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Exiting the Vietnam Quagmire

This policy shift was implemented the following month. My deputy, Ken-
neth Quinn, met with Vietnam’s permanent representative to the United
Nations, Trinh Xuan Lang, in early August. At the end of the month I met
with Thach’s deputy, Vice Foreign Minister Le Mai, to lay the ground-
work for a meeting the following month in New York between Secretary
Baker and Foreign Minister Thach.
The Baker-Thach encounter occurred on September 27 as the UN Gen-
eral Assembly was convening. The ever-manipulative Thach set the tone
for the discussion by presenting Baker, at the outset of the meeting, a
copy of Paul Samuelson’s classic text Economics—which had been trans-
lated into Vietnamese! Thach commented that the text was guiding his
country toward market-oriented economic reforms. He added, provoca-
tively, that Samuelson’s analysis helped him identify “loopholes” in U.S.
law that would enable the Bush administration to lift its trade embargo
with his country. Thach also urged an end to the administration’s oppo-
sition to International Monetary Fund and World Bank loans to Viet-
nam, pleading that U.S. policies were only stiffening the resistance of
unspecified “hard-liners” in his country to improving bilateral relations.
Baker countered by stressing the need to overcome political resistance in
the United States to normalization. He said that Vietnam could facilitate
progress by supporting the just-published Perm Five framework agree-
ment for settling the Cambodia conflict and resolving the POW/MIA
issue. Accommodating cangressional pressure, the secretary invited Thach
to make a one-day visit to Washington for discussions with General John
Vessey and Ann Mills Griffiths of the National League of Families and to
meet with interested senators from the Foreign Relations Committee.

Following the Baker-Thach encounter and the foreign minister’s visit to
Washington, there was another hiatus in contacts with the Vietnamese as
both Hanoi and Phnom Penh resisted implementation of the Perm Five
plan. Yet pressures again built in Congress for normalization, driven by
new reports of military cooperation between Sihanouk’s forces and the
Khmer Rouge. This time the administration responded by developing a




