiful downtown Monterey!

We went to the three month course.  While we were there 
the Department of Defense doubled the class load, so during the 
last half of the course there were classes that  went from eight till 
four, and then from about four until midnight.

Most of us were captains and lieutenants and if married, we 
were geographical bachelors.  Th ree of us gravitated together, Pat 
Haley, Ray Celeste, and myself.  We were grads of the Hudson 
High for Wayward Boys, aka West Point.  Th e two of them were 
out of the class of ’56; I was from ’60.  We were all married, had 
kids, and were Catholics, and we were all headed to Vietnam 
as advisors.  Our biggest source of entertainment was to hit 

one specifi c restaurant on 
Alverado Street in Monterey 
aft er class and watch a short 
order cook handle fi ft een to 
twenty orders at a time!  Ah, 
the simple life.  But hanging 
around together sort of took 
the bite out of being lonely.

Th e three of us had left  
families someplace back 
East.  Ray’s were in NJ as I 
remember, and Pat’s were 
somewhere around South 
Bend.  So we were not as 
interested in “other pursuits” 
as we were in getting the 
class over and on our way 
because the sooner we left , 
the sooner we’d be back 
with our families.  We had 
all read Steinbeck’s Cannery 

William Hanne’s graduation 
picture from Hudson 

High for Wayward Boys, 
aka West Point.
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Row, but we were in agreement that the place had changed 
considerably since Steinbeck described it in the ‘30’s. 

The evening classes were the worst from the “what-am-I-
going-to-do-now?” angle.  We knew from the beginning we 
were going to pass the language course — simple logic.  What 
were they going to do if we flunked?  Send us to Vietnam?  So 
there wasn’t that much intellectual effort expended in learn-
ing the language.  A rough analogy was the bierhalle German 
we learned. — ein bier bitte, etc.  But when we shifted to the 
evening classes, our circadian clocks didn’t readjust, so during 
the morning and afternoon hours we either sat around talking, 
exchanging war stories or going through the shops in down-
town Monterey.  I always found myself buying small odds and 
ends for the three boys and Anne at home; it was a long-range 
link with home.   

We also tried something new for our age, portable tape 
recorders.  These were the early ones, reel-to-reel and about the 
size of a hardback.  The tapes could run for as long as an hour.  
That was our first experience in speaking into a box and doing a 
monologue for however long we could last.  It was great to hear 
the voices but awfully hard to do the talking, which is probably 
why these things didn’t sell too many after the first rush.

The biggest event “on campus” was the arrival of Captain 
Peter M. Dawkins, at least it was to others in the class.  Having 
been at West Point when he was playing football, and knowing 
of him as First Captain of the Corps of Cadets, I wasn’t star-
struck but I wasn’t unimpressed either.  In a way, Dawkins’ 
presence at the language school, learning Vietnamese to be an 
advisor, too, sort of put us all in good company.  If someone 
of his “future Chief-of-Staff” status was going to be an advisor, 
then maybe being one wasn’t the death knell to a career that so 
many were predicting that it was going to be at the time.

There were a couple of bus trips up to see my sister Patricia 
and her family in Sacramento, but the time eventually came to 
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get on the Big Iron Bird and head west out of Travis AFB.  I took 
Fall’s Street Without Joy along to read on the plane.  It was a long 
flight through Hawaii and Midway and then into Saigon in the 
late afternoon.  First impression?  Wet, gray, cloudy, and with a 
particular aroma, a mix of diesel exhaust, lush vegetation, and 
moisture.  I had never smelled anything like it before and never 
again till the second tour and again in 1976 and 1984 in Hawaii.  
It took me the longest time to realize that diesel fumes were not 
part of the normal tropical perfume!

Saigon was bursting at the seams.  We were beginning to 
pour U.S. ground troops into the central and northern areas 
(more of my own philosophy on why there, later.)  And there 
was the constant roar and screech of the jets as they took off 
and landed at the airport.  We were hustled through customs 
and into the in-processing routine that evening.  We ended up 
staying at one of the usual ports-of-call for personnel passing 
through Saigon, the hotel known as the “Five O’s” or the Five 
Oceans Hotel.  I bunked with someone; I have no idea who, 
what service, or anything; the clerk just gave me a key, an in-
processing schedule to follow, and that was it.  I do remember 
a warm body nodding hello and good bye as we would pass in 
the room.  I’m sure he was a permanent party in the Saigon area 
and was pressed into sharing his facilities with transients.  The 
opening scenes in the hotel room in the movie Apocalypse Now 
brought back several vivid memories.  Coppola certainly had 
the right mood in those scenes!

After a couple days of briefings we got our in-country 
orders.  We had been assigned initially in the States by our per-
sonnel directorate to a major command in Vietnam and told 
that once we were there, that command (MACV in my case) 
would issue more detailed assignment instructions.  However, 
what was really important to all of us, and in some ways was a 
root cause of many of our problems, was that we started count-
ing the second we touched down at the airport.  365 days and 
we were scheduled to be on an outbound plane!  Short-timer’s 
calendars, ranging from the type you would show your 80-year-
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old grandmother to the type that even Linda Lovelace (if you 
don’t know, don’t ask) in her Deep Throat days would blush at, 
were the rage.  The schematic approach was all the same.  They 
started at the outside and orbited in to the very center which 
would be Number One — your last day in-country.  I’ve got a 
few thoughts on that concept, too, but those will come later.

Back to my orders.  Deciphering these pieces of bureaucracy 
was always a challenge, but these were relatively simple.  I was 
assigned to DCAT 60, Sa Dec, RVN.  The difficulty lay in deter-
mining where in this California-sized nation was this Division 
Combat Advisory Team Number 60.  Once I located them, then 
finding this “Sa Dec” place would be simple.

It didn’t take long.  Our briefers all had maps of the area, 
and we soon discovered that Advisory Team 60 and Sa Dec were 
in the center of the Mekong Delta, within a province known 
as Vinh Long, in what was known as the IV Corps area, the 
southern 25% of the country where about 40% of the Vietnam-
ese population lived.  That’s all I knew once I got my orders, and 
that I was to report to 8th Aerial Port at the airfield in Saigon at 
some weird time during the morning to catch a hop by Caribou 
(a twin-engine, prop aircraft good for short take-off and land-
ing areas) to My Tho (7th Army of Vietnam (ARVN) Infantry 
Division HQ), then to Can Tho (IV Corps HQ) and then to 
Vinh Long where a wheeled convoy would pick me up, along 
with the mail and all sorts of supplies, and not necessarily in 
that order — the mail came first, then the supplies, and then 
me — for delivery to Sa Dec.
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Personal History

December 1938 Born in Kansas City, Kansas

May 1952 Graduated St. Peters Grade School, 
Kansas City, Kansas

May 1956 Graduated Ward High School, 
Kansas City, Kansas

July 1956 Entered West Point 
(U.S. Military Academy)

June 1960 Graduated West Point,
Commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant

November 1960 Married Anne Katherine Strobach,  
Kansas City, Kansas

October 1962 Matthew born, Heidelberg, 
Federal Republic of Germany

December 1960 
– July 1963

Served in Germany

April 1964 Brian born, Baltimore, Maryland

August 1963 
– May 1964

Student, Ft. Holabird, Maryland; 
Intelligence Career Course

June 1964 
– April 65

218th MI Detachment, Ft. Bragg, 
North Carolina

April 1965 Mark born, Kansas City, Kansas

April 1965 
– July 1965

Student, Vietnamese language course, 
Presidio of Monterey, California
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July 1965 
– June 1966

Advisor, 9th ARVN Infantry Division, 
IV Corps, Republic of Vietnam

May 1967 Eric born, Rantoul, Illinois

July 1966 
– June 1968

Student, University of Illinois,
Master of Science in Geography

June 1968 
– June 1971

U.S. Military Academy, Assistant 
Professor, Geographic Research

July 1971 
– April 1972

Advisor, 9th ARVN Infantry Division, 
IV Corps, Tactical Zone, Republic of 
Vietnam 

May 1972 
– May 1973

Student, Command and General Staff 
College, Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas

June 1973 
– June 1974

Student, Russian language course, 
Presidio of Monterey, California

June 1974 
– July 1975

Office of the Assistant Chief of Staff for 
Intelligence, Pentagon

July 1975 
– November 1976

Office of the Chief of Staff, U.S. Army, 
Pentagon

November 1976 
– November 1977

Assistant Chief of Staff for Intelligence 
(G2), 25th Infantry Division, Hawaii

January 1978 
– July 1979

Battalion Commander, Staff and Faculty 
Battalion, Intelligence School, Ft. Devens, 
Massachusetts

July 1979 
– July 1980

Assistant Director, Training, Intelligence 
School, Ft. Devens, Massachusetts
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July 1980 
– June 1981

Student, U.S. Naval War College, 
Newport, Rhode Island

July 1981 
– June 1983

Analyst, U.S. Army Strategic Studies 
Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania

July 1983 
– July 1984

Field Station Commander, Sinop, Turkey

July 1984 
– February 1989

Manager, National Telemetry Processing 
Center, National Security Agency, 
Ft. Meade, Maryland

February 1989 Retired as Colonel, U.S. Army, National 
Telemetry Processing Center, National 
Security Agency, Ft. Meade, Maryland

June 1990 Resigned as a GS15 from the National 
Cryptologic School1, National Security 
Agency 
Moved to Sierra Vista, Arizona

January 1991 Awarded PhD, Education Policy, 
Planning, and Administration, College 
of Education, University of Maryland

June 1990 
– December 1995

Contractor, Ft. Huachuca, Arizona 
Drone development 1992-1995

January 1996 
– January 1998

Professional Development Director, 
Military Professional Resources, Inc. 
(MPRI), Zagreb, Croatia

1 The National Cryptologic School is responsible for designing, developing, and 
delivering curriculum in Cryptology, Information Assurance, Language, and 
Leadership.  - Wikipedia
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January 1998 
– October 2013

Resident/Mayor (2000-2013), 
Arendtsville, Pennsylvania

October 2013 
to date

Resident, Green Valley, Arizona

Three grandchildren by blood and 4 more by marriage.

The manuscript for this book was started in late 1994 and 
finished in 1996 while completing the work in the States for 
MPRI before going to Croatia.
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U.S. Army Ranks (in ascending order):

Enlisted
PVT ............ Private
PV2 ............. Private 2
PFC ............. Private First Class
CPL ............. Corporal
SGT ............. Sergeant
SSG ............. Staff Sergeant
SFC ............. Sergeant First Class
MSG ........... Master Sergeant
1SG ............. First Sergeant
SGM ........... Sergeant Major
MSG ........... Master Sergeant
1SG ............. First Sergeant
SGM ........... Sergeant Major

Officers
2LT .............. Second Lieutenant
1LT ..............First Lieutenant
CPT ............ Captain
MAJ ............ Major
LTC ............. Lieutenant Colonel
COL ............ Colonel
BG ............... Brigadier General
MG .............. Major General
LTG ............. Lieutenant General
GEN ............ General

AFB....................... Air Force Base

AFN ...................... Armed Forces Network (Radio and Televi-
sion Service)

AO ........................ Area of Operations

ARVN .................. Army of Vietnam

Copyrighted Material
Some pages are omitted from this book preview.



187

Glossary 

CG ........................ Commanding General

CI .......................... Counterintelligence

CO ........................ Commanding Officer

COMINTERN ....The Communist International, an interna-
tional communist organization that advo-
cated world communism.

CONUS ................ Continental U.S.

COSVN ................ Central Executive Committee of the People’s 
Revolutionary Party.  The American acronym 
for North Vietnamese political and military 
headquarters inside South Vietnam

DARRS ................. Division Army Radio Research Support

DCAT  .................. Directorate of Combined Arms Tactics

DEROS .................Date of Estimated Return from Overseas 
(date of rotation home)

DLI........................ Defense Language Institute

DoD ...................... Department of Defense

DRAC ................... Delta Regional Assistance Command

DTOC .................. Division Tactical Operations Center

G1 .........................Assistant Chief of Staff (Personnel)

G2 ......................... Assistant Chief of Staff (Intelligence)

G3 ......................... Assistant Chief of Staff (Operations and 
Plans)

G4 ......................... Assistant Chief of Staff (Logistics)

G5 ......................... Assistant Chief of Staff (Civil Affairs)

GH ........................ Green Hornet - code for enemy location.  

HCMT  ................. Ho Chi Minh Trail

HQ ........................ Headquarters
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IG .......................... Inspector General

J2 ........................... Intelligence (Joint Staff Directorate)

KKK ..................... Khmer Kampuchea-Krom

MAAG  ................ Military Assistance Advisory Group

MAAG-VN .......... Military Assistance Advisory Group Vietnam

MACV .................. Military Assistance Command Vietnam

MAD .................... Mutually Assured Destruction

MEDCAP ............ Medical Civic Action Program

MI ......................... Military Intelligence

MO ....................... Modus Operandi

MSS ...................... See page 7

NCO ..................... Non-commissioned Officer

NVA...................... North Vietnamese Army

OER ...................... Officer Evaluation Report

OPSEC .................Operations Security

PACEX ................. U.S. Navy Pacific Exchange

PCS ....................... Permanent Change of Station

Recce/recces ........ Reconnaissance

RF/PF ................... Regional Force/Popular Force (“Ruff-Puffs”)

S1........................... Personnel Staff Officer

S2 .......................... Intelligence Staff Officer

S3 .......................... Operations Staff Officer

SA ......................... Senior Advisor

SEA ....................... Southeast Asia

Six-six course ......Counterintelligence (CI)
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Six-eight course .. Strategic Counterintelligence 
(running human sources on the other side of 
the Iron Curtain). 

SOCC ................... Special Operations Coordination Center

SVN ...................... South Vietnam

TDY ...................... Temporary Duty

TOC ...................... Tactical Operations Center

USAREUR ...........U.S. Army Europe

USARV ................. U.S. Army-Vietnam

USO ...................... United Service Organizations (USO Show)

VC .........................Viet Cong

VNAF ................... Vietnam Air Force

XO ......................... Executive Officer

Copyrighted Material
Some pages are omitted from this book preview.



A SnakeA SnakeA Snake
in the Roadin the Roadin the Road
Things Are Not What They Appear To BeThings Are Not What They Appear To BeThings Are Not What They Appear To Be

William Hanne

A
 Sna

ke in the R
oa

d
A

 Sna
ke in the R

oa
d

A
 Sna

ke in the R
oa

d
 

W
illia

m
 H

a
nne

 
W

illia
m

 H
a

nne
 

W
illia

m
 H

a
nne

A different take on the U.S. involvement 
in Vietnam from the perspective of Captain 
William G. Hanne of the Military Assistance 
Command.

After his fi rst tour of 
duty in 1965-66, Bill Hanne 
didn’t know what to expect 
when he was redeployed 
for a second tour in 1971-
72.  The progress he saw in 
competency development 
and nation building in the 
Mekong Delta and the 
Seven Mountains area surprised him.

So did Washington’s mishandling of the 
potential opportunity to make a real and last-
ing difference for the Vietnamese people.

After a twenty-nine year career in the 
United States Army, Bill Hanne retired as a 
Colonel from the National Telemetry Process-
ing Center of the National Security Agency.

This book incorporates the wisdom gained 
from nearly thirty years of experience in 
military intelligence and strategic analysis.  
It also refl ects the depth of understanding 
that came from immersing himself in the 
local culture and working directly with the 
Vietnamese 9th ARVN Infantry Division as an 
advisor.
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