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from Legion cavalry units were opening the
Saigon-Tay Ninh road each moring, infan-
try battalions were clashing with Viet Minh
regulars south of Hanoi and Legion para-
chutists were being dropped in lightning
raids on the towns of Lao Kay and Cao Bang
near the Chinese border.

"There were many Germans in the Legion
during the early 1950s, which was very
likely another factor contributing to the
thirst for beer. At the Legion’s traditional
Christmas meal — whether it was served in
a shell-scarred pagoda or a formal mess in
Saigon — bottles of beer shared space with
French Army-issue Gros Rouge. The Le-
gion would go to great lengths to see that
adequate beer stores were maintained. Bat-
tered, bullet-holed GMC trucks loaded with
cases of Biere Royale rocketed through
ambushes to reach isolated outposts south of
Can Tho. Insistent Legion quartermasters
pressured the crews of French naval moni-
tors on the Red River to deliver consign-
ments of Biere Hommel to their up-river
units, suggesting that the red pompons on
the sailors’ hats would make perfect targets
for marksmanship practice if the matelots
were uncooperative.

It was no coincidence that the product of
the local breweries was popular with the
Legionnaires. The original brewmasters,
sweating out the perfection of their blends in
anew and difficult land, had come from the
cool hills and valleys of Alsace. Their beer
was light, dry and smelled highly of hops,
approaching the quality of a good pilsner.
The Legion had also found that their In-
dochinese allies could handle beer better
than the heavy red mess wines. It wasn’t as
prone to induce giggles and unsteadiness
among local troops unaccustomed to alco-
hol.

In 1955, I left the Legion behind in Viet-
nam, taking with me as souvenirs a chronic
case of jungle rot and persistent indigestion
of somewhat uncertain origin. The Legion’s
prescription for dysentary . . . a double shot
of straight pastis . .. is not foolproof. De-
spite that, I found my thoughts tinged with
regret when I finally sailed down the Saigon
River. I'd met my wife on the terrace of the
old Hotel Continental. Our first daughter
had been born in the Clinique Saint Paul the
night the Binh Xuyen rebels had attacked
the Presidential Palace. I was sure I'd never
see Saigon again or relish the pleasure of
hoisting a beer with the troops.

I was wrong.

Nine years later, in 1964, a terse telegram
arrived at the U.S. Embassy in Paris, where
I was employed. It informed me that I had
two weeks to get to Saigon and my next
assignment as an adviser to South Viet-
nam’s new Prime Minister, General
Nguyen Khanh. Almost as an afterthought,
the wire indicated I was to stop by Washing-
ton and Honolulu where I would be briefed
by the American Commander-In-Chief,
Pacific.

The CINCPAC conference was a de-
pressing experience. How little we’d
learned. The French had failed. We would
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do it differently. No need to refer to history.
It was as if the French Indochina war had
never taken place.

Gung-ho U.S. officers tapped maps with
stainless steel, collapsible pointers, reeling
off optimistic statistics while the mandarins
from Washington — Robert McNamara,
McGeorge Bundy, Dean Rusk and General
Maxwell Taylor — nodded sagely and
scribbled occasional notes. The Saigon con-
tingent, including General Westmoreland,
gave their views on VC losses, NVA logis-
tics problems, the efficacy of air interdic-
tion and our hopes for the new Vietnamese
government. Someone even mentioned the
light at the end of the tunnel.

I’d been away from Vietnam a long time
but I left Honolulu convinced that American
officials now involved with that country’s
morass of problems had been issued rose-
colored glasses. I returned to Saigon as
ordered.

At first it seemed the whole city had
changed. The beautiful trees along the Rue
Catinat — now Tu Do street — had been cut
down. The sidewalks were cracked, the
streets were dirty and the traffic was an
incredible mix of Vespa scooters, motor-
bikes, military vehicles and sleek official
sedans. Fortunately, I'd asked for a room at
the Continental Hotel rather than the more
modern Caravelle across the street. It was
there I discovered that Saigon had retained
much of its original character.

An old Taiwanese waiter with close-
cropped hair recognized me as a past cus-
tomer as he took my order. The frosted
bottle of Tiger beer he brought had the same
sleepy cat on its label. Some U.S. Green
Berets seated at a nearby table shouted for
‘‘Ba-mi-ba,’’ and while I wondered what
exotic drink that might be, the waiter
brought them a tray loaded with bottles of
Export 33. Suddenly I felt better.

The influx of Americans had superficial-
ly affected the Saigon landscape. Rooftop
officers’ clubs with barbecue facilities filled
the heavy night air with the distinctly Amer-
ican aroma of grilling hamburgers. Cans of
American beer covered the tables.

The old colonial cafés along Rue Catinat
with their lazy ceiling fans, potted palms
and corpulent colonial drinkers with blood-
shot eyes and roseate noses were gone. In
their places were loud, brassy bars crawling
with female lounge lizards in tight pants,
heavy makeup and see-through blouses.
The Café de Commerce had become the San
Francisco Bar. The Bastia was now the Star-
light.

Still, hints of the old Saigon lingered just
below the glitzy surface. The Aterbea and
Guillaume Tell restaurant continued to offer
one of the most varied Chinese menus in
Southeast Asia. You could still get a good
bowl of Pho soup from the mobile vendors’
carts.

After a few months a new job was added
to my task at the Prime Minister’s office. I
became an adviser to the Political Warfare
Section of the ARVN. This insured frequent
sorties from the hot-house atmosphere of
Saigon into the real world of the boondocks.

The war had changed some — but not that
much. It was still an admixture of courage
and stupidity, sacrifice and self-interest.
The Viet Minh had become the NVA, the
Regionals were now the VC. They were
fighting their war. We were fighting ours.
Unfortunately, theirs was a bit closer to
military reality.

Certainly the climate and terrain of the
battlefield had not changed since I walked
over it with the French Foreign Legion. The
new warriors still managed to work up a
powerful thirst. And the new logisticians
still managed to deliver the beer.

On Christmas Day 1964 while I was at a
briefing the VC detonated a large explosive
device at the Brinks BOQ. We rushed into
the street to see black smoke and flames
billowing out of the parking area under the
building. Several Americans had been
killed and the wounded were being helped
into ambulances. After doing what I could
to help, I walked down Tu Do crunching
over broken glass. I stopped outside a famil-
iar bar run by a Corsican who’d remained in
Saigon after the French left. His windows
had been shattered by the blast and he was in
a foul mood.

‘‘Eh ba, Simpson,’’ he greeted me. “‘Is
this the way you Americans operate? At
least when the French were here we had
security!”’ :

I ordered a beer and watched the French-
man empty two bottles of Kronenbourg into
a large mug. After the first swallow, I re-
minded le patron that the French had con-
siderable security problems and that one of
the most murderous explosions in Saigon —
directly in front of the Continental Hotel —
had been engineered by a Cao Dai dissident
group, former allies of French Intelligence.

My Corsican friend shrugged, watched
me drain the mug, and indicated his philoso-
phy on the matter. ‘“At least the beer hasn’t
changed.”’ It’s all a matter of priorities.

Beer clearly makes things better in a war
zone. An Air America C-47 carrying me
back to Saigon from An Khe took some
large-caliber ground fire and was struggling
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