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Ever since the emergence of that elusive ‚spe-
cial relationship’ between the United States
and the United Kingdom, British politicians
and diplomats have argued that London has
been able to effectively influence decision-
making processes in Washington through a
combination of public approval of American
foreign policy, strategic alignments, and cor-
rective advice given behind-the-scenes. The
‘special relationship’, its proponents have
claimed, provided Britain, a European middle
power with worldwide interests after World
War Two, with the opportunity to constrain
a sometimes bellicose United States and to
infuse the Department of State with the ra-
tionality, restraint, and experience of White-
hall´s centuries-old approach to world affairs.
Statesmen from Balfour to Blair have argued
that to be an insider not only enhanced British
interests but lifted some of the clouds that im-
paired the mental maps of officials at Foggy
Bottom. In his study on Anglo-American
policies towards Vietnam in the early 1960s,
Peter Busch now accuses Britain of having
failed to play its part in the ‘special relation-
ship’: „Britain did nothing to steer Washing-
ton away from the path that led to the Viet-
nam quagmire“ (p. 206).

Scholarly competition and the marketing
strategies of publishing houses seem to give
rise to a desire for holistic theses and a need
for the dramatic. But since most readers
who are familiar with the business are aware
of such tactics, readers will no doubt leave
Busch´s detour into post-mortem didactics
aside and focus on the densely packed, well-
written and exhaustively documented history
of a largely-neglected but important aspect
of British policy. Peter Busch has rightly
opted for a thematically-structured approach
to unravel the complexities of Britain´s aims
and position in Southeast Asia between the
transfer of sovereignty in Malaya (1957), the
escalating conflict in Vietnam, and Indone-

sia´s efforts to crush London´s „grand de-
sign“, the integration of the British territories
in North Borneo with Singapore and Malaya
into the Federation of Malaysia, between 1963
and 1966. While the study is important for
an understanding of Britain´s objectives in
the region as a whole, Peter Busch´s aim is
more modest: he wants to challenge the view
that Britain lost interest in Vietnam after the
Geneva Conference on Indochina (1954), and
he wants to correct the perception that there
is a continuity from Anthony Eden´s compro-
mise solution – the partition and neutraliza-
tion of the country – to Harold Wilson´s ef-
forts in 1965 to alert the Johnson Administra-
tion to the dangers of an all-out American en-
gagement in Vietnam.

Previous studies of Britain´s policy in
Southeast Asia after World War Two have al-
ready highlighted the premises on which its
objectives were based: an interest in the de-
colonization of Malaya on favorable economic
and strategic terms; a determination to crush
the forces that were inimical to Britain´s de-
sign of an anti-communist greater Malaya and
a non-communist region as a whole; and the
need to actively involve the United States in
order to prevent the spread of communism in
Southeast Asia.1

In order to assert its role as an impor-
tant external actor in the region and to pre-
vent the spread of communism in Southeast
Asia, Britain became an active member in the
American-sponsored Southeast Asian Treaty
Organization. While SEATO strategic plan-
ning remained „academic“ (p. 33) and while
none of the member states (with the excep-
tion of Thailand) had an actual interest in uti-
lizing its machinery for conflict resolution in
Laos or Vietnam, Peter Busch convincingly
demonstrates that the organization enabled
Britain from 1955 onwards to „stay in close
touch with the American allies and influence
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their policy if possible“ (p. 34). Apart from
that, SEATO connected the British effort to
fight the communist insurrection in Malaya
(the so-called Emergency) to the larger Anglo-
American aim of preventing a communist ex-
pansion in the region as a whole.

Vietnam posed a particularly intractable
problem for Britain. As co-chairman of the
Geneva Conference, it had an interest in a di-
vided Vietnam and in maintaining the status
quo. But as the communist rebellion against
the repressive South Vietnamese regime of
Ngo Dinh Diem gained momentum in the
late 1950s and while the United States pro-
gressively increased its commitment, Britain
did not want to play the role of peacemaker
again. As Busch makes clear, concerns over
the spread of communism prompted British
prime minister Harold Macmillan to „support
American policy in Vietnam wholeheartedly“
(p. 63). To this end, Britain sought to influ-
ence Canada and India, the non-communist
members of the International Control Com-
mission (ICC) – a body set up in 1954/55 to
monitor conditions in Vietnam – to refrain
from criticizing American violations of the
Geneva agreements, most notably the pro-
hibition to introduce military personnel in
South Vietnam. Busch´s treatment of the
much-neglected ICC is a welcome addition
to the international history of the conflict in
Vietnam. In his conclusion, however, he re-
mains on shaky grounds and contradicts his
overall thesis. On the one hand, he contends
that „a different British attitude towards ne-
gotiations might have made an impact [. . . ] in
that it would have strengthened those forces
in Washington and Hanoi that were advocat-
ing a Laos-like conference on Vietnam“ [i.e.
the neutralization] (p. 57). On the other
hand, he - in my view correctly - states that
„even a hostile ICC would not have deterred
the Americans“ (p. 61). There is in fact no
serious evidence that either the Eisenhower-
or the Kennedy-Administration cared much
about the Geneva agreement and its imple-
menting body, the ICC, apart from efforts to
circumvent both.2

The strongest and most compelling part
of the study is Busch´s analysis of the es-
tablishment of the British Advisory Mission
(BRIAM) in South Vietnam in 1961. Headed

by counterinsurgency specialist Robert
Thompson, a distinguished veteran of the
Malayan Emergency, the outfit advised the
Diem regime and the American military on
anti-guerilla warfare. Initially, the American
military strongly opposed the mission, but
State Department approval for a „British
presence in Saigon“ (p. 91) prevailed. Busch
looks at the increasingly frustrating efforts to
make Diem implement Thompson´s advice,
and he presents new details on the evolution
of the notorious ‘Strategic Hamlet Program’.3

While Thompson continued to write pos-
itive reports about the performance of the
Diem regime, London became increasingly
concerned about developments in South
Vietnam. By the summer of 1963, Whitehall
was convinced that Diem was doomed to
fail. It did not, however, participate in the
American-supported military coup against
him. All in all, the mission did not have much
of an impact because „the British simply
wanted to follow the Americans’ lead, and
there was no willingness to influence US
policy on Diem one way or the other“ (p.
172).

In a final chapter, Busch connects the Amer-
ican anti-communist effort in Vietnam with
the British policy towards the Indonesian
Konfrontasi vis-à-vis the Malaysian „grand
design“. While the British were determined
to oppose Sukarno´s low-intensity warfare on
Borneo (Kalimantan), the Americans initially
favored a compromise solution that would
have given Indonesia a say in the organiza-
tion of the territory. Busch rightly argues that
„Britain was keen to prove to the Americans
that it could look after its own interests and
that its military power was useful to the com-
mon western cause“ (p. 181). He is less
successful, though, in explaining the initial
American hesitancy towards a military solu-
tion of the conflict in Borneo. Like Sukarno,
Washington perceived the conflict as a strug-
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gle for decolonization, and it did not want to
become associated with colonialism if possi-
ble. Moreover, after a decade of progressively
deteriorating American-Indonesian relations
and serious American blunders like the ill-
fated 1957/58 CIA-operation to split Indone-
sia, the Kennedy Administration desperately
tried to reverse this downward spiral. Kon-
frontasi, however, also had a positive effect on
Britain´s role and position in Southeast Asia
after 1964: „it could tell the Americans that it
could not go beyond giving political support
to the United States in Vietnam“ (p. 192).

Peter Busch makes an important addition
to the growing literature on international as-
pects of the conflict in Vietnam.4 He has un-
ravelled the myths surrounding Thompson´s
activities in South Vietnam, and he provides
additional insight into the British determina-
tion to influence Southeast Asian affairs ac-
cording to London´s objectives. Contrary to
Busch´s assessment that „Britain´s Malaysia
policy revealed the weakness of Britain and
the limits of its power“ (p. 205), it seems to me
that Britain – through its small but temporar-
ily important mission in South Vietnam and
through its determination to oppose Sukarno
in a massive effort encompassing some 60.000
troops at the height of Konfrontasi – utilized
its relatively small resources in the most eco-
nomical and efficient way possible. In con-
trast to the United States, which were forced
out of Vietnam in 1973, Great Britain managed
an orderly retreat from Empire. With regard
to the ‘special relationship’, Busch makes it
clear that to be an insider does not necessar-
ily translate into influence.

HistLit 2004-3-158 / Marc Frey über Busch,
Peter: All the Way With JFK? Britain, the US and
the Vietnam War. Oxford 2003, in: H-Soz-Kult
21.09.2004.

4 Daum, Andreas W.; Gardner, Lloyd; Mausbach, Wil-
fried (Eds.), America, the Vietnam War, and the World.
Comparative and International Perspectives, New York
2003; Logevall, Fredrik, Choosing War. The Lost
Chance for Peace and the Escalation of War in Vietnam,
Berkeley 1999.

© H-Net, Clio-online, and the author, all rights reserved.


