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3.	  Remembering	  Vietnam	  in	  Central	  America:	  the	  words	  and	  the	  
deeds.	  
 

After the resignation of Secretary of State Alexander Haig in July 1982, his successor 

George Shultz steered Reagan’s foreign policy into calmer waters, giving almost no 

attention to Central America in his first few months. However, leftist insurgencies and 

regimes remained an issue in Central America, as the Reagan administration 

continued to fear regional destabilization and the perception of American impotence 

in the face of revolutionary movements if the United States could not stop them.  

 Before he left the administration, Alexander Haig had presented these 

problems, and the intended solutions, within the framework of his own  memories of 

Vietnam: quick and decisive action, aimed at the source of the problem, should 

prevent the dominoes from falling and restore American credibility. Congress and 

public opinion reacted with a solution based on other interpretations of the Vietnam 

War: with the intention to avoid ‘quagmires’ where bellicose presidents could 

demonstrate their fortitude at the cost of taxes and American lives.  

 When Haig left, a group within the administration with strong and distinct 

memories of the errors of Vietnam perceived Central America as the perfect antidote 

to cure the hangover of the war, yet not necessarily in the same way as Alexander 

Haig had seen the region as a ‘proving ground.’ In contrast to Haig, this group was in 

general more idealistic, less informed, and less controlled by their superiors and peers. 

It consisted of individuals from middle management in several institutions involved 

with Central American policy, most notably the State Department, the Defense 

Department, the CIA, and the National Security Council. 

 In previous chapters, I have argued how certain memories of the Vietnam War 

came to influence the perception of international security issues, as well as of 

American society as a whole, fostering a view that the U.S. was in need of moral and 

spiritual revival after the damaging experience of Vietnam and of the 1960s in a 

broader sense. In this chapter, I will demonstrate how this perception was transformed 

into action by a group who was intensely driven by their wish to correct the damage 

created as a result of the Vietnam War. In a first, short section, I will illustrate how 

they lobbied to return Central America to the top of the foreign policy agenda and to 

persuade Congress and public opinion of the threat from the region – despite the 

previous lack of success under Haig. Then, in the second and longer section, I will 
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describe how they changed their tactics after the public campaigns failed and resorted 

to covert activity. As I will argue, in these public and covert actions, individual, 

institutional, and collective memories on the Vietnam War interacted with each other 

and served as a guide, a catalyst and a lens through which both problem and solution 

in Central America were perceived. These memories highly influenced Reagan’s 

foreign policy and even threatened to destroy his presidency as a whole.  

 

The issues in Central America were obviously complex and difficult to assess for 

policy-makers, Congress, and the press corps alike. The complexity of the issue may 

be best illustrated by the turnaround of Representative Clarence Long, who had 

vehemently opposed aid to El Salvador on the basis of his fear that it would turn into 

‘another Vietnam.’ In February 1981, Long had strongly criticized Assistant Secretary 

of State for Latin American Affairs John Bushnell for mentioning the domino theory 

in relation to Central America during a congressional hearing and frequently sought 

the press ever since to voice his concerns. However, beginning in late 1982, Long 

flew to the region on several occasions and slowly adjusted his opinion. By April 

1983, he had reversed his position and was now advocating support for a request from 

the Reagan administration for aid to Central America that contained even more funds 

than the requests Long had been instrumental in defeating in 1981 and 1982. In fact, 

Long’s support was pivotal in securing 30 million dollars to support El Salvador 

which was voted by the House on April 27, 1983, according to Rep. Jack Kemp (R-

NY): “I don’t think there would be any assistance to El Salvador were it not for 

him.”1 

 Long’s reversal was unusual, as he had warned in 1981 against becoming 

embroiled in what he called “a Vietnam thing.” As he said at the time: “I don’t think 

Johnson [had that intention to stay involved in Vietnam] either, or at least he said he 

didn’t. Somehow we got in there.”2 Now, almost two years later, he defended his 

reversal on aid to El Salvador in puzzling terms. He now not only seemed resigned to 

the “Vietnam thing” he had previously warned against, but actively advocated 

                                                
1 Karlyn Barker, “Rep. Long's Switch on El Salvador Puts Him at Center of Controversy,” The 
Washington Post, April 27, 1983, Metro, C1. 
2United States Congress, House Committee on Appropriations; Subcommittee on Foreign Aid 
Operations; Hearing: Foreign Assistance and Related Programs Appropriations for 1982, February 
25, 1981.  
,[1981]). 
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support. “I think we should have stayed out, but we’re in now,” he told a reporter.3 

Long listed his reasons for supporting aid now: since 1982, he had observed 

constitutional reforms in El Salvador and an improvement of the human rights record. 

Moreover, he feared a right-wing military coup in El Salvador, and aid now could 

help the moderate party retain its hold.  

 Long’s reversal was met with criticism but also illustrated the general 

confusion and complexity of the issues in Central America. While Long supported the 

aid request out of fear for a right-wing military coup, others favored it because they 

feared a Marxist take-over. As much remained unclear about the volatile situations in 

countries like El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Honduras, many Americans inside and 

outside the government had difficulty assessing whether aid would have positive or 

negative effects on issues like human rights, democracy, civil war, and the threat that 

Marxist movements in the region posed to the United States.   

Yet within the Reagan administration, an increasingly powerful group, situated 

at the bureaucratic mid-level, had considerably fewer doubts on Central America and 

attempted to persuade Congress and the general public to accept their views that were 

in large part based on how they remembered the Vietnam War. As argued in the 

previous chapter, Alexander Haig was already convinced about the threat from the 

region and based his intended response largely on what he considered a Realist 

foreign policy. After Haig’s departure, a much more ideologically inclined, pro-active 

group of people emerged who crossed institutional boundaries. Some of them were 

‘civilian militarists’ – civilians in policy positions who consistently advocated 

military solutions to defense and security issues.4 Some of them had dealt mostly with 

the issues of East-West confrontation and nuclear policy, while others had gained 

either diplomatic or military experience during the Vietnam War. All firmly believed 

in the ability of United States policy to counter communism and promote democracy 

in Central America, which they, like their superiors, embraced as a ‘proving ground.’ 

The literature on this issue mentions among the civilian militarists Undersecretary of 

Defense for Policy Fred Ikle, National Security Council staff-members Constantine 

Menges and Alfonso Sapia-Bosch, and CIA-expert Nestor Sanchez. Vietnam veterans 

were represented by, for instance, State Department’s Office of Central American 
                                                
3 Karlyn Barker, “Rep. Long's Switch on El Salvador Puts Him at Center of Controversy,” The 
Washington Post, April 27, 1983, Metro, C1. 
4 Greg Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New 
Imperialism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2006), 72. 
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Affairs Director and veteran from the Phoenix Program during the Vietnam War Craig 

Johnstone, counterinsurgency-specialist Colonel John Waghelstein, National Security 

Advisor Robert McFarlane, and NSC-staffer Oliver North.5 Latin American-specialist 

Greg Grandin includes these people in what he calls the “interagency war party … 

marginalizing area experts in the State Department and operating under the radar 

screen.”6  

 A number of factors allowed this group to have a disproportionate influence 

on foreign policy, in particular Central American policy. All factors are related to a 

lack of oversight. According to their positions in the hierarchy, most members of the 

“interagency war party” should have been mostly involved in executing and advising 

on policies that the top-level would formulate. However, due to the lack of consensus 

on Central America, which resulted in part from conflicts on how to remember the 

Vietnam War, the top-level leadership did not formulate a clear policy on Central 

America. Moreover, if there were guidelines given from the top, they got often 

blurred by quarrels or disinterest among the most senior members of the departments, 

such as the conflicts between Weinberger and Shultz illustrate best. Moreover, the 

president was, in the description of U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Jeanne 

Kirkpatrick, “just absent” from the debate on Central America.7  

Also, in addition to the already symbolic meaning that Central America had 

attained as a ‘proving ground’ for the administration and an opportunity to ‘correct’ 

the damage from Vietnam, it was considered a relatively safe reward for the foreign 

policy hawks that had helped elect Reagan. As a member of leading conservative 

Senator Jesse Helms’s staff remarked on the ideologues:  

 

                                                
5 See on the ties between this group (that includes other names as well in various publications) and 
their ideological perceptions Ibid., 67-73; James M. Scott, "Interbranch Rivalry and the Reagan 
Doctrine in Nicaragua," Political Science Quarterly 112, no. 2 (1997), 237-260; Lou Cannon, 
President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991); William M. 
LeoGrande, "Rollback Or Containment? the United States, Nicaragua, and the Search for Peace in 
Central America," International Security 11, no. 2 (1986), 89-120. See for additional arguments on the 
impact of the neoconservative ideologues on Central American policy David J. Rothkopf, Running the 
World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American Power (New 
York: PublicAffairs, 2005), 219-220; Kyle Longley, In the Eagle's Shadow: The United States and 
Latin America (Wheeling, IL: Harlan Davidson, 2002), 290, 302-302; George P. Shultz, Turmoil and 
Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State (New York: Scribner, 1993), 301; Theodore Draper, A Very 
Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs (New York: Hill and Wang, 1991), 48. 
6 Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism, 
72-73. 
7 Lou Cannon and Carl M. Cannon, Reagan's Disciple: George W. Bush's Troubled Quest for a 
Presidential Legacy (New York: PublicAffairs / Perseus Books, 2008), 131. 
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They can't have the Soviet Union or the Middle East or Western 
Europe. All are too important. So they've given them Central 
America…There was just a vacuum … and conservatives rushed to fill 
it.8  

 

This lack of control had two important results. First, as numerous scholars 

have noted, the policy process towards El Salvador and Nicaragua is an illustration of 

how the formulation and execution of foreign policy entails much more than solely a 

legal reciprocity between the executive and legislative branches, with the initiative 

firmly located in the White House.9 A vocal public opinion, a divided Congress, 

ideological differences among departments, and pro-active bureaucrats all played 

large roles, and the ability of the president to control or direct the process was very 

limited. Second, the distinction between formulating and executing policy was often 

negated by a lack of coordination from the top, and the impetus of Central American 

policy in effect was taken over by those most action-oriented on the sub-top levels.10 

And that impetus in turn derived much of its force from bad memories of how the 

Vietnam War had been fought, and how Central America could function as a remedy.   

  

The	  actions	  

In late 1982, Central America Bureau Chief for The Washington Post Christopher 

Dickey noticed a substantial increase in the number of military and diplomatic 

veterans from the Vietnam War stationed in Central America. In an article called “The 

gang that blew Vietnam goes Latin,” Dickey described the background of several 

people like John D. Negroponte, Thomas Enders, and Craig Johnstone,who had made 

their careers in Vietnam and who now controlled Central American policy from the 

State Department. He used terms such as “best and the brightest, class of 1982” and 

an “abrasive ‘can-do’ manner” to describe this group of aggressive diplomats – terms 

that were made popular by David Halberstam’s description of how the overconfidence 

of the Kennedy administration had led to the ‘quagmire’ of Vietnam.11 Making the 

                                                
8 Walter LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions: The United States in Central America (New York: Norton, 
1983), 275. 
9 Scott, Interbranch Rivalry and the Reagan Doctrine in Nicaragua, 237-260; Cynthia J. Arnson, 
Crossroads: Congress, the President, and Central America, 1976-1993 (University Park, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993). 
10 See note 4. 
11 Christopher Dickey, “The Gang that Blew Vietnam Goes Latin,” The Washington Post, November 
28, 1982, Outlook; C1, David Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest (New York: Random House, 
2001). 
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link explicit, Dickey wrote: “Much of the basic thinking behind current U.S. policy in 

the region is a direct product of America's Indochina experience.”12 

 Latin America specialists at the State Department were displeased with what 

they felt to be an intrusion that resulted in favoring hard, possibly military solutions 

over diplomacy. As one expert remarked: “The gang that couldn't shoot straight gets 

another chance.”13 The diplomatic veterans from Southeast Asia clashed in their 

approach towards Central America with the specialists of the region, but their 

thinking strongly resonated with other powerful ‘hardliners’ like Jeanne Kirkpatrick, 

Constantine Menges, and Fred Ikle who had no experience in Vietnam but shared the 

overarching sentiment that American power and credibility, lost in Vietnam, should 

be rebuilt in Central America.  

 As Reagan’s initial plans under Alexander Haig were frustrated - in large part 

due to the negative associations with the Vietnam War - new plans focused on trying 

to influence the public’s perception of the problem. On January 14, 1983, Ronald 

Reagan signed National Security Decision Directive 77 (NSDD-77) that created a 

planning group under the National Security Council to facilitate “Public Diplomacy.” 

That term was defined as actions “designed to generate support for our national 

security objectives.”14 The planning group spawned several interagency committees 

and created the Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean. The 

goal of this office was to create new ways in “defining the terms of the public 

discussion on Central American policy” and to “unshackle (…) public perception of 

policy from myths and cant.”15 

 One of the obvious challenges for the Office of Public Diplomacy and other 

groups involved was to deal with the “myths and cant” fueled by analogies people 

drew between Central America and the Vietnam War – or at least those analogies not 

shared by veterans from within the administration. On February 24, 1983, National 
                                                
12 Dickey, “The Gang that Blew Vietnam Goes Latin.” 
13 Ibidem, Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New 
Imperialism, 72-73; Greg Grandin, "The Right Quagmire 
," Harper's Magazine, 2004, 83. 
14 “Management of Public Diplomacy Relative to National Security (NSC-NSDD-77),” as published on 
the website of the Federation of American Scientists FAS; http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-
077.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011). The document is also available  by title within the “Iran-Contra 
Affair” collection of the National Security Archive, accessible on http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com.  
15 Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism, 
124. The Office of Public Diplomacy became a notorious factor in the illegal activities during the Iran 
Contra Affair and by-passed for instance the 1947 National Security Act that forbade influence on 
domestic public opinion by the CIA. See for an assessment on the Office Ibid., 124-134; Robert Parry 
and Peter Kornbluh, "Iran-Contra's Untold Story," Foreign Policy, no. 72 (1988), 3-30. 
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Security Decision Directive 82 (NSDD-82) allowed for the creation of a Central 

America Working Group, also known as Core Group, and later called the Restricted 

Interdepartmental Group on Central America (RIG).16 Ronald Reagan would confide 

to his diary two days later: “We have an entire plan for bolstering the [Salvadoran] 

government forces.” Repeating the sentiment he had voiced during his first NSC 

meeting in 1981, he added: “This is one we must win.”17  

 The RIG would first be headed by Assistant Secretary of State Thomas 

Enders, who had previously worked for Henry Kissinger and Alexander Haig in 1973 

overseeing the secret and illegal bombing strikes in Cambodia. 18 The RIG consisted 

of representatives from the State and Defense Departments, the CIA, the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, and the National Security Council staff. The office of the Vice President was 

also involved. Like the Office for Public Diplomacy, the RIG would “develop [a] (…) 

legislative and public affairs strategy” but the directive also stated that U.S. military 

presence in El Salvador would be “sufficiently augmented to permit the U.S. to better 

influence the prosecution of the war” as well as “to enable [the Salvadoran military] 

to launch a full scale country-wide counterinsurgency effort.”19 More RIG members 

had experience in Southeast Asia than in Latin or Central America.20 Also, as one 

RIG member said: “There was a kind of tendency to want to prove your manhood.”21  

As the “myths and cant” on Central America had to be amended, many RIG 

members themselves perceived Central America through the lens of Vietnam. On 

March 17, 1983, National Security Advisor to the Vice President Donald Gregg sent a 

memo to his presidential counterpart Robert McFarlane. Gregg was a former CIA 

specialist who had directed teams in the Phoenix counterinsurgency program during 

the Vietnam War – a program notorious for its use of torture, assassinations, and what 

was called ‘counter-terror’ but applauded by some for its effectiveness in hurting the 

                                                
16 Ronald W. Reagan, U.S. Policy Initiatives to Improve Prospects for [Excised] El Salvador,[1983]).  
17 Ronald Reagan and Douglas Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 
134.See for the NSC meeting the chapter  in this dissertation on Alexander Haig and El Salvador. 
18 Holly Sklar, Washington's War on Nicaragua (Boston: South End Press, 1988), 90. 
19 Reagan, U.S. Policy Initiatives to Improve Prospects for [Excised] El Salvador, 2. 
20 Thomas Enders (State) had previously worked at the Cambodian Embassy, General Paul Gorman 
(JCS) led a battalion in Vietnam, Don Gregg (Vice-President National Security Advisor) worked in the 
Phoenix counterinsurgency program in Vietnam, and Oliver North (NSC) was a Vietnam veteran as 
well. Dewey Clarridge (CIA) had no experience in Vietnam but none in Central America either. Only 
Nestor Sanchez (Defense) had worked in the region.  
21 Sklar, Washington's War on Nicaragua, 90. 
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Vietcong.22 Gregg had received a plan for El Salvador a year before, written by CIA  

agent Felix Rodriguez who worked for Gregg during the Vietnam War. The plan was 

based on experiences in Vietnam, where, as Rodriguez wrote in the document, it 

“inflicted tremendous casualties on the Vietcong-NVA units.”23 The plan suggested 

that six foreign advisors could train one hundred local paramilitary men to “drastically 

change the course of the present conflict with minimum U.S. participation” and 

included a suggestion for the use of napalm.24 When Rodriguez first proposed the plan 

in March 1982, then Secretary of State Alexander Haig sidetracked it, and it 

encountered opposition and skepticism from the U.S. military as well. A year later 

Donald Gregg sent the plan to McFarlane, highly recommending its immediate 

implementation. He and Rodriguez had carried out the exact same plan as anti-

Vietcong operations. Gregg wrote in the memo to McFarlane, who was a Vietnam 

veteran himself: “I believe the plan can work based on my experience in Vietnam.”25  

 

The	  speech	  

As Gregg’s memo and the Rodriguez plan indicate, supporters of Reagan’s policies in 

Central America remembered the Vietnam War the ‘right’ way and could mention 

these memories in positive terms in classified memoranda. Yet alternative memories 

obviously frustrated Reagan’s plans and policies, as discussions with Congress and 

the press had demonstrated earlier. In a high-profile effort to build support for his 

Central American policies, Reagan and his advisors planned a speech before a special 

joint session of Congress on the issues – against the explicit wishes of powerful 

people within the administration like Chief of Staff James Baker, who wanted the 

president to focus on the domestic agenda.26 Like earlier attempts by Haig and others, 

                                                
22 Mark Peceny and William D. Stanley, "Counterinsurgency in El Salvador," Politics & Society 38, no. 
1 (2010), 67-94; Dale Andrade and James H. Willbanks, "CORDS/Phoenix: Counterinsurgency 
Lessons from Vietnam for the Future," Military Review 86, no. 2 (2006), 9; John A. Nagl, Learning to 
Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005); Sir Robert Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurgency: The Lessons of Malaya 
and Vietnam (New York: Praeger, 1966), 171. 
23 Felix I. Rodriguez, Office of the Vice President; Report;Tactical Task Force: Concept of Operation 
for a Relatively Small and Efficient Unit for Deployment in Central America with a Minimum of 
Foreign Advisors, March 4, 1982 
,[1982]). 
24 Ibid. 
25 Donald P. Gregg, Office of the Vice President Memorandum: Anti-Guerrilla Operations in Central 
America, March 17, 1983. 
26 Niles Latham, “The Battle for Reagan’s Heart,” The New York Post, April 27, 1983. The article was 
found as a clipping in William Clark’s files at the Reagan Library. Folder: “Central American Speech 
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the speech was intended to clearly explain the threat that Central America posed to the 

United States and the need for the U.S. to give support to the region. At the same 

time, the speech was a delicate search for the right way to address the memories of the 

Vietnam War in relation to Central America. 

 In the weeks prior to the speech, much confusion existed on the form it should 

take. Even the day before he delivered the speech, Reagan complained that State, 

Defense, the NSC, and the CIA “are all putting an oar in,” resulting in three scripts on 

his desk in addition to Reagan’s own version.27 Anthony Dolan, Reagan’s principal 

speechwriter, started with what he called a “morale-builder” that conveyed the 

“Reaganese point of view.”28 He wrote a draft that incorporated the larger geopolitical 

context and emphasized American historical traditions of freedom and democracy, 

placing the speech consciously on the level of a State of the Union Address. 29 He 

contrasted the situation of 1983 with the previous decades and then referred at length 

to the dedication of the Vietnam War Memorial at the Washington Mall in November, 

1982. The draft read: 

 

I know that many of you have not forgotten that vivid reminder of how 
the wounds and divisions of the past have healed, of how our Nation 
has learned and grown and transcended the tragedies of the past30 

 

Dolan continued with descriptions of the dedication ceremony at the 

memorial, where the names of the American soldiers who died during the Vietnam 

War were read out loud for three days. ‘Healing’ was the theme Dolan emphasized, 

and he implied that the war and its legacy would now rest in the past. Moreover, the 

Vietnam War and the years of its aftermath had now taught Americans many valuable 

lessons. As Dolan wrote in the draft: 

  

                                                                                                                                       
April 27, 1983 – May 21, 1983,” Box 2: Central American Speech – Exercise reports, Clark, William 
P.: Files, Ronald Reagan Library. 
27 Reagan and Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries, 148. 
28 Memo, Dolan to McFarlane, April 22, 1983, folder “Dolan, Anthony Files speech drafts to Central 
America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-89, Series I: Speech drafts 
1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library and Memo, Dolan to Clark, April 25, 1983, folder “Central 
America Speech Congress 27 April, 1983,” Box 2, Clark, William P: Files, Ronald Reagan Library.  
29 Speech draft Presidential Address, (Dolan) April 17, 1983 12.00 p.m., folder “Dolan, Anthony Files 
speech drafts to Central America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-89, 
Series I: Speech drafts 1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library.  
30 Ibidem. 
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It had been worth it. We Americans have learned again to listen to each 
other and trust each other. We have learned that Government owes the 
people an explanation and needs their support for its actions at home 
and abroad.31 

 

That last sentence provided the link between the supposed healing of the memories of 

Vietnam and the needs and threats of the present. After the, by now, well-known 

reassurance that “we must never again send our young men to fight and die in 

conflicts that our leaders are not prepared to win,” Dolan wrote: 

 

And yet the most valuable lesson of all – why I am here tonight on 
behalf of the people of Central America – the lesson of the 
preciousness of human freedom has been relearned not just by 
Americans but by all people of the world.32 

 

Dolan then quoted Throngs Nu Tang, a former Vietcong and vice minister of the 

postwar regime in Vietnam who now had fled his country because of the 

“desperation” and “suffering” that the communist regime had brought. Dolan 

continued: 

  

The people of Southeast Asia have suffered because of communism 
and the failure of the West to defeat them. Let us not now consign the 
people of Central America to the same fate.33   

 

With this draft, Dolan expected the president to turn the speech into “one of 

the most important and decisive speeches in the history of the West,” as he wrote to 

CIA director William Casey.34 It would clearly demonstrate that not only had the 

United States learned its lessons of Vietnam but in fact that these lessons were 

universal lessons of human dignity, freedom, and morality. Therefore, these lessons 

could and should be deliberately used to convince Congress to support aid for Central 

America.  

 However, Dolan’s draft came back with a resounding “NO!” written next to 

the sections that referred to the Vietnam War. On the top of the page stood: “NOT 
                                                
31 Ibidem. 
32 Ibidem. 
33 Ibidem. 
34 Speech draft Presidential Address to Joint Session of Congress, (Dolan) April 20, 1983, 7:00 a.m. 
and Letter, “Dolan to Casey,” April 21, 1983, both in: folder “Dolan, Anthony Files speech drafts to 
Central America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-89, Series I: Speech 
drafts 1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library.  
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good to evoke ghost of Vietnam.”35 The comments do not match Reagan’s 

handwriting, yet there are no further indications in the archive boxes to establish the 

author. However, it is clear that not everyone agreed that the memories of Vietnam 

could serve the same function with Congress as they could have in internal memos 

from Donald Gregg to Robert McFarlane – as a recommendation to increase aid to El 

Salvador.  

 Reagan himself opted for a far more moderate approach towards the speech. 

The long references to Vietnam were edited out and replaced with a stronger focus on 

Central America itself. Reagan’s version prompted Dolan to write to Chief of Staff 

James Baker that the president had made “a conscious decision to go for a 

businesslike rather breezy lawyer’s brief on events in Central America.”36 

Nevertheless, that did not result in the removal of all references to the Vietnam War, 

although the positive connotations from the Dolan draft would be replaced by a 

defensive line on the negative connotations that Vietnam evoked with the general 

public. A day before the speech USA Today reporters interviewed Reagan in the Oval 

Office. The first question concerned the parallels between Central America and 

Vietnam and the fear that the United States would “quietly slip in before we realize 

we’re there.”37 Reagan refuted the negative parallel, as he had done before, by 

replacing it with an instruction on how to remember the Vietnam War – as a conflict 

driven by communist forces from North Vietnam in which American advisors solely 

helped the South Vietnamese in building their new nation and protected them from 

external aggression. After the interview, Reagan went back to the draft on which 

everyone had settled and added an extra line. It said:  

  

And to those who invoke the memory of Vietnam let me lay that to rest 
once and for all. There is no thought of sending American armed 
forces to Central America, they are not needed. Indeed, they are not 

                                                
35 Speech draft Presidential Address (Parvin edit), April 26, 1983, 8:00 a.m., folder “Dolan, Anthony 
Files speech drafts to Central America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-
89, Series I: Speech drafts 1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library. 
36 Memo Dolan to Baker, April 26, 1983, folder “Dolan, Anthony Files speech drafts to Central 
America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-89, Series I: Speech drafts 
1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library. 
37 Ronald Reagan, “Interview with USA Today,” April 26, 1983, as published on the website of the 
Reagan Library; http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/42683e.htm (last accessed June 
14, 2011).  
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wanted there. All they ask is the training and assistance they need to 
protect themselves while they build a better, freer life.38   

 

It was the only direct reference to Vietnam left in the whole speech.  

Nevertheless, a bad memory of Vietnam could be called up by the speech as a 

whole, thought one reviewer of the final drafts. At the end, he wrote: “Check parallel 

with Gulf of Tonkin – make sure this doesn’t parallel LBJ’s speech.”39 After the Gulf 

of Tonkin incidents in 1964, Lyndon Johnson made a speech before a joint session of 

Congress as well. He requested and received what is known as the Tonkin Gulf 

Resolution (officially called the Asia Resolution, Public Law 88-408) that authorized 

the president to take “all necessary measures” to respond to North Vietnamese 

aggression.40 After Johnson used the resolution to escalate the war into a conflict that 

involved more than 500,000 American soldiers, Congress had become acutely aware 

of the fact that the Constitution placed the power to declare war with Congress, and 

not with the president. To re-articulate that power and to prevent the president from 

committing military forces without the consent of Congress in the future, it passed the 

War Powers Resolution in 1973 (Public Law 93-148), overriding  President Nixon’s 

veto with a two-thirds majority. The War Powers Resolution allowed the president to 

react with force against immediate threats, but stipulated that Congress should be 

notified within 48 hours, and that forces should withdraw within 60 days if no 

congressional consent was given.  

The War Powers Resolution, in attempting to prevent a situation like the 

Tonkin Gulf Resolution in the future, can be considered an institutionalized form of 

memories of the Vietnam War that affected foreign policy in later years. It has been 

controversial ever since its adoption, and its constitutionality is repeatedly questioned 

by members of Congress and the executive branch. All post-Vietnam presidents have 

perceived it as an illegal check on their prerogative to initiate foreign policy, later 

aggravated even more by actions of the Church Committee and the Hughes-Ryan Act 

                                                
38 Partially handwritten speech draft (Reagan) Central America speech, folder “SP 283-33 (133556)  [1 
of 4],” Box 81 SP-Speeches, WHORM: Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library. 
39 Ibidem. 
40 See for the full text of the resolution the website of Yale University’s The Avalon Project, 
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/warpower.asp (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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of 1974 that limited executive power to employ covert actions and other intelligence 

activities.41  

Reagan was no exception in believing that the president was best able to 

execute foreign policy and that strict congressional oversight was a nuisance and 

potentially dangerous leftover of Vietnam and Watergate. As Reagan wrote in his 

diary, the day before he went to Congress for his speech on Central America:  

 

Congress has eroded away much of the Constitutional authority of the 
Presidency in foreign affairs matters. They can’t and don’t have the 
information the President has and they are really lousing things up.42 

 

But the struggles over foreign policy between the executive branch and the 

legislative branch obviously predated the Vietnam War. One notable earlier example 

involved the Truman presidency and the question of ‘who lost China’ after the 

Chinese Nationalists were defeated by the communists of Mao Zedong in 1949. 

President Truman and the Democrats in Congress were blamed for not sufficiently 

supporting the Chinese Nationalists. The accusation of being ‘soft on communism’ 

and ‘losing’ a certain region as a result to the adversaries in the Cold War was a 

powerful domestic political weapon and was a principal consideration when Truman, 

Kennedy, and Johnson decided to get involved in Korea and Vietnam.43 Years later, 

and two days before Ronald Reagan’s Central America address to Congress, Reagan’s 

Director of Communications David Gergen alluded to this old theme in a memo to the 

National Security Council staff. He mentioned that UN Ambassador Jeanne 

Kirkpatrick had talked about a “shared responsibility” on Central America between 

Congress and the executive branch during a television appearance a few days before. 

Gergen then wrote to the NSC staff: “One of the central reasons for making the 

                                                
41 One example that illustrates how controversial the War Powers Act remains is the recurring review 
of the War Powers Resolution in reports from the Congressional Research Service. More than 18 
extensive reports have been published between 1975 and 2008. See CRS-reports – digital collection, 
available on LexisNexis Academic.    
42 Ibid. 148 Some of Reagan’s short-hand in the original text is minimally adjusted to improve 
readability.  
43 Ernest R. May, "Lessons" of the Past: The Use and Misuse of History in American Foreign Policy 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1975), 157-180; Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, 
Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965 (Princeton N.J: Princeton University Press, 
1992), 286. 
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speech is to ensure that if Congress doesn’t go along with the President’s program, 

everyone will know where the blame lies for what follows.”44 

 Exactly the same argument as Gergen’s was made by a prominent figure who 

had dealt with the ‘guilt-question’ on Vietnam extensively: Richard Nixon. Whether 

Reagan’s National Security Advisor William Clark had asked the former President, or 

whether Nixon proposed the argument on his own initiative is unclear, but two days 

before Reagan’s speech, Clark received the draft of an article written by Nixon. The 

accompanying memo read: “Dear Judge [Clark], Some random thoughts – I thought 

you might enjoy the spin of the title. With warm regards, RN.” The article was titled 

“Don’t let El Salvador become another Vietnam”- and the spin of the title involved 

the alternative versions Nixon gave in the rest of the article of how to remember the 

Vietnam War and its consequences for the present.45 

 Nixon mentioned the “chilling parallels” between the two situations: the myth 

that what is involved is simply a civil war with guerilla forces, the charges of corrupt 

governments lacking freedom and sufficient reform, and the demands that power 

should be shared with the communists. Then he emphasized the differences: “Vietnam 

was far away and El Salvador is only five missile minutes away.”46 Also, the Vietnam 

War involved the intervention of massive numbers of external forces, whereas that 

was not the case in El Salvador – hence there was no need to send American troops 

there, but only advisors. Nixon noted the strong support in Congress to drastically cut 

back aid to El Salvador and warned: “Before making that decision, Congressmen 

should remind themselves of what happened in Vietnam.”47 

 If Congress rejected Reagan’s request, they could justify their action by 

claiming they had remembered Vietnam, according to Nixon. But there can be no 

excuses for what happens thereafter, he continued: 

 

When the red tide of blood and steel rolls over the four million people 
of El Salvador and hundreds of thousands of refugees clamor to come 
to the United States, those who opposed adequate aid to the anti-
communist government of El Salvador will frantically thrash around 

                                                
44 Memo, Gergen to NSC staff, April 25, 1983, folder “SP 283-22 (133556) [3 of 4],” Box 81 SP-
Speeches, WHORM: Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library.  
45 Article draft by Richard Nixon to Clark, April 25, 1983, folder “Central America Speech Congress 
25 April, 1983,” Box 2, Clark, William P: Files, Ronald Reagan Library.  
46 Ibidem. See also the published article, Richard Nixon, “Don’t let Salvador Become Another 
Vietnam,” The Wall Street Journal, May 2, 1983. 
47 Ibidem. 
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looking for someone else to blame. But they will search elsewhere in 
vain.48  

 

Reagan would later respond to Nixon in a private letter, in which he thanked 

the former President extensively for his “public statement of truths which seriously 

concern me.”49 Other public figures made similar statements at the time as well. The 

Nixon draft carried the same message that Kirkpatrick had voiced a few days before 

on television, and Gergen had written to the NSC staff in his suggestions for their 

speech draft. All three blamed Congressmen for essentially remembering the ‘wrong’ 

Vietnam if they chose to withhold their support for aid to El Salvador. Kirkpatrick 

was on television a few days before the speech, Gergen wrote his internal memo as a 

suggestion for the actual speech, and Nixon’s article was published in The Wall Street 

Journal a few days after the speech, on May 2, 1983.50 That was one day before 

Congress voted on the aid package. In addition, the National Security Council made 

available to Congress a collection of articles and editorials published in the weeks 

before the speech. They were written by notables like Jeanne Kirkpatrick, George 

Will, and Patrick Buchanan, and had titles like “What if it were Hitler to the south?,” 

“This time we know what’s happening,” and “Who lost Central America?” They all 

formulated in one way or the other the accusation that if Congress chose not to 

support Reagan’s request for aid, it would be held accountable for the damaging 

results.51 The similarity in the messages and the timing of the delivery to the public 

strongly suggest a coordinated effort to instruct Congress and the general public on 

how to remember Vietnam ‘correctly’ as the administration drummed up support for 

what they saw as ‘another Vietnam’: El Salvador.   

 The highly anticipated speech was eventually delivered on April 27, 1983. The 

long references to Vietnam that were written in the early draft by Anthony Dolan 

                                                
48 Ibidem. 
49Letter, Ronald Reagan to Richard Nixon, June 1, 1983, ID # 147839,  Box 2, CO 046, WHORM: 
Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library.  
50 Richard Nixon, “Don’t let El Salvador become another Vietnam,” The Wall Street Journal, May 2, 
1983. Nixon’s article was published with only minor adjustments.  See also Cannon, President Reagan: 
The Role of a Lifetime, 219 for the date of the vote. 
51 Memo, Duberstein to McFarlane, April 25, 1983, ID # 143210,, folder SP 283-22 (141936-168147) 
,” Box 81 SP-Speeches, WHORM: Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library. Several news clippings were 
attached to the memo: “America’s deeper south,” The Economist, April 9, 1983; George Will, “Blind 
Eye on Central America,” The Washington Post, April 21, 1983; Jeanne Kirkpatrick, “This Time We 
Know What’s Happening,” The Washington Post, April 17, 1983; Patrick Buchanan, “Who Lost 
Central America?” (unreadable); Patrick Buchanan, “What if it were Hitler to the South?” (not noted), 
April 22, 1983.  
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were scratched, but the theme of blaming Congress for possible failure was retained. 

In his delivered speech, Reagan recalled the threat of the Nazis, and the “appropriate 

and successful (…) bold solutions” of Truman’s containment doctrine in postwar 

Europe. He said he did not believe that Congress and the public would “stand by 

passively while the people of Central America are delivered to totalitarianism and we 

ourselves are left vulnerable to new dangers.”52 Commentators and speechwriters 

counted the times Congress interrupted the speech with applause (10 times) and 

Reagan noted the number of standing ovations. The loudest applause, and the ovation 

that got all the Democrats on their feet as well, was a slight variation on the line 

Reagan inserted at the last moment on Vietnam: 

  

Now, before I go any further, let me say to those who invoke the 
memory of Vietnam, there is no thought of sending American combat 
troops to Central America. They are not needed  

[applause] --- 
Thank you. And as I say, they are not needed and, indeed, they have 
not been requested there. All our neighbors ask of us is assistance in 
training and arms to protect themselves while they build a better, freer 
life.53 

 

Reactions to the speech were mixed and largely along partisan lines. However, 

the speech did not succeed in altering the negative Vietnam memories, and a New 

York Times editorial, for one, took offense at the ‘blame-game’ that the administration 

implied if Congress failed to support the President.54 Democratic Senator and critic of 

the administration Christopher Dodd (D-CT) said: “The rhetoric of the President and 

the people around him is unsettling to people” and predicted – with a Vietnam 

analogy of his own – “a dark tunnel of endless intervention.”55 The administration 

closely monitored the results of opinion polls on whether the Vietnam analogy had 

been altered by the speech, and the State Department even wrote a paper with 

                                                
52 Ronald Reagan, “Address before a joint session of the Congress on Central America,” April 27, 
1983, as published on the website of the Reagan Library 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/42783d.htm  (last accessed June 14, 2011).  See 
for a video of the speech the site of the University of Virginia Miller Center, 
http://millercenter.org/scripps/archive/speeches/detail/5858 (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
53 Ronald Reagan, “Address before a joint session of the Congress on Central America,” April 27, 
1983.  For the applause line, see Reagan and Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries, 148. 
54 Anonymous editor, “Yanquiology,” The New York Times, May 15, 1983, Section 4; Page 20. 
55 Steven Roberts, “Congress: The Focus Turns to Foreign Policy,” The New York Times, May 3, 1983, 
Section D; Page 26. The quote by Dodd on the “dark tunnel” was found in a selection of responses 
collected for the administration in Summary of press reactions to Central America speech, folder “SP 
283-22 (168198-end),” Box 81 SP-Speeches, WHORM: Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library.  
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guidelines to the National Security Council on how to rebut “common misperceptions 

of our Central America policy.”56 After Reagan read one Wirthlin poll on the 

reactions to his April 27th speech, he wrote in his diary that “it was astonishing how 

few people even know where El Salvador and Nicaragua are.”57 

 Six days after the speech, Congress voted against the requested aid for Central 

America.58 Reagan’s policies in the region again were frustrated. The ‘hawks’ within 

the RIG and other places within the administration favored military aid but were now 

forced to accept renewed attempts at negotiations. However, according to Secretary of 

State Shultz, “diplomacy was to them an avenue to accommodation” and too much 

like the appeasement they detested.59 In July of 1983, Reagan again attempted to build 

domestic support for his policies with the creation of a bi-partisan commission. 

However, as Reagan chose Henry Kissinger to be the chairman of the commission, 

the perception of Central America as ‘another Vietnam’ in the negative sense only 

grew, and at the same time this nomination offended those on the Right who 

considered Kissinger’s détente policies of the 1970s to be a prime factor in the loss of 

U.S. military supremacy.60  

 

Towards	  an	  underground	  alternative	  

Reagan’s speech on April 27, 1983 attempted to amend the collective perception of 

the Vietnam War in relation to Central America, but to no avail. As seen in the 

reactions in the press, negative memories of and analogies with Vietnam still 

remained dominant, and the speech had done little to change that. These memories 

affected Reagan’s foreign policy to a considerable degree and in various ways: on the 

one hand, by frustrating his intended plans as the press and Congress reacted 

negatively, but, on the other hand, also by constructing the perception that existed 

                                                
56 M. C. Hill, United States Department of State Memorandum: Paper on Rebutting Common 
Misperceptions of our Central America Policy, May 2, 1983 
,[1983]); John H. Kelly, United States Department of State; Memorandum Opinion Polls: Many View 
El Salvador as Drawn-Out, No-Win Situation, May 5, 1983 
,[1983]). 
57 Reagan and Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries, 150. 
58 Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, 219. 
59 Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects 
of American Power, 221; Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State, 301; 
LeoGrande, Rollback Or Containment? the United States, Nicaragua, and the Search for Peace in 
Central America, 94-97. 
60 Walter Isaacson, Laurence Barrett, Gregory Wierzynski, “Central America: Rolling out the big 
guns,” in Time Magazine, August 1, 1983, also published on  
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,921297,00.html (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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within the administration of the problems and the solutions available in Central 

America.  

 The “interagency war-party,”  as dubbed by Greg Grandin, consolidated after 

the speech.61 After the failure of their public relations campaign, some opted for more 

rigorous measures to correct the damage of Vietnam in Central America. As the 

situation in El Salvador seemed to stabilize temporarily, they turned their attention to 

neighboring Nicaragua where a leftist regime was threatened by guerilla forces called 

‘contras.’ One week after the Central America speech, Reagan famously called these 

contras ‘freedom fighters’ who deserved American support.62  

Soon after the Central America speech failed to deliver the support and money 

that had been hoped for, the CIA asked the Department of Defense for help in 

conducting covert operations in the region. However, Defense officials declined to 

help as they feared “difficult policy and legal questions.”63 Congress had denied the 

CIA and the Defense Department funds in the fiscal year 1983 for military purposes 

with an amendment to the Defense Appropriation Act, better known as the first 

Boland Amendment. Two more amendments would follow in the next years, all 

intended to block U.S. funds from initiating or supporting military and covert action 

in Nicaragua. As the Defense Department declined to cooperate with the CIA request, 

CIA Director William Casey approached the “interagency war-party” for alternatives. 

Again, sentiments born out of the Vietnam experience fueled these alternatives, 

resulting in one of the most damaging scandals of the Reagan presidency: the Iran-

contra affair.64  

                                                
61 Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism, 
114. 
62 Ronald Reagan, “Question-and-Answer Session With Reporters on Domestic and Foreign Policy 
Issues,” May 4, 1983, as published on 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/50483d.htm  (last accessed June 14, 2011).	  
63 John O. Marsh Jr., United States Department of Defense; Office of the Secretary; Memorandum: 
Sensitive DOD Support to CIA Special Activities, May 9, 1983 
,[1983]); John O. Marsh Jr., United States Army; Office of the Secretary; Memorandum: Sensitive 
Department of Defense Support for Intelligence Activities, May 9, 1983 
,[1983]). The two documents are the same, but they differ in how they are classified. The former 
document has less text blocked out, although some text blocked in the former is visible in the latter.  
64 As Theodore Draper immediately makes clear in his authoritative work A Very Thin Line, there was 
not one Iran-contra affair but actually two quite different operations that dealt with different problems 
in different countries. The operations were tied together on the desk of National Security Council Staff-
member Oliver North. Therefore, in contrast to general usage, it is more correct to talk about the Iran-
contra affairs in plural. However, in this section I will make use of the more common term ‘Iran-contra 
affair.’ See for the best surveys on the Iran-Contra affair Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra 
Affairs; Peter Kornbluh and Malcolm Byrne, The Iran-Contra Scandal: The Declassified History (New 
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Although the role of Vietnam memories in the Iran-contra affair has been 

acknowledged by other authors, their research has often been concerned with other 

aspects. For example, the focus of the congressional investigators and the Tower 

Commission created by President Reagan to investigate the affairs was predominately 

legal in nature, investigating the possible culpability of administration officials and 

the role of the president.65 Memoirs of those involved at the time are dominated by 

attempts towards vindication or rehabilitation.66 Journalists and historians have taken 

up the daunting task of recording the myriad of facts involved.67 The Iran-contra 

affair, and especially the televised hearings that followed the disclosure of the 

administration’s secret actions, also offered several fruitful case-studies for a variety 

of academic disciplines, as well as polemics on the current affairs of the time.68 My 

study will focus on the use of the Vietnam analogy by those involved in the scandal 

and the impact their memories of Vietnam had on their perspective and actions in 

order to gain a fuller understanding of the historical and cultural contexts of the 

scandal and its aftermath. How, why, and in what way did participants use the 

Vietnam analogy, and how did these memories/analogies influence the foreign policy 

of Ronald Reagan?  

In the previous section, we saw how the Central America speech attempted  to 

revise the collective sentiments on the Vietnam War in order to make Reagan’s 

                                                                                                                                       
York: New Press, 1993); Theodore Draper, "Walsh's Last Stand," New York Review of Books 41, no. 5 
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Central America policy work. As I argue below, the administration’s subsequent 

actions in relation to Nicaragua are one of the clearest illustrations of how personal 

memories of the Vietnam War influenced the perception and implementation of 

American foreign policy in a profound and irrational way. These memories defined 

the emotional context that drove a small group to fervent action, convinced them of 

the need to circumvent Congress and the administration they worked for, and allowed 

them to maintain for themselves the certainty that a higher moral necessity justified 

their illegal actions. Moreover, collective memories of Vietnam framed to a large 

degree congressional and public reactions toward the affair and were instrumental in 

making for some observers the most visible participant, NSC-staff-member Oliver 

North into a patriotic hero.69 As I will argue, the Iran-contra affair was defined by 

these memories of the Vietnam War to such a degree that without them the affair 

would never have happened. That makes it one of the most crucial parts of the legacy 

of Vietnam, both domestically and in international relations, although it is not 

acknowledged as such.70  

 

The	  Contras	  and	  Iran	  

In 1979, the Nicaraguan Sandinista National Liberation Front (or the Frente 

Sandinista de Liberación Nacional, FSLN) overthrew the ruling Somoza dynasty, 

replacing a right-wing dictatorship that had been in place since 1936 with a Marxist-

inspired revolutionary government. The Somoza dictatorships had enjoyed a long and 

cordial relationship with the United States and received financial and military aid. 

After the regime change of 1979, President Carter’s administration sought to maintain 

a good relationship with moderate Nicaraguans of the new regime as well, and 

secured 75 million dollars in economic aid for the country. Once in office, Reagan 

quickly reversed the accommodating position. He and his advisors feared a 

revolutionary sweep throughout Central America, endangering countries like El 
                                                
69 Oliver North has remained a public figure ever since, as a Senatorial candidate, TV-host for FOX 
Network, and as author.  
70 In studies on the impact of the Vietnam War in international relations, the emphasis has been placed 
mainly on larger conflicts, as in Derek Neal Buckaloo, "Fighting the Last War: The 'Vietnam 
Syndrome' as a Constraint on U.S. Foreign Policy, 1975–1991" (PhD, Emory University); Richard A. 
Melanson, American Foreign Policy since the Vietnam War: The Search for Consensus from Richard 
Nixon to George W. Bush (Armonk, N.Y.: Sharpe, 2005). Within studies on the domestic legacy, it is 
not a common theme either, as it is hardly or not at all present in Patrick Hagopian, The Vietnam War 
in American Memory: Veterans, Memorials, and the Politics of Healing (Amherst, MA: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2009); Charles E. Neu, ed., After Vietnam: Legacies of a Lost War (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000).  
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Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, and eventually the United States in rhetoric reminiscent 

of the domino theory from the Vietnam War era.71 With El Salvador a top priority 

early on, Nicaragua quickly became another grave concern for Washington.  

 Within the larger strategic context of Reagan’s foreign policy, Nicaragua fitted 

into what was called “The Reagan Doctrine.” In line with a broad-based sentiment 

among conservatives that communist expansion should be challenged on an 

ideological as well as a suitable military level, conservative think-tanks advocated in 

the early 1980s a policy that replaced a passive ‘containment’ of communism with a 

more active ‘roll-back.’ In order to avoid a direct confrontation with one of the 

communist superpowers, this roll-back should be facilitated by supporting anti-

communist resistance movements in countries such as Afghanistan, Angola, and 

Nicaragua. This support could entail sending money and arms, such as the Stinger 

rockets to the Mujahidin in Afghanistan, but also by providing intelligence or military 

advisors. Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua were the countries that received the 

most American assistance, although other regions could potentially fall under the 

Reagan Doctrine as well.  

With regard to Nicaragua, the public position of the Reagan administration 

was that the United States was trying only to interdict arms flowing from Cuba 

through Nicaragua to El Salvador, but internally the administration decided in 

November 1981 that the Nicaraguan government should be overthrown. The CIA 

started training and directing the contra forces covertly until Newsweek published the 

story “A secret war for Nicaragua” on November 8, 1982.72  

As described earlier in the chapter, public opinion and Congress were very 

much against American military involvement in Central America during debates 

dominated by negative Vietnam memories. Reagan’s efforts to help the anti-

communist forces in Central America were severely hampered when Congress 

enacted the Boland Amendment to the yearly Defense Appropriations Bill, 

prohibiting the use of funds by the CIA or the Defense Department in attempts to 

                                                
71 See the previous chapter on Alexander Haig and El Salvador.  
72 Anonymous editor, “A Secret War for Nicaragua,” Newsweek, November 8, 1982. See for other 
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overthrow the Marxist Nicaraguan government. When press reports in April 1984 

revealed the involvement of the CIA in sabotage actions and the mining of the 

Sandino harbor in Nicaragua – an act that was ruled by the International Court of 

Justice in The Hague to be a violation of international law – Congress passed an even 

more restrictive second Boland Amendment in October 1984. It prohibited the use of 

funds from the CIA, Department of Defense, or:  

…any other agency or entity of the United States involved in 
intelligence activities [for] the purpose or which would have the effect 
of supporting, directly or indirectly military or paramilitary operations 
in Nicaragua by any nation, group, organization, movement, or 
individual.73  

 

The stated provisions were so clear and broad that the Representative from Wyoming 

Dick Cheney called it a “killer amendment,” effectively barring all U.S. support for 

the contras.74  

In a strong emotional reaction, Reagan insisted to his National Security 

Advisor Robert McFarlane that, despite the congressional ban, the contras should be 

aided. As Reagan stated, they should be kept together “body and soul” awaiting more 

positive congressional rulings in the future. Several high-level officials, such as CIA-

Director William Casey, were determined to continue the aid as their president 

implied. Despite the clear language in the Boland Amendment, administration 

officials thought they had some space to maneuver.75 Alternative funds were found in 

the form of donations from other states and private citizens. Another source of income 

to facilitate support for the contras without the consent of Congress was found in the 

diversion of profits gained from a different secret operation that ran at the time: 

weapons sales to Iran, a country officially under an American weapons embargo and 

declared by Secretary of State George Shultz to be “a sponsor of international 

terrorism.”76 

                                                
73 Ibid., 66. 
74 Ibid., 66. 
75 When a quid pro quo agreement was made with Honduras on the use of territory and resources to aid 
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The origins of the secret relationship with Iran lay in the kidnapping of 

American hostages in Beirut, Lebanon, by Hezbollah, a Shiite terrorist organization 

with connections to Iran. Reagan knew very well how damaging a protracted hostage 

crisis could become. He had capitalized on such a crisis himself when his opponent 

Jimmy Carter appeared powerless during the  crisis that followed the capture of the 

American Embassy in Tehran in 1979. Iranian students held U.S. diplomats and other 

citizens hostage for more than a year. Very concerned about a similar prospect, 

Reagan agreed with an initiative proposed by National Security Advisor Robert 

McFarlane: to secretly sell weapons to Iran, in order to improve mutual relations, 

support moderate factions within Iran, and, most importantly, lead to the release of the 

hostages due to the pressure Iran could exert on Hezbollah.77 Both the State and 

Defense Departments objected, but with the approval of Reagan the sales took place 

through private agents. According to regulations enacted in the 1970s concerning 

covert operations, the administration was required to inform congressional 

intelligence committees about the initiative. However, no such notification was 

provided.  

The sales did not result in any of the anticipated results. A situation evolved in 

which hostages were released but also retaken, causing the Americans to allow more 

arms to be sold to Iran without any measurable success with relation to the hostages. 

The sales had been quite profitable, however, due in part to the inflated price that was 

asked for the missiles and spare parts. A key figure in these arms sales was Lieutenant 

Colonel Oliver North, who worked on the NSC staff and served as its liaison-officer 

in the Iranian initiative. It was proposed to North at one point to overcharge Iran for 

the weapons and use the extra profits as a resource for the contras in Nicaragua.78 

North discussed the proposal with his supervisor National Security Advisor John 

Poindexter (McFarlane’s successor), who later claimed to have decided not to inform 

Reagan about the diversion in order to allow the president to maintain ‘plausible 
                                                
77 See for a more detailed study on the influence of the hostage-crisis analogy on Reagan’s decision C. 
Hemmer, "Historical Analogies and the Definition of Interests: The Iranian Hostage Crisis and Ronald 
Reagan's Policy Toward the Hostages in Lebanon," Political Psychology 20, no. 2 (1999), 267-289.  
78 Several accounts exist on who proposed the idea: arms-dealer Manucher Ghorbanifar or an Israeli 
middle-man called Amiram Nir. See for several contradicting accounts Martin Anderson , Revolution: 
The Reagan Legacy (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 1990), 400. Other sources, like a Senate 
Intelligence Committee report in 1987 suggested that Albert Hakim was the first to suggest using these 
Iranian profits for the Nicaraguan operation. See Douglas Martin, “Albert Hakim, Figure in Iran-contra 
Affair, Dies at 66,” The New York Times, May 1, 2003, also published at 
http://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/01/us/albert-hakim-figure-in-iran-contra-affair-dies-at-
66.html?pagewanted=1 (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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deniability’ on the covert actions. North then started transferring money to Swiss bank 

accounts to continue assistance to the Nicaraguan guerillas, linking the Iranian arms 

sales with the contra operation.  

CIA-Director William Casey envisioned a central role for the NSC staff in 

continuing the aide to the contras. According to those in favor of continuation, the 

Boland Amendments had left some ambiguity in the text about which organizations 

were part of the “intelligence community” outlawed by the amendment from any 

action in Central America. In this reasoning, the National Security Council staff, as 

facilitators of administrative support for the national security advisor, was exempted 

from the “intelligence community,” and therefore by assigning to them the operational 

role in supporting the contras in Nicaragua the administration could circumvent the 

Boland Amendments. Despite strong objections from Secretary of State George 

Shultz and Chief of Staff James Baker, who called this logic respectively “probably 

illegal” and “an impeachable offense,” Casey started to prepare NSC-staffer Oliver 

North for his task to keep the contras together “body and soul.”79 

Oliver North was assigned to head ‘political-military affairs’ within the NSC, 

a mandate that could cover every aspect of all NSC operations on a global scale. Since 

key officials like Secretary of State George Shultz and Secretary of Defense Caspar 

Weinberger had strongly objected to any prolongation of covert aid to the contras, 

North’s actions had to be kept secret not only from the general public and Congress, 

but also from the same administration he was working for. In order to do so, Casey 

brought North into contact with retired Air Force General and long-time veteran of 

covert operations Richard Secord and former Iranian businessman Albert Hakim. 

While Secord designed and implemented the military and logistical support to 

Nicaragua, Hakim set up a web of dummy-companies and Swiss bank accounts to 

funnel off in secret the Iranian profits facilitating the aid. In concert with North, the 

three men quickly crafted a shadow organization they called “The Enterprise” which 

could plan, fund, and execute covert operations without any congressional oversight 

and only minimal control at best from the executive branch. In addition, the NSC staff 

worked together with the previously mentioned Restricted Interdepartmental Group 
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on Central America (RIG). As a result, North was also involved in the public 

diplomacy campaigns.80  

The scheme started to unravel when on October 5, 1986, an airplane was shot 

down over the jungle in northern Nicaragua. It was secretly transporting American 

military supplies to the contras. Forty-five-year-old American Eugene Hasenfus, 

assigned with pushing out the supplies from the flying airplane, was the only 

crewmember to survive. He was a veteran from the Vietnam War where he became 

specialized in resupply missions, first for the Marines and later for more than six 

years for the CIA-owned airline Air America that provided goods and equipment for 

covert operations in Southeast Asia. Hasenfus, who had become a construction 

worker in Wisconsin after returning to the U.S., received a call in June from former 

Air America pilot William Cooper with an offer to do “the same as we were doing in 

Southeast Asia, different geographic location, different time period.”81 Hasenfus 

agreed and participated in about sixty runs before his airplane was shot down. After 

wandering for twenty-four hours through the jungle, he was captured by the 

Nicaraguan Sandinista forces and taken hostage.  

 Hasenfus thought that his mission would resemble the Vietnam War, but his 

Nicaraguan captors were also quick to draw some parallels of their own. A Sandinista 

soldier welcomed Hasenfus to the nation’s capitol Managua with a pat on the 

shoulder, saying “So what now, Rambo?”, referring to the action hero who at the time 

was refighting the Vietnam War on his own in cinemas across the world.82 Also, the 

newspaper Barricada framed the irony by publishing two images across their front 

and back pages. The first showed 19-year-old José Fernando Canales, the slim boy 

who shot down the American plane, leading the much taller, more robust, and quarter-

century-older Hasenfus on a leash tied around his hands. The second showed a 17-

year-old, 79-pound Vietnamese fighter called Kim Lai leading in similar fashion the 

towering, big-boned U.S. pilot W.H. Robinson after his plane had been shot down in 

Vietnam on September 20, 1965.83  

                                                
80 Fried, Muffled Echoes: Oliver North and the Politics of Public Opinion, 66.  
81 Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs, 353. 
82 The name “Rambo” and what it stands for recurs as a cultural reference throughout the conflicts in 
Central America and in the aftermath of Vietnam in general. It was also a favorite nom de guerre taken 
up by contra leaders, associating their struggle with that of the American hero. See Wroe, Lives, Lies 
and the Iran-Contra Affair, 78. 
83 Anonymous editor, “Hasenfus: Nothing but the fact,” Envio, November 1986, No. 65, also published 
on  http://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/3243 (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
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When Eugene Hasenfus was captured in October 1986, the covert activities 

slowly started to unravel. Hasenfus was participating out of financial, not ideological 

motivations, and quickly told his captors that the CIA and the White House had 

arranged the missions. Also, he would later publicly declare that these droppings 

“were illegal as hell.”84 Only a month after his capture, the Lebanese weekly Al-

Shiraa revealed the Iranian arms sales operation, although the link between the two 

was not yet publicly known. While Reagan denied on television any “arms-for-

hostages” trade, Oliver North and John Poindexter started altering documents and 

fabricating chronologies. An internal investigation started by Shultz’s State 

Department quickly suspected a cover-up and insisted on a more extensive study. 

Poindexter, North, and his secretary now started destroying documents “in earnest” in 

what North called “a shredding party.”85 In that process, Poindexter probably 

destroyed also the Presidential Finding signed by Reagan establishing the president’s 

direct knowledge of the contra affair. What did survive, and came up in the extensive 

internal investigation, was the so-called diversion memo linking the Iranian operation 

with the contra aid – a link previously unknown. In a press conference on November 

25, 1986, Reagan claimed to have been only recently informed on the affairs and the 

diversion of funds. North and Poindexter were named as the only ones within the 

White House with knowledge of the operations. North was fired, while his boss 

resigned earlier the same day.  

 

North	  and	  the	  memories	  of	  Vietnam	  

In the weeks that followed the disclosure, much attention focused on the person of 

Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North. After the public was introduced to him, some 

thought him to be a patriotic hero, while others held a different view. A former aide to 

UN Ambassador Jeanne Kirkpatrick said: “I’ve concluded that not only is he a liar, 
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but he’s delusional, power-hungry, and a danger to the President and the country.”86 

However, over the course of the investigations, and in particular after the televised 

congressional hearings, certain portions of the public adjusted their negative 

assessment somewhat and started to perceive North as a victim, or at least a 

scapegoat, while some credited him with being a true hero. The associations with the 

Vietnam War that Oliver North and others during the hearings deliberately evoked 

contributed considerably to that more positive assessment of North. Also, the personal 

memories of those involved proved to have a profound impact on their actions that led 

to Iran-contra as well.  

It is often suggested that Oliver North operated largely on his own, thereby 

steering foreign policy almost single handedly into a direction he perceived as right. 

As Theodore Draper asserts: “By chance, North had the motivation, the opportunity, 

and the rules of covert operations to enable him to put his personal stamp on the Iran 

and contra affairs. Such a role for a lieutenant colonel on temporary loan to the White 

House was something new in the annals of American government.”87 However, it is 

important to keep in mind that North’s actions and ideas did not thrive in isolation. As 

Peter Kornbluh and Malcolm Byrne warn, “Iran-Contra Mythology has erroneously 

cast North as a veritable lone ranger within the Reagan Administration; he was the 

central figure, but he did not run the (…) program alone.”88 Moreover, he was indeed 

driven by his own personal insistence to correct what he perceived as the faults of the 

Vietnam War. However, he also operated within a framework of similar memories 

and interpretations, shared by others around him that allowed Nicaragua to ‘become’ 

Vietnam. Or as Theodore Draper wrote: “North was not merely fighting one war; 

symbolically, he was also fighting another one.”89  

 

North’s	  ‘Vietnam’	  

Oliver North grew up in a military family in upstate New York. After a summer in the 

Marine Corps officers’ training program, North decided to enroll in the Naval 

Academy at Annapolis in 1963. He graduated about middle of his class in the spring 

of 1968. Eager to see battle in Vietnam and earn his much-wanted medals, North was 

                                                
86 Alan MacPherson, Intimate Ties, Bitter Struggles: The United States and Latin America since 1945 
(Washington, D.C.: Potomac Books, 2006), 102. 
87 Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs, 568. 
88 Kornbluh and Byrne, The Iran-Contra Scandal: The Declassified History, 122. 
89 Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs, 566. 



 132 

very concerned that the war would be over before he could get there. His desire to go 

to war was well-known, and some of his classmates even thought he prayed to go to 

war during his daily visits to church.90 He left for Vietnam in November 1968. 

North experienced the Vietnam War as an exercise in heroism and patriotism 

perceived within a distinctly religious framework. While other officers and drafted 

men would often become disillusioned with the war, North was able to maintain his 

positive perception of the war and his service. His often-cited ‘gung-ho’ attitude and 

his habit of giving orders from the front, not from the rear, earned him a mixed 

reputation as both a respected soldier and a zealous fanatic who could possibly 

endanger the lives of his men unnecessarily.91 It also earned him the Silver Star, the 

Bronze Star, two Purple Hearts, the Navy Commendation Medal, and a promotion to 

First Lieutenant. When North described his service in Vietnam in his memoir Under 

Fire, published after the Iran-contra hearings, the dominant message is one of 

adventure, fighting for a ‘noble cause’ that the home-front failed to understand.92  

 Upon his return to the United States, Oliver North worked and lived on the 

base at Quantico (VA), where he was now a trainer. In 1970, he flew back to Vietnam 

to testify in a court martial trial in defense of Randy Herrod, one of his subordinates 

during his tour. Herrod had been accused of killing sixteen unarmed Vietnamese 

civilians, and the trial came shortly after the revelations of the notorious My Lai 

massacre and the attempted cover-up. North describes in his memoir a strong 

inclination on the part of the U.S. military to prevent any appearance of a similar 

cover-up in the case of Herrod, and North describes how this sentiment negatively 

influenced Herrod’s chances. However, North also describes how Herrod had saved 

his life twice during his tour, and North had recommended Herrod for a Silver Star for 

his heroism. Eventually, Herrod was acquitted in part due to North’s testimony. North 

described the episode years later as an example of how facts suffer under political 

pressure, referring to the trials of Iran-contra as similar incidents.93 Yet despite the 

acquittal, the Herrod case remains disputed. When Herrod published his own memoir 

Blue's Bastards in the wake of the Iran-contra trials, renowned historian of the 
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Vietnam War Edwin Moїse summarized its reviews: “Herrod was guilty, and (…) the 

book is a pack of lies.”94    

In 1973, Oliver North worked at a training facility in Japan for a year as his 

wife and two children stayed in the United States. When North returned after that year 

he was hospitalized for three weeks due to a nervous breakdown that he blamed on 

marital troubles as a result of his prolonged absence from home, but others have 

suggested that it could be related to a delayed stress reaction to his experiences in 

Vietnam. North later claimed that the incident was removed from his military record 

so it would not interfere with his career plans. 95 Throughout the rest of the 1970s he 

would work a desk job in Washington D.C. at the Marine Headquarters. 

 North attended the prestigious Naval War College for a year in 1980, after 

which he was assigned to the staff of the National Security Council in the White 

House, a common temporary detachment for Naval War College graduates. He started 

his three-year assignment under Reagan’s first national security advisor Richard Allen 

doing relatively uncomplicated work. He quickly earned a reputation as very hard-

working and dedicated, fitting in with other ideologues that staffed the sub-top 

positions within the Reagan administration. Allen resigned from his post after only a 

year and was replaced by “Judge” William Clark. North received more challenging 

assignments, including counterterrorism and crisis-management planning. When 

Clark moved to the position of Deputy Secretary of State only ten months later, 

North’s new boss became Robert “Bud” McFarlane, a fellow Marine and Vietnam 

veteran who consigned to him the most important aspects of NSC staff work. 

 As a direct secretary to McFarlane, North worked on a Crisis Pre-Planning 

Group to deal with the crisis in Lebanon in 1982. The next year he assisted with the 

preparations for the invasion of Grenada, after which McFarlane personally pinned his 

own oak leaves on North’s collar, promoting him to lieutenant colonel.96 In the same 

year he represented the NSC on the so-called Kissinger Commission, the high-profile 

bi-partisan board headed by the former Secretary of State, formed by Reagan to offer 
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him more popular policy options for Central America after his initial set-backs with 

Congress and the public. The Commission toured six Central American countries in 

six days. It was North’s first trip to the region.97  

 North learned in the spring of 1984 that his three-year detachment at the NSC 

had ended and he was called back to the Marine Corps. But North now had a position 

from which he could not easily be removed. After North’s tour with the Kissinger 

Commission McFarlane had made him the NSC’s ‘point of contact’ with the 

Nicaraguan contras. Around the same time, CIA-Director Casey told a team of agents, 

including a contra leader, that North would be from now on “a principal point of 

reference.”98 North understood that his task would be to replace the role of the CIA 

since it had been banned from providing any support to the contras after the first 

Boland Amendment (see above).99 

 Casey had been a fervent advocate of covert operations in Nicaragua for years, 

and after Congress prohibited them as an option for his organization he tried to hide 

behind another organization while controlling the operations behind the scenes.100 He 

turned to the NSC staff, despite the fact that they were by statute assigned to planning, 

not executing policy. And Casey turned specifically to “action-officer” Oliver North, 

despite his inexperience in the field of secret warfare. “I didn’t know the first thing 

about covert operations when I started in this,” North would later confess, but he 

could consult frequently with Casey, since “he was the expert on covert operations 

and I certainly was not.”101 

 At the time he was supposed to return to the Marines, North was planning the 

mining of a Nicaraguan harbor and discussed with Casey, according to North’s 

account, what they called a “fall-guy plan” that would enable his superiors to claim 

plausible deniability of the illegal acts North was carrying out. North would serve as 

the scapegoat in the event things went wrong.102 Several weeks later, Casey suggested 

that North, again according to the account of the latter, hire retired Air Force General 

Richard V. Secord to assist in setting up a shadow organization capable of conducting 

covert operations independently. With government funding disabled, the organization 

would use private money and funds solicited from countries other than the United 
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States, despite the fact that Casey had been present at a meeting where Secretary of 

State George Shultz quoted Chief of Staff James Baker, saying: “if we go out and try 

to get money from third countries, it is an impeachable offense.”103 

   North later acknowledged that: 

 

My Marine Corps career was untracked in 1981 when I was detailed to 
the National Security Council [staff]. I was uneasy at the beginning, 
but I came to believe that it was important work, and as years passed 
and responsibilities grew, I got further from that which I loved – the 
Marine Corps and Marines.104  

 

Several people had warned North during his stay in the White House not to stay away 

for too long from the Corps where his heart lay. After his three-year detachment a 

position as infantry battalion commander awaited him. But his initial reluctance to be 

stationed at a desk job, to which he referred to in the dismissive parlance of soldiers 

as becoming a ‘desk-jockey’ or ‘chairborne commando,’ had become subservient to a 

new missionary sense.105 In the spring of 1984, North concluded that his duties at the 

NSC were of “transcending importance.”106 McFarlane, Casey, and Ambassador to 

the United Nations Jeanne Kirkpatrick all lobbied for an extension of his post, which 

he eventually received for an indefinite period.107  

 In many ways, North had found the war that he wanted to refight so badly. 

The Vietnam War had left him with a deep resentment: a sense of injustice that the 

United States had fought for a ‘noble cause’ but had not been allowed by the 

American public and Congress to fight in a way which made victory possible. Now, 

as many examples illustrate, he saw analogies in Central America that provided him 

and others around him with the opportunity to avenge that loss.   

 

How	  ‘Nicaragua’	  became	  ‘Vietnam’	  

The impact the Vietnam experience had on Oliver North was critical for his later 

actions, although it did not alter previously held beliefs. Before his tour started, he 

already perceived the war in Vietnam as the essential testing ground for all of his 
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best-articulated beliefs: patriotism, anti-communism, and religion, which were 

inextricably bound up in a Manichean world-view. In that sense, they also largely 

overlapped with the way Ronald Reagan remembered and presented the history of the 

Vietnam War.  

When Robert McFarlane commented on North’s perception on the Vietnam 

War, he explained how he had thought about whether Vietnam was a cause worth 

dying for:  

 

And for him, it was an easy determination that, yes, it was, because 
there were enough daily shows of evidence by the Vietnamese people, 
young and old, children, others, of their satisfaction that he was there. 
And yet, that personal justification was in very sharp tension with the 
reality that we were losing.108 

 

The personal justification North had felt in Vietnam contrasted with the alternative 

view, argued in many early journalistic and historical accounts of the war and 

dominant in the reactions from many Democrats in Congress, that the Vietnam War 

had been unnecessary, wrong, and even immoral. Yet those who believed otherwise 

felt acknowledged by Reagan’s revision of the war as a noble cause, as North surely 

saw his tour. “These people were glad I was there,” he said about the Vietnamese he 

met.109 The perceived loss in Vietnam, or rather the notion that victory was denied 

due to weakness and incompetence of his fellow countrymen, resulted in a deep sense 

of betrayal and injustice as I argued earlier. After the Vietnam War, scholars and 

journalists from the entire political spectrum have noted a strong decline in popular 

faith in the government and authority in general, often credited to a combination of 

broad cultural and sociological trends that surfaced in the 1960s and to particular 

events like the Vietnam War, Watergate, and the disclosure of large-scale breaches of 

civil liberties by intelligence organizations.110 To North, it had been primarily his 
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experience in Vietnam that had left him, in the words of McFarlane, “quite cynical 

about government” and the effectiveness with which it could operate in the face of a 

threat to American ideals. 111 That also included the government he was working for. 

A common theme within the revisionism of the Vietnam War, particular within 

military circles, was to blame ‘civilians in government’ for losing Vietnam. As North 

confided to McFarlane, talking about the latter’s successor as national security advisor 

John Poindexter: “My part in this was easy compared to his. I only had to deal with 

our enemies. He had to deal with the cabinet.”112 

When Oliver North became associated with the contra guerillas, which Reagan 

had called the “moral equivalent of our Founding Fathers,” he connected their cause 

to the ‘lost cause’ of Vietnam, and grabbed the opportunity to correct the wrongs from 

the past, if necessary with as few ties to the rest of the administration as possible. 

McFarlane explained this intrinsic linkage during the congressional hearings: 

 

Now, in the wake of his service [in Vietnam], having to cope with the 
vivid reminders of how worth it was and how tragic a loss of life of 
Vietnamese-tens of thousands occurred from it-I believe that [North] 
committed himself to assuring that he would never be party to such a 
thing again if he could prevent it. And I think for him, when it became 
a matter of association with the contra movement, that it was again a 
circumstance where we had made a commitment to people, that he 
could see we were just about to break, and that the bottom line 
consequence of that would be the death of a lot of people, contras, and 
that he couldn't be party to that.113 

 

When North was asked himself what the difference was between Vietnam and 

Nicaragua, he simply replied: “Ten thousand miles.”114 He elaborated on the parallels 

on another occasion during the Iran-contra hearings:  

 

It is my belief that what I saw in Vietnam, where I saw the Army of 
South Vietnam and I saw the Vietnamese Marines, one of whom was 
my roommate as I went through basic school at Quantico, and who 
gave their lives for their country, the parallel is to see that in the 
campesinos, the young men and women of the Nicaraguan Resistance, 
is extraordinarily profound.115  
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On yet another occasion, North reiterated an element of the ‘blame-game’ that 

was also central to the public relations campaign prior to Reagan’s speech before 

Congress on Central America of April 27, 1983 described above. In resonance with 

the revisionist theme that Congress was to blame for ‘losing Vietnam’ as a result of its 

reluctance to support America’s own troops and its anti-communist allies with 

sufficient resources, Oliver North said about the situation in Nicaragua:  

 

The Congress of the United States allowed the Executive to encourage 
[the contras] to do battle and then abandon them. The Congress of the 
United States left soldiers in the field unsupported and vulnerable to 
their Communist enemies.116  
 

North’s memories of the Vietnam War convinced him not only of the fact that 

Vietnam and Central America were identical to each other in the threat they posed to 

notions of freedom and democracy. The accusations that Congress had not ‘allowed’ 

those fighting in defense of freedom to win were identical as well.  

While McFarlane’s successor as national security advisor Admiral John 

Poindexter told North that he was “too emotionally involved (…) to be objective,” the 

basis of North’s emotion was far from unique.117 As previously argued, the Vietnam 

veterans and civilian militarists in what Greg Grandin called the “interagency war-

party” shared strong sentiments of ‘never again,’ combined with the fervor to make it 

right this time in Central America. Their almost fanatical focus on the region caused 

David Rothkopf, author and member of the Council of Foreign Relations, to state 

somewhat hyperbolically but essentially correctly: 

 

fighting communists in Central America can be seen in retrospect as a 
kind of a therapy program for American egos wounded in Southeast 
Asia to win their confidence back by beating up on rag-tag resistance 
groups who, while dangerous to people in their path, were not 
appreciably worse than the right-wing regimes we were supporting and 
certainly never really posed a major threat to any U.S. interests.118 
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Yet the influence that the memories of the Vietnam War experience had on 

Reagan’s Central American policy is obviously more complicated than merely an 

attempt at regaining confidence. The person probably closest to Oliver North, his boss 

Robert McFarlane, can be taken as illustrative of both the emotional legacy of 

Vietnam as well as the complexities at a cognitive level in trying to incorporate 

‘lessons learned’ in a new situation. When the Iran-contra scandal was exposed, but 

before the televised hearings started, McFarlane already expected the Vietnam War to 

play an important role in the whole affair, as he confessed in an interview with 

Barbara Walters:“ “I think, Barbara, that in a year's time, a curious and haunting 

factor that will come out in this episode is the Vietnam War.”119 

 By a remarkable conjuncture of events, McFarlane’s experiences with the 

Vietnam War encompass the very early stages of U.S. military escalation, the critical 

year of 1968, and the last days of American presence in Saigon. On March 8, 1965, he 

was the commander of the first Marine artillery unit to land in Vietnam. He would 

return for a second tour in late 1967, experienced the Tet offensive in Vietnam, and 

left the country again in September 1968. He became a White House Fellow in 1971, 

eventually working as a military assistant under then National Security Advisor Henry 

Kissinger in 1973. When the final North Vietnamese offensive overran Saigon in 

April 1975, McFarlane was assigned to handle the communications with the U.S. 

embassy from the White House, where he helped direct the fateful departure of the 

last American helicopters taking off from the embassy rooftops. 

 McFarlane’s memories of that war describe familiar themes found in the 

revisionist interpretation of Vietnam. They are common among those who served in 

the middle management of the military during that war, struggling with the need to 

follow orders from higher-ups while being responsible for and witness to the 

gruesome plight of regular soldiers dying in the field.120 He mentions the frustration 

felt when he was subject to incompetent leadership that was more concerned with 

upholding an image than being effective in combat. He lamented General 

Westmoreland’s attritional warfare, which he found based on “misguided 
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premises.”121 He blamed politicians for not allowing the military to use “our superior 

firepower to win the war in the north.”122 He credits people like Kissinger and 

Alexander Haig with applying the right strategy eventually – i.e. unrestricted bombing 

of North Vietnam – but the insight came at a time when public opinion and the media 

had created a climate in which continuation of the war was unthinkable.123  

 McFarlane’s memories overlapped with those of his colleagues in the Reagan 

administration. The sense of defeat he experienced, like North, was caused not in 

essence by the enemy in Vietnam but by domestic opponents – in government, in the 

media, or by opposition from the public opinion. He stated that he came away from 

Vietnam with “a profound sense of very intolerable failure” at the way the conflict 

ended, but not with a loss of faith in the initial ideals that led the United States into 

that war.124 Oliver North retained his belief in the innate goodness of fighting 

communism in Vietnam, and McFarlane continued to believe in what he called “the 

Kennedy notion” – the idea that the United States had the opportunity and 

responsibility to enable others in the world to enjoy the fruits of individual, political, 

and economic freedom. When Ronald Reagan reinvigorated those ideals in his 

election of 1980, it inspired some hope with McFarlane of undoing the history of the 

Vietnam War by attempting to recreate an image of an earlier era.  

Yet on a practical level, dealing with the past proved to be more complex than 

the collective rejuvenation of hope implied. In his memoir, McFarlane proposed his 

“chief lesson” from Vietnam: an administration had to clearly communicate what it is 

trying to do, in particular when a commitment of forces and risking of lives were at 

issue. “Realism about our socio-political fabric here at home” was crucial, and any 

attempt to “undertake (…) this kind of thing again without the thoroughgoing support 

and understanding of the American people and the Congress” would be unsustainable 

and unwise, according to McFarlane.125 But during his time as national security 

advisor, McFarlane took the initiative to secretly trade weapons for hostages with 

Iran. With regards to the Nicaraguan case, it was McFarlane who consciously 

circumvented Congress by soliciting funds from other nations after Congress 

prohibited American resources from being used in sustaining the Nicaraguan 
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contras.126 Moreover, in the fall of 1985, McFarlane met Oliver North numerous times 

to discuss the altering of government documents relating to NSC aid to the contras, 

hiding the real activities of the government from Congress and the public.127 In fact, 

when in a position of real power, McFarlane violated his own stated “chief lesson” of 

Vietnam in favor of actions that were secret and illegal but aimed at restoring 

American military power in the world.  

Nevertheless, despite the fact that McFarlane’s actions seemed to contradict 

his ‘lessons learned’ from Vietnam, these stated lessons in his memoir should not be 

seen as nothing more than hollow phrases. Actually, it is likely that McFarlane 

struggled with several contrasting interpretations of those lessons. Was transparency 

of the government’s actions more important than taking the risk that Congress and the 

public, perceived by him as clouded in their judgment by the ‘Vietnam syndrome,’ 

would fail to realize the international threats he and others in the administration 

observed? 

Whether or not related to the discrepancy between McFarlane’s stated “chief 

lesson” of Vietnam and his actions as national security advisor, McFarlane was 

tormented by guilt over the Iran-contra affair. On February 9, 1987, he attempted to 

commit suicide. By that time, extensive research by Congress on the affair was 

already underway, but McFarlane stated that his suicide attempt was not aimed at 

evading the investigations. “I thought that I had failed the country,” he said after his 

recovery. He referred to the Eastern tradition of Seppuku or Hara-kiri – committing 

suicide to restore lost honor - as an explanation of why he thought that even after 

several months of treatment his motives to attempt suicide were not the result of 

temporary mental instability.128 As a result of his upbringing and the experiences in 

his life, he confessed that “improving the lot of my fellow man” by devoted 

government service “became almost the exclusive measure of my worth.”129 He 

deeply regretted allowing the affairs to get started and subsequently allowing them to 

continue. “I could have stopped things from getting worse,” he believed.130 As the 
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aggressive chief counsel of the Senate Iran-contra committee Arthur L. Liman said: 

“McFarlane deserves credit as the one figure to acknowledge that what happened was 

wrong (…) He felt guilt-ridden for having set North in motion”131 

In what could be described as a specific side-note to the aftermath of Vietnam, 

McFarlane was tempted to overextend himself on Iran and Nicaragua for the same 

reasons Alexander Haig had failed in his approach towards El Salvador– both men 

wanted to match their monumental mentor Henry Kissinger, who dominated U.S. 

foreign policy issues throughout the Vietnam era.132 “Bud’s [McFarlane] tragic flaw 

was wanting to be Henry Kissinger, to be at the vortex, moving planets and shaking 

continents, respected as a profound, strategic thinker,” a colleague of McFarlane said 

on the basis of anonymity.133 McFarlane possessed a keen mind in his own right, but 

he did not possess the same authority over people and bureaucracies as Kissinger did. 

His appointment as national security advisor had come somewhat as a surprise to 

himself and his colleagues and was not so much the result of his own commanding 

stature but more of personal and political considerations that left McFarlane the most 

prudent choice. Once in office, he wanted to assert himself on behalf of 

administration policy. When he started to worry about the excesses resulting from 

policies in Central America, “he did not have the self-confidence to stand up against a 

policy he privately believed was misguided or worse,” in Theodore Draper’s 

description.134 

The sentiment of ‘unfinished business’ left in Vietnam looms large over the 

Iran-contra affair.135 McFarlane’s successor John Poindexter, who had not served in 

Vietnam himself, pointed to the effect the Vietnam War had on those who actually 

fought there, as well as on those who experienced the era, when he said:  

 

I think it had an impact. I think it had an impact on a lot of people…I 
think I was that way, I think Bud was that way, Ollie that way, the 
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President was that way. We didn’t want to desert the contras…On the 
national security policymaking, not just within the Administration but 
within Congress…Vietnam played a very big role both ways.136 

 

The memories of the Vietnam War also affected public opinion on the affair in 

various ways. Political scientist Amy Fried argues at length in her book on the 

relationship between the Iran-contra hearings and public opinion how North was cast 

as a hero by media and political forces, resulting in what became known as 

“Olliemania.”137 In a way, Reagan initiated the idolization of North by calling him a 

hero, both in public and allegedly also during the short telephone call he had with 

North just after Reagan had fired him.138 According to Fried, the anonymity of North 

previous to the hearings made his image malleable. “Oliver North the person could 

thus easily become Oliver North the persona, a stereo-typed figure, stripped down and 

simplified.”139 As far as this persona related to the memories of the Vietnam War, the 

image of Oliver North became a projection screen of the public memory of that war. 

In the second half of the 1980s, those memories became increasingly 

dominated by the images that people knew from movie screens. The trend towards 

hyper-masculine action heroes of which Arnold Schwarzenegger, Chuck Norris, and 

Sylvester Stallone were the flag-bearers is often attributed in part to disappointment 

after the Vietnam War.140 These heroes could fight whole armies on their own, 

making use of paramilitary tactics. The movies often showed an inversion of tactics 

used during the Vietnam War, making the American heroes adopt techniques 

associated with the Vietcong guerillas while fighting an inept, unwieldy military force 

analogous to the U.S. armed forces in Vietnam.  

Oliver North was often portrayed as a Rambo figure in cartoons and 

descriptions but also by his references to the contra cause as “his war,” as if it were 

his personal struggle equal to those fought on the screens by movie heroes. Two lines 

from the popular second Rambo film, First Blood Part II, seemed particularly to 
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match fiction with reality. The movie, released in 1985, featured John Rambo, a 

poorly treated Vietnam veteran. In the first scene of the movie, Rambo is asked to go 

on a dangerous covert mission into Cambodia to liberate American POWs. Before he 

agrees to the job that his old commanding officer is proposing, he famously asks: “Do 

we get to win this time?” The officer responds: “This time, it’s up to you.”141 The 

implication that the last time – in Vietnam - it wasn’t up to him and that now he was 

allowed to take measures into his own hands seemed to coincide exactly with the 

image that North portrayed during the hearings, but also of the image he had of 

himself. After all, in addition to North’s nicknames “blood and guts,” he also liked 

others to call him “Rambo.”142   

The popularity of Oliver North as a modern action hero had some resonance 

with the public, although not as much, and not as positive, as was suggested at the 

height of “Olliemania.” In one respect, North tapped into a reservoir of popular 

images from American culture, best described by R.W. Apple in The New York Times 

when he said that Oliver North was “the underdog, true believer, one man against the 

crowd: there was a lot of Gary Cooper in him, the lonesome cowboy, a lot of Jimmy 

Stewart, too, the honest man facing down the politicians, and quite a bit of Huck 

Finn.”143 But eventually, “Olliemania” was nothing more than a very short-lived hype, 

created to a large degree by political pundits and savvy entrepreneurs. As both Amy 

Fried and David Thelen demonstrate in their research on “Olliemania,” the sentiment 

was shallow and less positive then presented.144 For instance, sales of Ollie-dolls were 

very low, and mail to senators was not excessive and largely a product of a political 

campaign of conservative supporters of Reagan. The televised hearings did portray 

North favorably, dressed in crisp uniform, his medals on display and filmed from a 

favorable angle – from below and seated as accused before a double-rowed semi-

circle of accusing congressmen. But poll data suggest that although North was 

considered a scapegoat and therefore a victim of the situation, at no time did a 

majority of those polled call North a hero. Favorable ratings were largely due to pity, 

not from an appreciation of his actions, and large majorities thought that the 

                                                
141 George P. Cosmatos, Rambo, First Blood Part 2 (United States: Tri-Star Pictures, 1985). 
142 Douglas Kellner, Media Culture: Cultural Studies, Identity, and Politics between the Modern and 
the Postmodern (London: Routledge, 1995), 74. 
143 Fried, Muffled Echoes: Oliver North and the Politics of Public Opinion, 79. 
144 Ibid.; Thelen, Becoming Citizens in the Age of Television: How Americans Challenged the Media 
and Seized Political Initiative during the Iran-Contra Debate. 



 145 

qualification ‘hero’ was either an overstatement or simply wrong.145 If anything, 

Oliver North became the embodiment of a post-Vietnam conservative variety of 

patriotism, symbolizing both the divisions that sprang out of the Vietnam War and the 

polarization of political debate that ensued from the 1960s onward. In relation to 

foreign policy, the person Oliver North had a much more profound impact than the 

public image of “Olliemania.”   

 

The different personal, institutional, and collective memories of the Vietnam War 

severely limited the scope of Reagan’s foreign policy initiatives in Central America. 

However, that same legacy also convinced some hardliners that illegal covert action 

was the best option available. While Reagan’s administration wanted to make Central 

America a testing ground in the post-Vietnam fight against communism, Congress 

and a reluctant popular sentiment halted these ambitions on the basis of ‘lessons 

learned’ from Vietnam. It fueled hawkish accusations that an ‘obstructionist’ 

Congress had rendered the executive branch powerless in the face of a communist 

threat.146 Many inside and outside based their perception of Central American on their 

memories of the Vietnam War. As many contrasting memories of that period existed, 

the administration attempted to give Congress and the press new instructions on how 

to remember the Vietnam War along the lines of their current foreign policy 

initiatives. A coordinated public relations effort peaked in Reagan’s high-profile 

speech before a joint session of Congress on April 27, 1983. However, the presented 

memory of the Vietnam War favored by the administration failed to attract sufficient 

support for the anti-communist forces in Central America.   

As attention shifted from El Salvador to Nicaragua, the attempts to adjust 

public memories of Vietnam shifted towards covert actions based on personal 

memories. When Reagan made an emotional plea that the Nicaraguan contras not be 

left alone by what he saw as an ignorant and immoral act from Congress, Casey, 

North, and others responded immediately to the cue and created a way where there 

was none. A large part of their motivation stemmed from a desire to correct what they 

remembered as the most damaging aftereffects of the Vietnam War. Opponents of 
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Reagan’s foreign policy thought that the administration remembered a ‘wrong’ 

version of that conflict, while some within the administration were convinced that 

those critics were the ones who were misguided in their memories. The opponents’ 

memories generally entailed a limitation in military force and foreign commitments. 

In contrast, the alternative perceptions of the Vietnam War within the administration 

were often instrumental in creating a sense of urgency, resulting in more radical 

solutions.     

When McFarlane lay in the hospital after his suicide attempt, Reagan called 

and reassured him that despite the failure of the Iran-contra initiative his actions had 

been for a “sensible goal” – in other words, Iran- contra had been a ‘noble cause’ just 

like the Vietnam War had been.147 Thus Central America, and the contra cause in 

particular, provided a geopolitical opportunity and an emotional framework that 

conveniently fitted a revisionist post-Vietnam script. Refighting the lost war became 

now a real opportunity as the contras were marked ‘freedom fighters,’ the ‘good’ 

guerillas more analogous to the American revolutionary militias than to the Vietcong, 

more ‘us’ than ‘them’. Moreover, the emotional context of the Vietnam War 

coincided with a more general strategic response to communism in the Third World: 

the ‘roll-back’ approach of the Reagan Doctrine.   

A central feature in refighting Vietnam in Central America consisted of covert 

actions and anti-guerilla or counterinsurgency tactics. These forms of military action 

evoked their own memories as well, as they were a small part of a larger debate 

within the U.S. military on the ‘right’ lessons after the lost war of Vietnam. Also 

within the military institutions, conflicting and contested memories of that war had a 

considerable influence on how the United States operated within the realm of 

international relations, as will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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