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Abstract of Thesis

Aktion Hanoi — Redskins, Swiss Secret Diplomacy and the War in Vietham
1966-1968

In the aftermath of World War Two, Switzerland redefined its foreign policy and pursued
a more active form of neutrality. It was in the light of this new policy of neutrality that
the Swiss Federal Political Department from early 1966 on slowly approached North
Vietnam in the hopes of providing its good offices in the Vietnam War. Motivated by
domestic and international consideration, it authorized its ambassadors in capitals where
Hanoi also had representatives to no longer avoid the North Viethamese. By the fall,
contacts between the Swiss and North Vietnamese Ambassadors in Peking established
themselves as the primary channel. Swiss Ambassadors Keller and Rossetti were the
spearheads of Switzerland’s undertaking, traveling to embattled Hanoi and putting their
own lives at risk to win the North Vietnamese’s trust and improve the lot of the American
POWs. After Keller’s first trip, the Federal Political Department worked at
institutionalizing its relationship with Hanoi and simultaneously began approaching the
National Liberation Front. Switzerland’s policies during the Vietnam War therefore
exemplified its more active form of neutrality.

In the time period from 1966 to 1968, Switzerland was able to prove its
usefulness by relaying a message from the North Vietnamese Ambassador to the U.S.
Ambassador in Poland. The Swiss moreover stepped in for the International Committee
of the Red Cross and continuously advocated for the American POWs’ rights and
provided a sense of international accountability for North Vietnam. This study therefore

shows the continuous usefulness of neutral countries, particularly in times when



international organizations were almost paralyzed. As Swiss officials expected, they did

not solve the war in Vietnam, but they were able to make a modest contribution.
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1. Introduction

Every country has a set of core beliefs and principles that guide its domestic and
international policies. Neutrality has been a defining pillar of the Swiss Confederation for
centuries, making Swiss neutrality the longest lasting in the world. Going back to the 16"
century, neutrality was officially declared for the first time by the Helvetic Diet in 1674.
It was subsequently recognized by foreign powers at the Vienna Congress, where on 20
November, 1815, Austria, France, Great Britain, Prussia and Russia signed an act
attesting to “their formal and authentic acknowledgment of the perpetual neutrality of
Switzerland; and they guarantee to that country the integrity and inviolability of its
territory in its new limits.”® This guarantee for Switzerland’s neutrality was confirmed in
Article 435 of the Versailles Peace Treaty, where the signatories declared that “they
recognize the guarantees stipulated by the Treaties of 1815, and especially by the Act of
November 20, 1815, in favour of Switzerland, the said guarantees constituting

international obligations for the maintenance of peace.”

Not only was Switzerland’s
neutrality documented, but it was declared to be in the interest of peace.

Peace, however, was only maintained for about twenty years. World War Il broke
out in September 1939, when Germany invaded Poland. Because of its neutrality,
Switzerland was able to evade the ensuing conflict. Switzerland made it through the war
without much physical damage or loss in human life, but it did suffer one major casualty.

The country’s image was at a low point, as war-ravaged nations looked upon Switzerland

with criticism. Alfred Zehnder, Swiss diplomat and later Ambassador to the United

! Alois Riklin, “Neutralitit,” http://www.hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/d/D16572.php

% The parliamentary debates from the year 1803 to the present, vol. XXXII, (London: T. C. Hansard,
Peterborough-Court, Fleet Street, 1816), 308-09.

® The Versailles Treaty 28 June 1919, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/imt/partxv.asp#art435
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States, remembered that the Swiss “were classified as blockade runners, arms dealers,
and gold hoarders, in short as war profiteers.”

The negative reputation Switzerland had at the time did not pass unnoticed by
Swiss officials and politicians. One of these, Federal Councilor and head of the Federal
Political Department (FPD, since 1979 called the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs),
Max Petitpierre, hence advocated a reinterpretation of neutrality. In this manner, he
underscored the pitfalls of isolationist neutrality shortly after the end of World War II:

Our moral position could become untenable, and we risk exposing
ourselves to reproach — which has already been formulated — that we
believe in the same values as other democratic countries, that we have the
same interest as them, that we are threatened by the same danger as them,
but refuse to associate with their efforts, in the hope that, if the threat
becomes a reality, they will save us, without having wanted to assume the
risk of undertaking the common resistance.’

Petitpierre believed that Switzerland was a member of the international community and
as such, it had to become more active and put its neutrality to use. He explained:

| do not believe that we should renounce our neutrality, or the policies that
follow from it... But we have to realize that it will become more and more
difficult to conduct this Janus-faced policy: one being the neutrality, the
other being solidarity. The margin to maneuver will become increasingly
narrow. [ believe that solidarity... is today the more efficient means for
the realization of our goal: to guard our independence... It is thus no
longer on neutrality that we have to put our focus in the immediate future,
but on solidarity. This does not mean that we will renounce our neutrality
— but it serves primarily to not let us participate in any political or military
alliances on the one hand, and, on the other, to keep commercial relations
(the only ones possible) with the states of the East.®

* Quoted in: Paul Widmer. Schweizer Aussenpolitik und Diplomatie (Zirich: Ammann Verlag & Co.,
2003), p. 348. All translations are by this author.

® Exposé, Head of the Foreign Ministry, M. Petitpierre, to the Swiss Federal Council, 9 March 1948, in:
Documents Diplomatiques Suisse, volume 17, 1. VI. 1947 — 30. VI. 1949, ed. Antoine Fleury (Zirich:
Chronos Verlag, 1999), doc. 61.

® Ibid.



Petitpierre’s new formula suggested that Switzerland had a responsibility in the world
and that it ought to involve itself in world affairs in a manner consistent with neutrality.
Solidarity thus called for Switzerland’s involvement in the spheres of humanitarian
considerations and mediation.

In the following years, Switzerland implemented this new policy, first under the
auspices of Max Petitpierre and later under his successors. In this vein, Switzerland
participated in the Neutral Nations Repatriation Commission and the Neutral Nations
Supervisory Commission that were established as part of the Korean Armistice
Agreement and contributed to the end of the French-Algerian War by helping bring the
two belligerents together for the Evian Conference. It also hosted a number of
international conferences, such as the Geneva Conference of 1954, the Geneva Summit of
1955 and the Laos Conference of 1961. It was in the light of this redefined policy of
neutrality that Switzerland approached the Second Indochina War, during which it slowly
increased its contacts with North Vietnam in the hope of providing its good offices.

Switzerland’s relationship with the divided Vietnam has received little attention in
historical scholarship. Only two authors, Urs Obrist and David Gaffino have investigated
this history. In Die heimliche Anerkennung Siidvietnams durch die Schweiz Obrist
analyzed Swiss-South Vietnamese relations leading up to Switzerland’s secret
recognition of South Vietnam in 1958.” He highlighted that there was a close relationship
between Swiss trade and foreign policy. Tracing Swiss interests in South Vietnam, he
argued that economic and business interests significantly influenced Switzerland’s

decision to recognize Saigon in 1958.

" Urs Obrist, Die heimliche Anerkennung Stidvietnams durch die Schweiz (Frauenfeld, CH: Huber, 2001).
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David Gaffino’s work, Autorités et entreprises suisses face a la guerre du Viét
Nam, 1960-1975, was influenced by Obrist’s book.® As economic and business interests
play a major role in his argument. Gaffino’s survey looked at Switzerland’s economic
and political relations with both parts of Vietnam. Analyzing the developments that led to
the recognition of North Vietnam in 1971, he argued that both humanitarian as well as
prospective trade potential motivated the Swiss government to recognize Hanoi.

Gaffino also wrote an article “Vietnamkrieg: die Schweiz im Schatten
Washingtons™ that questioned whether or not Switzerland was truly neutral during the
War in Vietnam.? Gaffino demonstrated that Switzerland exported airplanes and parts for
watches that ultimately were used by U.S. forces in the war against the communists in
Vietnam. Moreover, he argued that Switzerland always acted with one eye on the United
States and that the Swiss sought to oblige what they perceived to be the wishes of the
U.S.

The study below adds to the discussion initiated by Obrist and Gaffino, by
focusing particularly on the period from 1966 to 1968 and specifically on secret Swiss
contacts with the North Vietnamese and the National Liberation Front. It provides a more
in-depth analysis and introduces more performers, stages and acts. It draws on a more
international source base, relying, in addition to documents from the Swiss Federal
Archive, the Swiss Social Archives and dodis.ch, an online document database, as well as
sources from three U.S. archives, including the National Archives Il in College Park,

Maryland, the Averell Harriman Papers at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.,

® David Gaffino, Autorités et entreprises suisses face a la guerre du Viét Nam, 1960-1975 (Neuchatel:
Alphil, 2006).

° David Gaffino, “Vietnamkrieg: die Schweiz im Schatten Washingtons.” Traverse: Zeitschrift fiir
Geschichte - Revue d'histoire, no. 2 (2009): 23-36.



and files from the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library in Austin, Texas. The following
investigation is thus able to illustrate more fully and completely the nature of the contacts
between the United States and Switzerland during this time. These sources make it
possible to reevaluate U.S.-Swiss relations between 1966 and 1968 and show that
Switzerland was in fact not subservient to the United States. The Swiss decided to
approach North Vietnam on their own and their actions were not guided by wishes to
please foreign powers. The Swiss enjoyed the U.S.’s implicit support for their endeavor
to get in touch with North Vietnam during this time period and did not fear repercussions
from Washington. The U.S. was grateful for the information that came out of Swiss-
North Vietnamese contacts and appreciated Swiss advocacy for the American prisoners
of war. Their relationship was not as fully one-sided as it appears to have been in
Gaffino’s article.

During the time period under investigation, the United States pursued a number of
secret channels to North Vietnam. Some of them were direct contacts, but the majority of
those channels went through a diverse number of foreign intermediaries. The first work to
analyze secret diplomacy and illustrate the effort made by the Johnson administration to
find a diplomatic solution to the Vietnam War was The Secret Search for Peace in
Vietnam by the journalists David Kraslow and Stuart H. Loory that came out in 1968.%
Kraslow and Loory paid particular attention to the Marigold channel involving the Poles
and Italians and juxtaposed the administration’s diplomatic efforts with the more hawkish
military approach. Fifteen years later, The Secret Diplomacy of the Vietham War: The

Negotiating Volumes of the Pentagon Papers, edited by George C. Herring, came out.

1% David Kraslow and Stuart H. Loory. The secret Search for Peace in Vietnam (New York, Random
House, 1968).



This volume provided declassified U.S. government documentation on the diplomatic
advances compiled on instruction from Robert McNamara and thus listed the details of
various channels the U.S. utilized.

Later on, more studies on the individual channels emerged. Lloyd C. Gardner and
Ted Gittinger’s The Search for Peace in Vietnam, 1964-1968 encompassed a collection
of essays on a number of such channels exemplifying the diplomatic front of the war.'!
James Hershberg’s Marigold: The Lost Chance for Peace in Vietnam traced the course of
the effort undertaken by the Italians and the Poles together to bring the U.S. and North
Vietnam to the negotiating table.** Another channel was outlined in Mircea Munteanu’s
“Over the Hills and Far Away,” in which he illustrated the Rumanian initiative to mediate
between the United States and North Vietnam.*®

The various channels were treated with much secrecy by the Johnson
administration and were assigned codenames, such as Marigold, Packers or Killy. The
latter two were sports references. Packers, which referred to the Romanian channel
described by Munteanu, was named after the Green Bay Packers, the football team that
won the first Super Bowl on January 15, 1967.* Jean-Claude Killy, a very successful
French alpine ski racer, who won three gold medals at the Winter Olympics in Grenoble,
France in February 1968, was the inspiration for the codename assigned to an Italian

effort, a Marigold offspring, taking place in 1968.° Switzerland’s channel to North

! Lloyd C. Gardner and Ted Gittinger, eds. The search for peace in Vietnam, 1964-1968 (College Station:
Texas A&M University Press, 2004).

12 james G. Hershberg, Marigold: the lost chance for peace in Vietnam (Washington: Woodrow Wilson
Center Press/Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012).

3 Mircea Munteanu, “Over the Hills and Far Away, Romania’s Attempts to Mediate the Start of U.S.—
North Vietnamese Negotiations, 1967-1968,” in: Journal of Cold War Studies 14, no. 3 (summer 2012):
64-96.

“ Hershberg, Marigold, 639.

* Ibid., 674.



Vietnam, was likewise baptized in November 1967 in the spirit of sports as “Redskins”
after the U.S. capital’s football team, the Washington Redskins.*®

While the name given to the Swiss connection suggests similarity with other
channels, there were aspects that differentiated the Swiss channel from the rest and made
it unique. The Packers and Killy channels, for instance, aimed at bringing about a
negotiated settlement by getting the United States and North Vietnam together. The
Romanians and Italians, in this manner, served as intermediaries. Switzerland had a
different immediate goal. Its primary objective was to establish its own contacts with
North Vietnam, win their trust, and open up avenues for North Vietnam to hopefully
contact Swiss authorities in the future to ask for the provision of good offices. Ultimately,
Switzerland wanted to contribute to solving the War in Vietnam, but it did not at that
time try to bring the two belligerents together, because it felt the endeavor would be
moot. The Swiss called the mission to establish their own lines of communication with
North Vietnam “Aktion Hanoi.” Only on the POW issue did the Swiss play an
intermediary role, but even there Switzerland remained independent and acted without a

mandate from the United States.

16 Telegram no. 74400, from Department of State, Dean Rusk to the U.S. Embassy to Switzerland, John
Hayes, 24 November 1967. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2742, Central Foreign Policy Files, 1967 —
1969, Political and Defense, Pol 27-14 Viet/Redskins 1967.
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2. Phase I, Initiating Contacts with North Vietnam

Aktion Hanoi and the Redskins channel had their origins in the late winter and early
spring of 1966. It was in this timeframe that the Swiss authorities reevaluated their
approach to North Vietnam. Previously, Swiss Foreign Service officers had been
instructed to keep a safe distance from the representatives of North Vietnam. In the
spring of 1966, they received new orders, allowing them, even encouraging them, to
establish personal contacts with their North Vietnamese counterparts.

A number of developments led to this change of policy. In 1965, President
Johnson escalated the war by sending the first American combat troops to Da Nang. By
year’s end there were 200,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam.' In January 1966, the Swiss
President of the Federation, like other heads of state, received a letter from Ho Chi Minh
about the war and the conditions for peace. The war was gaining in international
prominence. It was against this backdrop that South Vietnam, for the first time, sent an
Ambassador to Bern.

Switzerland had a consulate in Saigon, which had been established before the
First Indochina War broke out and before Vietnam was divided in two at the Geneva
Conference in 1954. Since international law made no clear provision regarding divided
states and because the Swiss authorities hoped that the division of Vietnam was only
temporary, Switzerland decided to evade the issue of recognition by just keeping the
consulate in Saigon without taking any steps towards either South or North Vietnam. In

1957, however, it was time for the Swiss Consul, Jean Studer, to leave his post. When his

17 http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/vietnam/timeline.htm
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successor, Théodore Schmidlin, took office in May 1958 and had to obtain the exequatur
from the Saigon government, Switzerland implicitly recognized South Vietnam.*®

From that moment on, Saigon tried to entice Switzerland to establish formal
diplomatic relations with South Vietnam. Vu Van Mau, the delegate from South Vietnam
attending the Laos Conference in Geneva, visited Max Petitpierre in 1961. Petitpierre, in
accord with his policies of increasing Swiss presence in the world, granted the South
Vietnamese’s wish and agreed that the South Vietnamese Ambassador in Bonn would
also be accredited to Switzerland, although the Swiss would not change the status of their
consulate in Saigon. The Federal Council approved this proposal on 23 June 1961.
Influenced by developments in Vietnam, Swiss authorities decided not to implement this
decision and verbally informed the South Vietnamese Ambassador to the Federal
Republic of Germany that “the establishment of diplomatic relations was currently
beyond consideration.”® This delay was only tenable until November 1962, when
Switzerland established diplomatic relations with Laos and Cambodia. It consequently
informed Saigon of the Federal Council’s decision of June 1961, which it had held back
so far.? For three years, South Vietnam did not respond, apparently because of personnel
difficulties. For the moment, therefore, no South Vietnamese diplomat was accredited to
Switzerland.

On 3 December 1965, South Vietnam expressed its wish to proceed with
accreditation. Saigon, moreover, no longer wanted to accredit the Ambassador in Bonn to

Switzerland but emphasized its hope to assign Switzerland its own South Vietnamese

'8 This is based on Expose, Die Frage der einer schweizerischen Anerkennung Hanois, undated (1967). In:
BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Besuch von Mai Van Bo, Gesandter der nordvietnamesischen Regierung,
1967-1968.

2 Ibid.

2 This is based on ibid.



Ambassador. Switzerland did not appreciate Saigon’s timing. It particularly feared that
Saigon’s sudden move indicated that they had “an inconvenient politician or military
man” that they wanted to get rid of by appointing him Ambassador to Switzerland.”*
Switzerland had no choice but to concede or renege on its earlier official promise. Bern
therefore accepted the accreditation under the condition that the incoming Ambassador
would refrain from using his position for propaganda purposes. Furthermore, Switzerland
stressed it would not elevate the status of its consulate in Saigon.?

In light of the expected arrival of the South Vietnamese Ambassador, Swiss
officials in the Federal Political Department discussed the Swiss
position towards divided states on 10 February, 1966. The
officials decided not to change the policy towards the German
Democratic Republic and the Democratic People's Republic of
Korea, but because of the ensuing war, they decided to rephrase

their policy towards North Vietnam.

August Lindt, previously Ambassador to the United

Fig 1, August Lindt

States and now posted in Moscow, advocated an active policy towards Hanoi. He
diagnosed the situation that:

The United States is struggling to find a solution to the Vietnam conflict
and is looking for conversations and contacts on all levels. A step by
Switzerland in the direction of establishing relations with North Vietnam
would be judged from this viewpoint and would without a doubt actively
be welcomed and would in no case be considered as an act of taking sides

2! Note for the head of the department, Friedrich Traugott Wahlen, from Antonio Janner , 15 October 1965.
In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietnam 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer
Regierungen und neuer Staaten.

22 After Ibid.
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in the conflict. Our readiness [Disponibilitit] requires us to do
something.?®

Raymond Probst, from the Western Division of the Directorate for Political Affairs of the
FPD, in a similar vein, recommended trying to establish contacts with North Vietnam and
suggested to approach this via locations where Switzerland
and North Vietnam had diplomatic representations. The
meeting minutes recorded Federal Councilor and head of the
FPD, Willy Spihler, “as having expressed his surprise that we
had so far not been more active in this way, i.e. via our

respective Ambassadors.”®* This statement was in accord

Fig 2, Wi E., Spihler with Spuhler’s broader political views. The Foreign Minister
from the Social Democratic Party believed in a more active
role for Switzerland in the world and was an advocate of UN
membership.?® Spuhler, in this manner, was in favor of
approaching North Vietnam.

Antonio Janner, head of the Eastern Division of the

Directorate for Political Affairs in the FPD, reminded Spihler

that Swiss ambassadors had so far, because of bilateral

Fig 3, Antonio Janner

considerations, been cautioned to keep their distance from
representatives of unrecognized halves of divided states. “Here,” he continued, “we could

change our attitude and could instruct our Ambassadors not to avoid North Vietnamese

% Summary of the discussion of February 10 regarding divided states in East Asia, recorded by Beat
Dumont, 15 February 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 9, Bundesverwaltung, Eidg. Politisches
Departement, Chefbeamten-Besprechung, 1966-1967.
24 H

Ibid.
5 Markus Biirgi, “Willy Spuhler,* http://www.hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/d/D4719.php

11


http://www.hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/d/D4719.php

ambassadors from now on. We could, in this regard, become more active.”% Spuhler,
approving this suggestion, emphasized Swiss interest in the region and explained that it
was important to have relations with North Vietnam in place for when these would be
needed. It was therefore decided that Swiss Foreign Service officers in capitals with
North Vietnamese representations would be informed of this new policy.

It is important to note that the Swiss interests in North Vietnam that Spuhler had
mentioned, were not mercantile, but were rather political and humanitarian. Lindt, in this
manner, had underscored that “there are no Swiss interests in North Vietnam since the
departure of the company Diethelm and no Swiss citizens, as far as we know, are living
there. We could, however, have an interest in contacts with Hanoi in the sense of our
policy of good offices.”?” Switzerland therefore decided to change its policy towards
North Vietnam, in order to increase its chances of providing good offices in the future.
To this end, Swiss diplomats were told not to undertake any bold initiatives but were
instructed to show more flexibility towards North Vietnamese representatives by no
longer steering clear of them.”® The Swiss approach to North Vietnam, while becoming
more active, as Janner had described it, was still more passive than that of some other
countries who were peddling their services and who Johnson and his advisors viewed as

. . 2
“Nobel Peace Prize aspirants.” ’

% Summary of the discussion of February 10 regarding divided states in East Asia, recorded by Beat
Dumont, 15 February 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 9, Bundesverwaltung, Eidg. Politisches
Departement, Chefbeamten-Besprechung, 1966-1967.

7 Ibid.

% Memorandum on interactions with representatives of not recognized stats/the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam from the Federal Political Department to the Swiss diplomatic and consular representations, 23
March 1966. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietham 1964-1967,
Anerkennung neuer Regierungen und neuer Staaten.

# As referenced in: Hershberg, Marigold, 679.
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The Swiss, of course, would not have been displeased with increasing their
international status either, but this appears to have been a secondary goal. The records do
not show that prestige was very important, and the possibility of winning a prize never
entered recorded conversations. One memorandum for the records even specifically
stated that Switzerland had nothing to win by providing its good offices:

Regarding [our] provision of good offices, one may not forget that as a
small country, we would not gain any political prestige (in contrast to, for
example, De Gaulle); this could make us even more attractive to the
conflicting parties, since it is not in their interest that a third party
increases their prestige at the expense of their problems.*

It might be true that a bigger and more influential country could draw more political
benefits from mediation than a smaller one. Yet, it is doubtful that a small country would
not potentially gain anything at all from providing good offices. In this manner, a
memorandum for an ambassadorial conference that took place from 31 August to 1
September 1967 stated that “it is certain that our diplomatic situation is enhanced
whenever we can meaningfully participate in the conciliation of disputes.”*" At the same
time, providing good offices “is a field sown with obstacles, where our reputation, if not
our neutrality, may be at risk.”*? Getting involved in international conflicts was thus a
double-edged sword with regards to a country’s international status. These Statements
indicated that gaining prestige was not the primary motivation and that, in the back of

their minds, Swiss officials also feared a negative impact on their international prestige.

% Memorandum for the records, outline of our initial position with for further actions with regard to Hanoi,
undated (1967). In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen
und Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. Il, 1. April — 30 June, 1967.

%! Expose for the Ambassador conference on good offices, 21 August 1967. In: BAR: E2807 1974/12, Box
1, Bundesrat, Die guten Dienste der Schweiz (,,Bons offices), 1967.

* Ibid.
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International concerns influenced Switzerland’s desire to provide good offices
insofar as the global order was changing. Schnyder emphasized that during this time,
“Switzerland had to prove itself and it could find new meaningful significance.”® In front
of the socialist international, Spiihler drew attention to the fact that “today, no people can
think to solve its problems on its own and most of the questions of today are global
questions and have to be addressed by everyone together. Today’s world is
interdependent and we are an integrating part of it.”** Switzerland could thus not pretend
that foreign conflicts were none of its business. A new situation posed itself not only
because of the Cold War, but also as a result of the creation of the United Nations.
Thomas Fischer has suggested that “since Switzerland had not joined the newly founded
United Nations in 1946, it was eager to show that neutrality was more than international
abstentionism.”*> These international considerations motivated Switzerland to make more
active use of its neutrality. The Swiss, moreover, seem to have been motivated by a
number of additional factors, including domestic considerations, its humanitarian
tradition and by the fact that providing good offices was a cornerstone of the new Swiss
foreign policy as articulated by former Federal Councilor Max Petitpierre.

Domestically, Swiss authorities could expect broad sections of the population to
be invested in global affairs. The Swiss public had cried out, when in the fall of 1956, the

Soviet Union crushed the Hungarian uprising. Immediately, protests, blood drives and aid

% Memorandum, from the Swiss Embassy to the U.S., Felix Schnyder to Federal Councilor and head of the
Federal Political Department, Willy Spihler, 15 August 1967. Diplomatic Documents of Switzerland
(hereafter DoDiS), doc. 33409.

% Willy Spiihler’s speech in front of the Socialist International in Ziirich, 10 October 1967. In: BAR:
E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Besuch von Mai Van Bo, Gesandter der nordviethamesischen Regierung, 1967-
1968.

% Fischer, Thomas. “Switzerland’s Good Offices: A Changing Concept, 1945-2002,” in: ETH, Center for
International Studies, Zurich, Beitrége, no. 37 (Dec. 2002), 22.
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for refugees were organized.*® A similar emotional engagement was likely with regards
to the war in Vietnam. In 1954, Switzerland had hosted the Geneva Conference that
ended the First Indochina War and divided Vietnam, which made the Swiss particularly
sensitive to the Vietnamese developments. By January 1968, a newspaper from the city
of Schaffhausen underlined that “no foreign event since the people’s uprising in Hungary
has concerned the Swiss people as much as the war in Vietnam.”*” Signs that the Swiss
people were touched were present much earlier than 1968 however. Janner, in a note to
Spiihler in May 1966, wrote that “the Vietnam problem...occupies the public mind of
Switzerland more and more. It seems important, for this reason, that we reconnoiter
discretely, which channels for contacts with Hanoi would potentially be available to
us.”*® The Swiss Federal Council and FPD, therefore, had a domestic interest motivating
their decision to provide good offices.

The public reaction in Switzerland, in part, stemmed from the country’s
longstanding tradition of providing humanitarian aid and good offices, a policy that was
amplified by Petitpierre. A weekly report from the U.S. Embassy in Bern in October
1965 stated “next to neutrality and solidarity, readiness (disponibilitaet) to offer good

offices is one of the important elements of Swiss foreign policy. This is the contribution

% Der ungarische Volksaufstand und die Schweizer Ungarnhilfe, Schweizer Radio und Fernsehen Wissen,
aired 5 September 1996.
http://www.srf.ch/player/tv/srf-wissen/video/der-ungarische-volksaufstand-und-die-schweizer-
ungarnhilfe?id=bfbad24b-aeb3-478b-9172-49dee5e8ce9c#open_form_anker

37 Newspaper article “Switzerland and the War in Vietnam,” in Schaffhauser Nachrichten, 18 January
1968. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Vietnam Bd. 11 1966-1968, Jahrgang 1968.

%% Note for the Federal Councilor and head of the Federal Political Department, Willy Spuhler, from
Antonio Janner, 23 May 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 55, Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967, Jahrgang
1966.
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par excellence of this trusted small neutral country.”* The combined influence of public
opinion and Swiss customs was exemplified by the FPD’s request submitted to the
Federal Council to approve the sending of aid to North Vietnam in late 1966. The
document highlighted that “it is part of recognized Swiss traditions to hold our neutrality
at disposal to provide good offices in international conflicts. An unmistakable public
opinion among all sections of the population of our country is forcing the Federal Council
to also do this in the Vietnam conflict.”** The Federal Council approved the request.

Given its history, experience, and perpetual neutrality, Switzerland also saw itself
as particularly well suited to provide good offices. John Hayes, U.S. Ambassador to
Switzerland accordingly observed in March 1968 that “I again had impression from
Spuhler that Swiss regard recent Swedish, Italian, and U-Thant efforts as somewhat
amateurish and that Swiss look upon these efforts as intrusion into their chosen field and
almost as foreign infringement of a Swiss patent.”** Neutrality and the provision of good
offices was something the Swiss took very seriously. Switzerland not only considered
itself more qualified than other potential intermediaries, but it felt predestined to provide
good offices in the war in Vietnam.

Once these domestic and international factors had been weighed in and it had
been decided to put out feelers for contacts with Hanoi, a more detailed course of action

had to be laid out. The FPD planned to establish contacts with North Vietnamese

* Airgram “Wahlen Defends Swiss Foreign Policy” from U.S. Embassy to Switzerland, = Henry
Kellerman, to Department of State, 15 October 1965. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2680, Central
Foreign Policy Files, 1964 — 1966, Political and Defense, Pol 1, Gen. Policy, Background, Switz.

10 Request submitted to the Federal Council regarding aid to North Vietnam, 23 December 1966. In: BAR:
E2200.157, 1985/132, Box 7, Beziehungen der Schweiz zu Vietnam, 1966-1968.

* Telegram no. 2411, from the U.S. Embassy to Switzerland, John Hayes to the Department of State, Dean
Rusk, 8 March 1968. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2742, Central Foreign Policy Files, 1967 — 1969,
Political and Defense, Pol 27-14 Viet/Redskins 1968.
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delegates in certain cities. Once the Swiss and North Vietnamese representatives had
gotten in touch, the Swiss were to win their trust and eventually offer humanitarian aid.
This aid was to serve as the gate through which the channel between Bern and Hanoi
would be established.*

One point of contact on the ambassadorial level had already been established
when Hans Keller, Swiss Ambassador to China, delivered Willy Spiihler’s verbal
response to Ho Chi Minh’s letter earlier that year. It was likewise in Peking, where signs
of Hanoi’s increased interest in Swiss neutrality surfaced. The North Vietnamese
Embassy had approached the Swiss Embassy in Peking sometime before May 1966 and
asked for a copy of Raymond Probst’s 1963 essay on Switzerland’s good offices. In this
article, Probst explained the nature of Swiss neutrality and outlined different forms of
good offices. He also listed and analyzed good offices that Switzerland had provided in
the past.*®

In addition to this Peking channel, Janner suggested Algiers as a second setting
for contacts.** He explained this recommendation by accentuating the high qualifications
of the North Vietnamese delegate in Algeria and by pointing out that Algiers was less in

the spotlight than other locations, which Janner believed was essential for the success of

*> Memorandum “Aktion Algier” from Federal Political Department, Antonio Janner to Swiss Embassy to
Algeria, 15 November 1966. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietnam 1964-
1967, Anerkennung neuer Regierungen und neuer Staaten.

¥ Raymond Probst, “Die 'guten Dienste' der Schweiz,” in: Jahrbuch der Schweizerischen Vereinigung fiir
politische Wissenschaft, no. 3 (1963): 21-49.

* In December 1966 and January 1967, Algiers became the setting of Polish efforts to bring NLF and U.S.
representatives together. The “Primrose” channel ultimately did not yield any results. See for example:
James G. Hershberg, Marigold: the lost chance for peace in Vietham (Washington: Woodrow Wilson
Center Press/Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012), 519-524.
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the mission.* In May, the Swiss Ambassador to Algeria, Sigismond Marcuard, was
subsequently instructed to try to establish personal relations with the North Vietnamese
representative. Unfortunately, the North Vietnamese Ambassador, Tran Van So, and the
representative of the National Liberation Front (NLF), Huynh Van Tam, left Algiers the
following month.”® While Marcuard was able to emphasize Switzerland’s tradition of
providing good offices in conflicts to Van Tam on his farewell visit, no stable channel
could be established. In October, Marcuard too left Algeria and returned to a post at the
FPD in Switzerland.*’ These personnel changes and the resulting interruptions were
obviously not conducive to the fostering of contacts in Algeria.

Over the course of 1966, two more channels opened up. August Lindt succeeded
in approaching the North Vietnamese Ambassador in Moscow. The latter left his post
shortly after, which also nipped this channel in the bud.
Djakarta too became a point of contact, because Paul Ruegger s
from the International Committee of the Red Cross had been in
touch with the North Vietnamese delegates there. This channel,

however, remained primarily the ICRC’s channel. Within a few

months, Hans Keller in Peking had established himself as the
main connection between Switzerland and North Vietnam. Fig. 4, Hans Keller
Hans Keller, since April 1963 Ambassador to China and one of the key actors of

“Aktion Hanoi,” was born 1908 in Zurich. After he received his doctorate in political

*® Note for the Federal Councilor and head of the Federal Political Department, Willy Spiihler, from
Antonio Janner, 23 May 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 55, Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967, Jahrgang
1966.

% Memorandum from the Swiss Embassy to Algeria, Sigismond Marcuard to Federal Political Department,
Pierre Micheli, 17 June 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 55, Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967, Jahrgang
1966.

*" Personnel records, Sigismond Marcuard, dodis.ch/P688
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science in 1933, he worked as a correspondent for the Neue Zlrcher Zeitung, a renowned
Swiss newspaper, in Vienna. In 1940 he became the Swiss delegate to the Swiss Office
for Trade Expansion (OSCE) in Bratislava and when a consulate was established, he was
promoted to Vice-Consul. In that capacity he helped persecuted Jews during the Nazi
occupation. After the war he held various diplomatic posts in Prague, Moscow, Ankara,
Bern, Colombo and Bangkok, before becoming ambassador to China.*® Keller was thus
no neophyte when it came to challenging posts or communist hosts, and the Swiss
authorities found him highly qualified for the mission to create a channel to North
Vietnam.

After the initial contacts took place via Spiihler’s response to Ho Chi Minh’s
letter and North Vietnam’s request of Probst’s article, Keller tried to establish personal
relations with the North Vietnamese ambassador. He later recalled that the results were
initially modest. It was only in the fall of 1966 that this changed. Keller remembered that
“the North Vietnamese chargé d’affaires then, on occasion of the celebration of the
revolution in October, came to introduce himself on his own initiative.”*® He,
furthermore, inquired about the South Vietnamese Embassy in Bern and expressed his
opinion that allowing a South Vietnamese Embassy in Bern constituted a violation of
Swiss neutrality. In his cable to Bern, Keller assured the FPD that he had been able to

assuage his interlocutor and that he believed the North Vietnamese “wished for better

“® personnel records, Hans Keller, dodis.ch/P184
* Minutes of Federal Political Department meeting from 27 February 1967, composed by Hansjakob
Kaufman. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 55, Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967, Jahrgang 1967.
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connections to Switzerland.”® From this moment on, Keller met his North Vietnamese
colleague regularly.

A few days after this visit, sometime between 14 and 18 October, Keller had a
“fortuitous encounter” with the North Vietnamese Ambassador, Tram Tu Binh.*! Keller
seized the chance and suggested they continue the exchange started with the chargé
d’affaires, to which the North Vietnamese ambassador “immediately responded that he
would be delighted to resume the conversation.”* The two agreed to meet again at the
North Vietnamese embassy at a later date.

Early on 21 October, Keller received a phone call from the North Vietnamese
embassy, asking him to visit in one and a half hours. Just as he was leaving the Swiss
Embassy, the North Vietnamese called again to postpone the meeting by one hour. Rather
craftily, Keller had the secretary respond that he had already left the Embassy and was on
his way. At the North Vietnamese Embassy, he was received in a polite, but reserved
manner. During the conversation, Keller explained to Tu Binh how the imbalance of
Swiss relations with the two Vietnams had come about and his North Vietnamese
colleague withdrew the criticism that the chargé d’affaires had uttered. Keller also
emphasized that Switzerland would be prepared to provide humanitarian aid and he

highlighted specific examples where Switzerland had provided good offices in the past.>®

%0 Telegram no. 76 from Swiss Embassy to China to Federal Political Department, 10 October 1966. In:
BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietnam 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer
Regierungen und neuer Staaten.

*! Memorandum “Contacts with the Embassy of North Vietnam” from Swiss Embassy to China, Hans
Keller, to Political Affairs Directorate of the Federal Political Department, 18 October 1966. In: BAR:
E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietnam 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer Regierungen
und neuer Staaten.

*2 Ibid.

% Memorandum “Contacts with the Embassy of North Vietnam” from Swiss Embassy to China, Hans
Keller, to Political Affairs Directorate of the Federal Political Department, 25 October 1966. In: BAR:
E2200.157, 1985/132, Box 7, Beziehungen der Schweiz zu Vietnam, 1966-1968.
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Over the course of November, Keller was told twice that the North Vietnamese
embassy had no news from Hanoi regarding the conversation of 21 October, which the
embassy had relayed to the authorities back home.>* He was, however, assured that the
content of the dialogue had been welcomed with “vivid interest” in North Vietnam.”® On
22 November, Keller, who soon would leave this post for Belgrade, visited the North
Vietnamese ambassador to bid him farewell. Keller used the opportunity to highlight
again the potential role Switzerland could play in the conflict. He explained that “we are
prepared in the framework of our neutrality and solidarity and to examine with
benevolence, what Switzerland could potentially do to contribute to the arbitration of the
conflict or to the mitigation of the consequences of the war.”*® Keller then listed specific
goods and services that Switzerland could provide. Keller’s impression from this meeting
was that Hanoi appreciated the channel to Bern and that it wanted to keep it open. Keller
assured his interlocutor that his successor would be as prepared as he was to foster these
ties. Keller and Tu Banh thus agreed that even after Keller’s change of location, contacts
would continue.”’

The discussion of 22 November was not the last of it for Keller. It is not clear,
who initiated the meeting or exactly where and when it took place, but a few days later he

met again with Tu Banh. The North Vietnamese asked Keller “if [he] could come to

> Memorandum from Swiss Embassy to China, Hans Keller, to Political Affairs Directorate of the Federal
Political Department, 5 November 1966. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu
Nordvietnam 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer Regierungen und neuer Staaten. And: Memorandum
“Contacts with North Vietnam” from Swiss Embassy to China, Hans Keller, to Political Affairs Directorate
of the Federal Political Department, 22 November 1966. In: BAR: E2200.157, 1985/132, Box 7,
Beziehungen der Schweiz zu Vietham, 1966-1968.

% Memorandum “Contacts with North Vietnam” from Swiss Embassy to China, Hans Keller, to Political
Affairs Directorate of the Federal Political Department, 22 November 1966. In: BAR: E2200.157,
1985/132, Box 7, Beziehungen der Schweiz zu Vietnam, 1966-1968.

% Ibid.

> Ibid.
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Hanoi for about one week before his departure [from Peking] to talk about points of
mutual interest... Hanoi was striving to explore possibilities for better contacts.”*® Keller
agreed to this visit on the condition that Bern approved it. Less than twenty-four hours
after Bern was notified of this development, the FPD gave the green light.>® By the end of
1966, it looked like Switzerland was getting closer to realizing its goal of establishing a
channel to Hanoi.

While Switzerland had yet to fully gain the trust of North Vietnam, it did enjoy
good relations with the United States. Switzerland pursued military and political
neutrality, yet it did have a distinct pro-Western bias in the Cold War. In this manner,
certain officials in the FPD supported the U.S. engagement in Vietnam. A memorandum
of a conversation held between Friedrich Traugott Wahlen, Spiihler’s predecessor, and
the U.S. Ambassador, Henry J. Kellerman, in April 1965 recorded Wahlen “saying that
he had been rather surprised to note that nobody had compared, so far, the situation today
with that existing in 1938. He said that if France, for instance, had taken a firm stand in
1938, i.e. with respect to the Rhineland, the course of history might have been a different
one. By the same token the loss of South Viet-Nam today could mean the fall of Burma,
Malaysia, Cambodia, etc.”® Wahlen clearly believed in the domino theory.

The Swiss Ambassador to Washington, Alfred Zehnder, the same man who had

remembered the negative image Switzerland had after World War I1I, similarly

% Telegram no. 90, from Swiss Embassy to China to Federal Councilor and head of the Federal Political
Department, Willy Spihler, 1 December 1966. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu
Nordvietnam 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer Regierungen und neuer Staaten.

% Telegram no. 99, from Federal Political Department to Swiss Embassy to China, 2 December 1966. In:
BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietham 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer
Regierungen und neuer Staaten.

% Department of State, Memorandum of Conversation between Friedrich Traugott Wahlen and Henry
Kellerman, 9 April 1965, U.S. Mission Geneva, Switzerland. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2683,
Central Foreign Policy Files, 1964 — 1966, Political and Defense, Pol-Political Affairs & Rel. Switz-US.
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underscored early in 1966 “that we [the United States] had to do what we were doing in
Viet-Nam. He said he had given a great deal of thought to the problem of dealing with
subversion and thought that the only answer was to move promptly to let the country
involved know that in cases of this kind there could be no sanctuary.”® These Swiss
officials did not agree with everything the U.S. did. Wahlen, for example, did not
approve of “the use of gas,” most likely meaning defoliants, and Zehnder believed that a
less gradual approach would have yielded more success in Vietnam, but they agreed with
the core issues and generally supported the U.S.%?

Swiss officials were not the only ones supporting Washington; the U.S. also
enjoyed a relatively good standing among the Swiss people. In April 1966, Kellerman
reported that “generally speaking[,] public opinion in Switzerland continues to support
U.S. policy on Viet-Nam. In the German-speaking area, public opinion is more
undividedly pro-American than appears to be the case in some NATO countries.”®®
Echoing this statement, the policy assessment for 1967 from the U.S. Embassy in Bern

emphasized that:

Criticism of U.S. policy in Viet-Nam continued to increase during 1967,
particularly in the French-speaking area. The increase has not been of
alarming proportion, however, and in many instances the criticism seems
prompted more by the horrors of the conflict ... and by an apparent lack of
success of US policies than by disagreement with basic US objectives. On

® Department of State, Memorandum of Conversation between Alfred Zehnder and Llewellyn Thompson,
5 January 1966. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2683, Central Foreign Policy Files, 1964 — 1966, Political
and Defense, Pol-Political Affairs & Rel. Switz-US.

®2 Department of State, Memorandum of Conversation between Friedrich Traugott Wahlen and Henry
Kellerman, 9 April 1965, U.S. Mission Geneva, Switzerland. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2683,
Central Foreign Policy Files, 1964 — 1966, Political and Defense, Pol-Political Affairs & Rel. Switz-US.
 Airgram “Assessment of Swiss Attitudes on Viet-Nam and Reaction to Communist Inspired
Demonstrations” from U.S. Embassy to Switzerland, Henry Kellerman, to Department of State, 26 April
1966. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2683, Central Foreign Policy Files, 1964 — 1966, Political and
Defense, Pol 23, Internal Security, Counter-Insurgency, Switz.
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the whole, we still enjoy a higher level of support here than in many
NATO countries on this particular issue.®*

Switzerland thus remained close in spirit to the United States throughout the period under
investigation.

During the time that Switzerland was trying to establish contacts with Hanoi, the
U.S. was struggling with finding a nation to assist its prisoners of war (POWS) in North
Vietnam. In a letter to ICRC President Samuel Gonard, Averell Harriman explained “the
government of the United Sates has made every effort to obtain a protecting power for
Americans held prisoner in Vietnam. However, the government of North Vietnam has
refused to accept a protecting power.”®® The U.S. therefore turned to the ICRC. The
ICRC was reluctant to accept the mandate, because it assumed that if North Vietnam had
opposed other potential advocates for the American POWs, it probably would not accept
the ICRC either. The ICRC’s concerns were justified since North Vietnamese
representatives had, on a number of occasions, expressed their opposition to the ICRC,
which they believed to be under the thumb of the U.S. In the fall of 1966, the North
Vietnamese chargé d'affaires in Peking, for instance, “expressed doubts about the
impartiality of the ICRC and explained, Hanoi feared a strong U.S. influence on

Geneva.”® The details of the ICRC’s role in the POW issue remain opaque because the

& Airgram, U.S. Policy Assessment — Switzerland 1967, from the U.S. Embassy to Switzerland, John
Hayes to Department of State, 20 February 1968. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2508, Central Foreign
Policy Files 1967 — 1969, Political and Defense, Pol Switz — US.

8 Cable no. 2194, “Letter from Averell Harriman to Samuel Gonard” from U.S. Mission to the U.N. in
Geneva, Roger Wellington Tubby to Department of State, Dean Rusk, 6 May 1966. In: LBJ, National
Security File, Country File, Box 205, Switzerland, Volume 1.

% Telegram no. 76 from Swiss Embassy to China to Federal Political Department, 10 October 1966. In:
BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietham 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer
Regierungen und neuer Staaten.
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ICRC records for the time frame 1966 to 1975 will become accessible to the public only
in January 2015.%’

On the other hand, records do exist on the Swiss government’s effort to improve
the lot of American POWSs. The Swiss’ involvement in the POW question first started
when, on 13 May 1966, Keller was approached by a mysterious Polish journalist. Keller
did not name his interlocutor, but identified him as an important party member in
Warsaw, who had spent several weeks in Hanoi.®® Keller asked him if he knew anything
about the American POWSs, to which the Pole replied “that he had spoken to a few of
them.”®® The manner in which Keller’s interlocutor spoke made him wonder if he was not
acting on someone’s order. Keller recalled that “he [the Pole] has repeatedly undertaken
trips to Vietnam and he appears to have a special mission in this field. | am aware that he
enjoys much more freedom of movement and means here than even the Polish
Ambassador does.”” The Swiss informed the United States via its new Ambassador in
Washington, Felix Schnyder, who told Harriman “that if Ambassador Harriman wished,
the Swiss Government would try to keep in touch with this source.”” Harriman
appreciated the offer and “expressed his gratitude for Ambassador Schnyder’s

information and said we would welcome any additional information of this subject.”’?

87 Correspondence between the author and Fabrizio Bensi, archivist at the Library and Public Archives of
the ICRC in Geneva, 14 and 16 July 2012.

88 Ppolitical Report no. 12 “Situation in North Vietnam” from Swiss Embassy to China, Hans Keller, to
Federal Foreign Ministry, 14 May 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 55, Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967,
Jahrgang 1966.

% Ibid.

 Ibid.

™ Memorandum of Conversation on “Swiss Information Channel to North Viet-Nam” between Felix
Schnyder, Averell Harriman, Monteagle Stearns, Frank Sieverts and Frazier Draper, 17 June 1966. In: LBJ,
National Security File, Country File, Box 205, Switzerland, Volume 1.

2 Ibid.
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The Swiss, however, must have lost touch with this Pole, because he never entered the
records again.

The man who related this message and would from now on play an important role
connecting Bern and Washington was Felix Schnyder. Born in 1910 in Burgdorf, a small
town in the canton of Bern, Schnyder studied law and then entered the FPD in 1940. He
held different diplomatic posts in Moscow, West Berlin, Washington, Tel Aviv and was
the Swiss permanent observer to the United Nations in New York. Before returning to
Washington, D.C. as Ambassador, he had also served as High Commissioner for
Refugees at the UN in Geneva.”® Over the course of the period under investigation,
Schnyder regularly met with Averell Harriman, Johnson’s
Ambassador at Large, who, in the summer of 1966, became the
head of Johnson’s new “Negotiations Committee,” which aimed
to find a negotiated settlement to the war in Vietnam.” Even
though the Polish journalist channel turned out to be a dead end,

Schnyder and Harriman’s conversation opened a channel

between the two men that would see more information Fig 5, Feiz;( chn)‘der
exchanged later on.

Harriman highly valued Swiss contacts to North Vietnam. Shortly before Keller’s
trip to Hanoi he wrote to Ambassador Hayes and underscored that “it is encouraging to
know that they want to discuss ways in which Switzerland might help bring about a
peaceful settlement... Even though we see no sign as yet that Hanoi is ready to seek a

peaceful settlement, neutral countries like Switzerland can perform a valuable service if

™ Marc Perrenoud, “Felix Schnyder,” http://www.hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/d/D14892.php
™ Hershberg, Marigold, 176.

26


http://www.hls-dhs-dss.ch/textes/d/D14892.php

>’ Harriman’s interest in Switzerland

they urge the North Vietnamese to engage in talks.
was only strengthened by Keller’s trip to Hanoi.

After Keller had informed the FPD of Hanoi’s invitation, Bern immediately
approved the trip. The FPD instructed Keller to merely listen when the conversation
addressed political topics. He was told that “we are prepared to examine any problems,
especially in the direction of de facto relations. It is important, [to determine] whether
Hanoi’s request has serious purposes or if it is to serve propaganda only.”’® Keller was
instructed to avoid committing Swiss credit and to be careful with promising technical
aid until it was sure what Hanoi’s intentions were. The Swiss authorities believed that an
offer to mediate was premature. Keller was, however, authorized to offer humanitarian
aid to the North Vietnamese Red Cross for children of up to 400,000 CHF, which was
slightly less than 91,5007” USD.”® In addition to the monetary donation, Keller could also
offer in-kind aid.

Thus Keller did not travel to Hanoi empty handed when he left Peking on 15
December. The timing of Keller’s trip is particularly noteworthy, because on 13 and 14

December, the U.S. had bombed the city of Hanoi. No more bombs, however, were

dropped on Hanoi during Keller’s stay. Until his departure on 21 December, Keller spent

"> Letter from Averell Harriman to John Hayes, December 16, 1966. In: Library of Congress, Manuscript
Division, Averell Harriman Papers, Special Files: Public Service, 1918-1986, Box 520, Vietnam General
Oct. — Dec. 1966.

"® Telegram no. 99, from Federal Political Department to Swiss Embassy to China, 2 December 1966. In:
BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietham 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer
Regierungen und neuer Staaten.

71966 exchange rate: 1 USD - 4.37295 CHF, http:/fx.sauder.ubc.ca/

A fixed currency rate between CHF and USD was in place until 1971, whereby with an exchange rate of
4.37 to 1, the USD was strongly overvalued. Once the fixed exchange rate was replaced by a flexible one,
the CHF to USD exchange rate tumbled to 1.66 to 1 within eight years.

"8 Telegram no. 99, from Federal Political Department to Swiss Embassy to China, 2 December 1966. In:
BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen zu Nordvietham 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer
Regierungen und neuer Staaten.
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a significant time at the North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry. He met four times with
Nguyen Thanh-Ha, the Director of the Department for Western Europe, and once with
the Deputy Foreign Minister, Hoang Van Loi. Thanh-Ha was originally from South
Vietnam and had previously been the Ambassador to Cuba and Mali, while Van Loi, who
Keller described as looking afflicted, had spent many years in a French prison before
becoming Ambassador to Prague and then Deputy Foreign Minister.”” The main points
discussed with officials from the Foreign Ministry were Swiss aid to North Vietnam and
Switzerland’s imbalanced relations with the two Vietnams. Keller and his North
Vietnamese interlocutors agreed that Switzerland would provide North Vietnam with
250,000 CHF, a little more than 57,000 USD in aid. Since no diplomatic relations existed
between North Vietnam and Switzerland, Hanoi expressed its preference that the money
be transferred via the Swiss Red Cross and not the Federal Government directly.

Keller got the impression that the North Vietnamese appreciated the Swiss aid,
but he also understood that what the North Vietnamese really wanted was political
support. He reported back to Bern that “they are appreciating our gesture [of providing
aid] and are thanking us for it. Hanoi would, however, attach more importance to a Swiss
declaration of regret regarding the American attacks on the North Vietnamese civilian
population and recently even on the capital.”® This, of course, was out of the question for
Keller, since this would have been on par with taking sides and would have violated

Swiss neutrality.

" Memorandum on contacts with Vietnamese personalities in Hanoi from 16 to 21 December 1966,
composed by Hans Keller, 29 December 1966. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi,
Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. |1, Akten bis 31. Marz, 1967.

8 Report on trip to Hanoi from the Swiss Embassy to China, Hans Keller to Federal Councilor and head of
the Federal Political Department Willy Spihler, 22 December 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12 Box 55,
Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967, Jahrgang 1966.
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The North Vietnamese officials did not think that speaking out against the
bombings would violate Swiss neutrality, but they did consider Switzerland’s recognition
of South Vietnam as incompatible with its neutrality. Keller tried to explain how this
situation came about, but his reasoning fell on deaf ears. While Keller did not specifically
talk with the North Vietnamese about Swiss recognition of North Vietnam, he did
mention to Bern that “I had the impression that they would be very grateful in Hanoi if
we moved in this direction or would at least enter into talks on this. Hanoi’s recognition
will sooner or later be inevitable anyhow if we want to bring the conversation to ‘a higher
level’.”® Keller’s trip was the first small step in this direction.

During his stay in Hanoi, Keller met for forty-five minutes on 17 December with
Nguyen Chanh, Deputy Minister of Foreign Commerce. Keller and Chanh primarily
discussed ways of encouraging an increase in the modest trade between Switzerland and
North Vietnam and talked about specific goods. The schedule of Keller’s trip illustrated
the higher importance of political affairs over economic concerns. Keller, for instance,
spent much more time meeting with officials from the Foreign Ministry than the Ministry
of Foreign Commerce. Moreover, it was the North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry who
hosted Keller’s stay in Hanoi. The purpose of Keller’s trip was thus primarily political
and not commercial.

Keller also met with the President, Dr. Vu Dinh Tung, and the Secretary General,
Tran Thi Dich, of the North Vietnamese Red Cross on 20 December. In addition to the
aid already discussed with the Foreign Ministry, Keller inquired about the American
POWs. He emphasized that these Americans should absolutely be treated humanely even

if, and he underscored he could not understand this, they were considered war criminals

& Ibid.
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and not prisoners of war. The Secretary General of the Red Cross then explained that
Hanoi had signed the Geneva Conventions under the condition that war criminals would
not fall under their protection. Keller was not able to record any progress on this issue,
but it was not for lack of trying.%

In addition to these conversations, the trip to Hanoi allowed Keller to gain an
impression of Hanoi and the North Vietnamese. Keller reported some of his major
observations back to Bern. He relayed that the war was omnipresent:

Every moment, the foreign visitor is made aware of the war and the heavy
burden that it has been imposing on the people and the state for many
years. The warfare came even more to the fore during my visit, because
Hanoi itself was bombed and fired at one and two days before my arrival
on 13 and 14 December and [because] repeated air raid warnings drove the
inhabitants of the capital into the shelters that existed everywhere on 18,
19 and 20 December. On Sunday, 19 December, | spent more than two
hours in an alarm bunker. However, no more bombs dropped on the
capital itself. &

That Sunday morning, when he spent two hours in the air raid shelter, Keller also
witnessed the international support that Hanoi enjoyed in this war. With him in the
shelter was a very chatty Russian specialist, who discussed with Keller “advantages and

84 The Russian “asserted that North

disadvantages of Soviet and American warplanes.
Vietnam to date could very well man the MiG-21s, which have been delivered from
Moscow, with its own, in the USSR trained, pilots, but it [North Vietnam] knows, that,

besides the hundreds of North Vietnamese that are currently still being trained in Russia,

it could also receive many Russian pilots anytime, as soon as it asked for them, whether

8 This is based on ibid.
% |bid.
% Ibid.
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Mao likes it or not.”® Keller noted that the Vietnamese who were present with them in
the shelter “reacted to these statements of the loquacious Muscovite with clearly
disapproving glances; the Russian obviously got on their nerves.”® Even though this
Russian was most likely talking on his own initiative, his statement did indicate to Keller
that Hanoi was not fighting the war on its own.

During his trip to Hanoi, Keller thus gained insight into the war and its effect on
the daily lives of the North Vietnamese. He observed that the North Vietnamese’s will to
fight was as pervasive as the war and was surprised that everyone was involved in the
war effort in some way. Keller highlighted that “even at the hotel, part of the personnel is
equipped with a rifle, ammunition, a steel helmet and a medical bag. It is a surprise even
for visitors from the ‘culturally revolutionized’ China to see the usually petit and neatly
dressed [female] Vietnamese with shouldered rifles in the streets or at work.”®’ Not all,
however, was pure devastation. Keller also saw the proverbial flower in the rubble and
noticed how prettily North Vietnamese women, apparently in contrast to Chinese women,
were dressed and made up.

During his visit, Keller was almost always under the surveillance of someone,
whether it was his chauffeur or his translator. Early one morning, he slipped out of his
hotel and went to explore Hanoi on his own. Upon his return his “guardian angel
[probably his translator or chauffeur] explained to me in a distressed manner that he
almost feared receiving reproaches for having allowed me to stray around in the city

alone.”®® It is not clear whether it was on this excursion or at some other time that Keller

% |bid.
% 1hid.
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% |bid.
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visited areas that had been hit by U.S. bombs just before his arrival. The bombing of
civilian targets in Hanoi and the U.S. denial thereof had received much media attention.®®
During his visit, Keller got to see for himself and witnessed that the reports were correct;
residential areas and the embassy district had indeed been hit. These impressions of the
consequences of the war, and the foreign support that North Vietnam enjoyed on the one
hand, and the will to continue to fight on the other, illustrated the need for good offices,
but also made it clear that it would be a difficult mission.

Keller was supposed to leave Hanoi on 19 December, but the Chinese plane was
delayed. Keller thus had a few extra days, which he used to visit colleagues in the
diplomatic corps. He visited the Soviet and Chinese embassies, although the Ambassador
of the latter, Tschou Tschi Wen, received him “half distrustfully half friendly.”*® Once
Wen had warmed up to Keller, he told him a little about Chinese workers, who repaired
streets, rail lines, and bridges in the north of North Vietnam. Keller also met with the
British Consul General, John Colvin, with whom he discussed the POW problem. Colvin
told Keller that he had only once been able to get a letter from a POW out of the country.
The British Consul General, moreover, expressed his doubts that Hanoi would accept a

protecting power for the American prisoners.”> On 21 December, a plane was ready to

% See for example: Hedrick Smith, “U.S. Saigon Aides assert no Bombs fell inside Hanoi,” in: The New
York Times, 16 December 1966, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The New York Times (1851-2009);
“Why Not Say So?,” in: The New York Times, 16 December 1966, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The
New York Times (1851-2009); “U.S. denies bombing inside Hanoi,” in: The Washington Post, 16
December 1966, ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Washington Post (1959-1973); and Chalmers M.
Roberts, “Hanoi Bombings hit U.S. Credibility,” in: The Washington Post, 17 December 1966, ProQuest
Historical Newspapers: The Washington Post (1959-1973).
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carry Keller out of Hanoi. He finally arrived in Peking on the 22" “after an

uncomfortable night on the Chinese border.”
Overall, Keller was satisfied with the accomplishments of this trip to Hanoi. He
reported back home:

| believe | can say that we have obtained our goal to get into a direct
conversation with Hanoi, even if further persistent and careful work is
needed to bring the dialogue to the desired results and to bring it to the
level necessary for more important actions... That today, Hanoi is looking
for new contacts with the non-communist world and namely with neutral
states has also clearly become evident in my contacts and currently opens
to us as well, important new possibilities, if we want to seize them.”

Phase I of “Aktion Hanoi” was thus completed. During Phase II, Switzerland built on the
initial achievements and slowly moved towards institutionalizing its relations with Hanoi.
It was also during Phase Il that the United States started paying more attention to
Switzerland’s contacts with Hanoi, which led to the official U.S. naming of this channel

as REDSKINS in November 1967.

% Report on trip to Hanoi from the Swiss Embassy to China, Hans Keller to Federal Councilor and head of
the Federal Political Department Willy Spuhler, 22 December 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12 Box 55,
Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967, Jahrgang 1966.
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3. Phase Il, Institutionalization of Relations

The United States quickly became highly interested in Keller’s trip, not least because of
an episode involving the U.S. and the Swiss embassies in Warsaw. On 4 January, 1967,
U.S. Ambassador to Poland, John Gronouski, telegrammed to the State Department that
Swiss First Secretary Edouard Brunner had called on the U.S. Chief of the Political
Section. Gronouski explained that Brunner had come to see them in order to draw their
attention to a point in Keller’s report:

In Keller’s report of his conversation in Hanoi, he said North Vietnamese
apparently meant to convey idea that in present circumstances|,] it would
be futile for any Western or Neutral country like Switzerland to try to
bring U.S., North Vietnam and Viet-Cong to conference table. Upon
reading above, Swiss Ambassador Warsaw [Guido Keel] and his First
Secretary were struck by apparent failure of North Vietnamese to exclude
possible intermediary efforts of East European countries... Swiss Embassy
Warsaw thought it might be significant that Hanoi had left door open to
East European intervention.*

The State Department instructed its embassy in Belgrade to visit Keller as soon as he
took up his new post as Swiss Ambassador to Yugoslavia to verify this information and
learn more about potential mediation.*®

Keller received the U.S. Ambassador, Charles Elbrick, and his First Secretary on
11 January before he had even presented his credentials. The U.S. and Swiss records of
this conversation vary on the exact phrasing of Elbrick’s question. According to Keller,
Elbrick inquired about the veracity of the information that reached Washington from

Bern and Warsaw regarding a Swiss overture to mediate. According to Elbrick, he asked

% Telegram, Warsaw 1630, from U.S. Embassy to Poland to Department of State, 4 January 1967. In: N.A.,
Record Group 59, Box 2507, Central Foreign Policy Files 1967 — 1969, Political and Defense, Pol 7 Switz.
% Telegram, State 114891, from Department of State, Dean Rusk, to U.S. Embassy to Yugoslavia, 9
January 1967. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2507, Central Foreign Policy Files 1967 — 1969, Political
and Defense, Pol 7 Switz.
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about the information contained in Gronouski’s telegram regarding potential mediation of
Eastern European countries. Both versions have Keller deny the occurrence of a
mediation overture of any sort and both emphasized that bilateral and humanitarian
questions were the main topic of conversations during Keller’s trip. Keller did, however,
tell Elbrick that Switzerland would indeed be happy to mediate, if the U.S. wished.®

The FPD was extremely surprised when news of this conversation arrived in
Bern. Janner wrote to Keller in Belgrade that it was incomprehensible to him how the
Americans could interpret Keller’s mission as a mediation attempt. He underscored that
he himself had personally informed the U.S. First Secretary at the Embassy in Bern about
Keller’s trip. Bern therefore could not be the source of this misunderstanding. Janner also
asked Keller to try to find out who in Warsaw had provided the Americans with the false
information.”’

Keller promptly called on Elbrick and explained that their previous conversation
“had caused some concern” in Bern.*® Elbrick, not yet wanting to reveal to Keller exactly
what he knew, said that “details had for the moment escaped me.”® The U.S.
Ambassador, however, recommended to the State Department that, after consultation
with Warsaw, Keller should be told the source of this information. Gronouski, in contrast,

was opposed to telling Keller that his colleagues in Warsaw had been the source.

% This is based on Memorandum for the Records, composed by Hans Keller, 22 January 1967. In: BAR:
E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zusténde, 1964-1967,
Bd. I, Akten bis 31. Marz, 1967. And: Telegram, Belgrade2006, from U.S. Embassy to Yugoslavia to
Department of State, 12 January 1967. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2508, Central Foreign Policy Files
1967 — 1969, Political and Defense, Pol 17-2 Switz — US.
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und Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. I, Akten bis 31. Méarz, 1967.
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Gronouski’s telegram is worth citing in almost its full length, in order to then analyze the
source of the misunderstanding:

1) Judging from Bern[’s] concern about leak, we can expect axe to fall on
Swiss Ambassador and First Secretary in Warsaw if we pinpoint with
whom and under what circumstances Swiss-United States
conversations took place here9 [sic.] therefore recommend that we
protect to extent possible source of information.

2) ... We suggest Keller be told that USG Emboff queried Swiss Emboff
on what Keller had learned of Janoi’s [sic.] attmtude [sic.] re peace
negotiations, and that Swiss Emoff had replied that it was his
impression that intercession by Western or Neutral intermediary would
be futile at this time. We also suggest Keller be told that Warsaw
conversation tends to confirm and certainly does not contradict
Keller’s statement that mediation as such or any efforts directly
involving Switzerland did not come up as topic of conversation
between Keller and North Vietnamese.

3) There is in fact no discrepancy between position Bern would like to
adopt and what we heard in Warsaw. Swiss here told us that according
to Keller’s report of his conversation in Hanoi, “North Vietnamese
apparently meant to convey idea” that it would be futile for any
Western or neutral country to try to bring [the] two sides to conference
table at this time...

4) We should not, however, tell Keller that Swiss made special call at our
Embassy to draw attention to Keller’s report which Swiss Embassy
interpreted as containing possible suggestion that EE [Eastern
European] country might possibly intervene in trying to bring North
Vietnam to conference table.

5) Swiss Embassy Warsaw seems to have acted on own initiative in
speaking to us about Keller’s trip to North Viet-Nam. We believe
Swiss here sere [sic.] prompted by highest motives and thought we
might want to investigate possibilities of encouraging EE countries to
try to bring North Viet-Nam and Vietcong to conference table.*®

Gronouski’s telegram is not enough to authoritatively locate the origins of the false

information. It does, however, point to a number of options.

100 Telegram, Warsaw 1855, from U.S. embassy to Poland, John Gronouski, to Department of State, 31
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One scenario is that it happened as described by Gronouski in point four of his
telegram. In this case, the Swiss Embassy in Warsaw would have read Keller’s report,
seen an opportunity for East European mediation, and would have informed the U.S.
Embassy of this possibility. The problem with this outline is that the Swiss Embassy in
Warsaw did not know anything — at least officially — about Keller’s trip to Hanoi.
According to Swiss records only the Swiss embassies in Washington and Moscow
received Keller’s full length report with all three attachments. Swiss representations in
Algiers, Djakarta, Saigon, and at the UN received a revised summary and the
International Organizations Directorate of the FPD received the full report and the one
attachment about Keller’s conversation with the North Vietnamese Red Cross. Finally,
the Federal Department of Economic Affairs received the attachment about the
conversation with the North Vietnamese Ministry of Foreign Commerce. The Swiss were
clearly very secretive about Keller’s mission and only a few people outside the Political
Affairs Directorate of the FPD knew about it.'%*

Moreover, what Brunner allegedly told Gronouski is at odds with what actually
happened in Hanoi. Keller did not discuss any sort of mediation with the North
Vietnamese. Therefore, the statement that “North Vietnamese apparently meant to
convey idea that in present circumstances[,] it would be futile for any Western or Neutral
country like Switzerland to try to bring U.S., North Vietnam and Viet-Cong to conference

table” did not describe the way Keller perceived Hanoi’s attitude.’? If anything, Keller

101 Nemorandum “contacts with Hanoi” from Antonio Janner to the Federal Councilor and head of the

Federal Political Department, Willy Spuhler, 17 January 1967. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 55,
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had the opposite impression and he highlighted that “today, Hanoi is looking for new
contacts with the non-communist world and namely with neutral states.”'® It seems
therefore unlikely that this episode occurred the way Gronouski claimed it did.

An alternative scenario is that Gronouski invented the whole story upon hearing
of the trip from the U.S. Embassy in Bern, which had been informed by the FPD. The
historian James Hershberg has described Gronouski as “savoring the front-row seat” and
that he “did not let a dearth of diplomatic experience keep him from dreaming of using
his new post to seek peace in Vietnam.”%* Warsaw, moreover, had been involved in the
Marigold channel, where the Poles and Italians tried to connect the United States and
North Vietnam. After much onerous labor, it had seemed that Marigold was about to
show some results, when it was agreed that Gronouski should meet the North Vietnamese
Ambassador in Warsaw on 6 December 1966. This would have been the first meeting
between the two belligerents at that level. The meeting never materialized and U.S.
bombing on 13 and 14 December further undermined Marigold. This disappointment
caused the Marigold channel to collapse. It is therefore possible that Gronouski hoped to
rekindle Marigold by using the Swiss and Keller’s trip to Hanoi to promote Eastern
European countries, including Poland, as potential mediators. This would be consistent
with Gronouski’s behavior at this time. Hershberg, for instance, has pointed out that
“Gronouski — appalled by Porter’s scornful New Year’s Eve cable from Saigon advising
Washington to ditch the Warsaw channel — fired off a fervent rebuttal.”*® This rebuttal

was sent to Washington on the very same day as Gronouski’s first cable, which informed

1% Report on trip to Hanoi from the Swiss Embassy to China, Hans Keller to Federal Councilor and head of

the Federal Political Department Willy Spihler, 22 December 1966. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12 Box 55,
Vietnam, Bd. | 1965-1967, Jahrgang 1966.
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the State Department of Brunner’s alleged visit. Clearly, Gronouski was not yet willing to
give up on Marigold. Nevertheless, telling such a bold lie to his own government seems
extremely unlikely.

More likely is a third scenario along the lines of point two of Gronouski’s
telegram. This alternative is based on the same premises as the second scenario, with
Gronouski eager to play a role in solving the War in Vietnam and trying to rekindle
Marigold. Instead of inventing a story, however, he might have visited the Swiss
Embassy in Warsaw to learn more about Keller’s trip. Keel, who did not know anything
about Keller’s trip, might have responded to Gronouski’s inquiries with his personal
opinion, saying that “it was his impression that intercession by Western or Neutral
intermediary would be futile at this time.”®® Unfortunately, this scenario cannot be
verified, because no records of such a conversation between Gronouski and Keel or
Brunner could be found. The Swiss authorities never seem to have asked Keel or Brunner
what they knew about this episode, but this conduct would have been consistent with the
FPD’s emphasis on secrecy and keeping the knowledge of the trip limited to as few
people as possible.

It therefore remains unclear what exactly happened in Warsaw. Gronouski,
however, almost certainly played a bigger role than he let on. For one thing, the timing
was very suspicious: it was at this time that Gronouski was trying to keep Marigold alive,
and under point five he recommended getting the Eastern European countries more

involved. He could have retained the “front-row seat” that he so desired.’’ It is curious
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that Gronouski felt so strongly about not revealing the source of the information to the
Swiss, after Elbrick had recommended that it be provided. He might have been motivated
less by concern for his Swiss colleagues than about covering up his own tracks. Finally,
bolstering the Marigold channel would have been consistent with Gronouski’s behavior
in early January as described by Hershberg.

To the Swiss, this Warsaw episode further illustrated the absolute necessity for
secrecy. One who had to be sworn into the close circle, however, was Oscar Rossetti,
Keller’s successor as Ambassador in Peking. Born in 1912 in the
Ticino, Switzerland’s Italian-speaking canton, Rossetti studied
law and in 1941 entered the FPD. Previously to his
Ambassadorship in Peking, he had held various posts in Rome,
Ankara, Prague, Vienna, Wellington, and Manila.'® Before

Rossetti assumed his new post in Peking in mid-March 1967, the

FPD discussed the status and future course of its “Aktion

Fig. 6, Oscar Rossetti

Hanoi.” For this purpose, the major players in the FPD got

together on 24 January'® and 27 February™

to define Switzerland’s goals and discuss
the next steps Switzerland would take towards Hanoi now that first contacts had been
established.

In the early months of 1967, FPD officials restated the objectives of their “Aktion

Hanoi” and outlined the policy to achieve them. The main goal remained the provision of

198 jahrbuch der eidgenossischen Behorden, 1968, ed. Anton Stadelmann (Bern: Verbandsdruckerei AG,
1968), 148.
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good offices and, by implication, proving the country’s worth. Spiihler, pragmatic and to
the point, proclaimed that “our efforts do not follow to please Hanoi or Saigon, they also
do not merely follow because we feel obligated based on our humanitarian principles.
They ensue in order to insinuate our good offices and to pave the way for these [good
offices].”*!! The officials were aware that this would not be an easy undertaking and that
it would require much skill and tact. Rudolph Bindschedler, the legal councilor of the
FPD, warned:

The summary of previous mediation attempts is showing the image of an
actual race, which did not bring anyone closer to realizing their goal and
which, at the most, brought the north an indirect prestige benefit. I am of
the opinion that we should be cautious in this regard; that we can provide
good offices and that we are prepared to do so, is known, and if someone
wants something along those lines from us, then he has, without further
ado, the possibility to approach us... But we should not throw ourselves at
people.**

Bindschedler was not alone with this opinion. Spuhler too shared some of the similar
concerns:

| fully agree that we underline our contact to Hanoi with regard to good
offices with a healthy skepticism; we should not be under any illusion that
it is us who can bring about peace in Southeast Asia. But neither do we
want to be reproached that we were not prepared, if one ever approached
US.llS

Spuhler and particularly Bindschedler outlined the core points that made Switzerland’s
approach different from the behavior of other potential intermediaries. Switzerland, in
this manner, did not peddle its good offices, but it did inform the belligerents that it

would be happy and prepared to help, if asked to do so.

1 bid.
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To the end of winning Hanoi’s trust and indicating Switzerland’s preparedness to
provide good offices, the officials all agreed that more trips to Hanoi should take place.
Most officials favored Keller over Rossetti as the best candidate to continue this mission
on the ground. During his trip to Hanoi, Keller had been invited to visit again at a future
time. Moreover, some officials believed the personal connections forged during the
December 1966 trip would be beneficial. A complicating factor, however, was that North
Vietnam had no representative in Belgrade. The officials emphasized that ultimately,
Hanoi would be the one deciding in which capital it wanted to approach Switzerland.
Therefore no definitive decision was made regarding person and point of contact.

Regardless of who undertook the next trip to Hanoi, the Swiss officials
understood that recognition of North Vietnam could not be put off indefinitely. Janner
was particularly concerned that if Switzerland was too dismissive, then Hanoi could react
by distancing itself from Switzerland. He underscored that “Hanoi seems to be interested
in us; if they get the impression that we are avoiding recognition then we risk being
dropped.”*!* This concern was not unrelated to Hanoi’s failure to respond to the Swiss
financial offer that Keller and the North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry had agreed to. In
early January, 1967, the Swiss Red Cross (SRC) had written to its North Vietnamese
counterparts and asked for a bank account number to wire the donation and to inquire
about further wishes the North Vietnamese Red Cross might have.™> On 9 February, the
Swiss Embassy in Peking submitted a copy of this letter to the North Vietnamese

Embassy, because the SRC still had not received a response from the North Vietnamese
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Red Cross.'® This was still the case when the time the FPD officials met for the second
time to talk about Vietnam on 27 February. “Aktion Hanoi” was therefore stuck and
needed to be rekindled.

The Swiss, however, were concerned that de-jure recognition of Hanoi could be
used for propaganda purposes. Looking at a list of representations in Hanoi, they noted
that only socialist and neutrals with leftist leanings had full ambassadors in North
Vietnam. To avoid acting alone and thus exposing oneself, Janner suggested consulting
with Sweden:

Of course this does not mean coordinating a potential mediation activity,
for there ends the solidarity between neutrals, but we should discuss with
Sweden, how they position themselves with regard to the question of
recognizing Hanoi. If Sweden — and Austria — proceeded in step with us,
then we could avoid suddenly finding ourselves alone amongst
representatives from communist states in Hanoi.**’

Spuhler mentioned that he had no objections against potentially talking to the Swedes,
but that this would require much caution.*®

Generally, Janner’s suggestion did not inspire much enthusiasm from other
officials, who apparently preferred to focus on alternative options. Lindt, upon reading
the transcript of this first FPD meeting, even underscored that “the consultation of other
European neutrals regarding recognition does not currently appear to me to be pertinent.
It should be abstained from at this time.”"'® Moreover, Switzerland and Sweden were

competing with each other in the business of good offices. An expose of January 1967
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stated that “with regard to Sweden, we believe we are detecting a certain implicit rivalry
with us with regard to mediation efforts.”*?°

This rivalry also showed in the relationship between Oscar Rossetti and Lennart
Petri, the Ambassadors of Switzerland and Sweden respectively to China.'?* Petri, for
example, at least on one occasion interrupted Rossetti’s conversation with their North
Vietnamese colleague after “having had his ears perked up for a long time.”*?? Rossetti
relayed that Petri was “shadowing him with the arts of Sherlock Holmes.”*** The Swede,
Rossetti stressed, “personally will do everything to secure the role of mediator for
himself.”*** Such a relationship was not conducive to cooperation.

Another reason why Janner’s suggestion did not resonate much with his
colleagues might have been that Sweden was more critical of the United States than
Switzerland was. The Swedish government, for instance, proclaimed on 8 March 1967
that the U.S. should stop the bombing of North Vietnam.'?®> Sweden occasionally entered
into the discussions in the FPD as a comparison, but coordination remained minimal.

Janner highlighted the difference in the Swedish and Swiss approach to Hanoi in a

memorandum to Rossetti, where he explained that “for the time being, there seems to be
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no reason for dramatic or hurried steps, as Sweden apparently deems necessary.”?° He
also wondered if Sweden “had not spoiled the U.S.’s trust and with that the chance for

mediation.”*?’

This, of course, was not a policy to emulate. As Sweden’s criticism
became louder over time, it made it even more difficult for Switzerland to work with
Sweden on anything regarding Vietnam. Switzerland’s policy towards North Vietnam
was hence notably different than Sweden’s.

The main alternative that other officials brought to the table was to avoid de jure
recognition, yet make some kind of gesture to keep Hanoi on the hook. This “grey area
formula” called for something along the lines of assigning a permanent delegate to Hanoi,
who would not reside there, but who could visit regularly. In summarizing the discussion
on the recognition question and casting his vote for the “grey area formula,” Spihler

emphasized:

We have to be aware that Hanoi over the course of our continued
provision of humanitarian aid, our contacts in general, sooner or later
might ask us the question: what about a recognition? — And if we are
expecting this question, then we have to formulate an answer to it, and this
answer cannot be a shocking no. We have to find an answer in-between,
which will not mean an actual recognition, but will on the other hand
satisfy Hanoi enough in order that contacts will not be broken off there. In
any case, we have to be prepared to move one step beyond today’s status
quo_lzs

Switzerland’s willingness to go one step further and assign a permanent representative to
North Vietnam was the beginning of the institutionalization of Swiss-North Vietnamese

relations.
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Rossetti, after he had taken office in Peking and had become acquainted with his
new post, wrote to the FPD about an additional consideration, which spoke in favor of the
“grey area formula.” He underscored that Switzerland had to compensate because of the
fact that it refused to denounce the United States in any way:

If our offer of mediation is to be taken seriously, then we first have to win
Hanoi’s full trust... this trust cannot be bought by material offers, but we
have to, if we want to achieve our goal, operate on the moral-political
level. We have to find a substitute for the condemnation of the Americans
that Hanoi wants, a substitute that will provide the North Vietnamese with
a satisfaction of almost similar moral-political value.

I see in the consolidation of our relations in the area of “the grey
sphere” a means to achieve this...

Such an offer should be interesting enough for Hanoi to resume
and to intensify conversations with us. With that we would get out of this
dead end, in which we got into with our material aid.*

The “grey area formula” would thus not only serve the long term goal of providing good
offices, but would also help with the more immediate problem of rekindling contacts.

The FPD officials discussed the international repercussions if Switzerland were to
move ahead with this plan. The questions were raised regarding what this might mean for
Swiss relations with the GDR, the DPRK and with the United States. Janner did not
expect any negative consequences from assigning a permanent representative to Hanoi.
With regard to the DPRK, he explained that Switzerland did not have any serious
objections to eventually also recognizing Pyongyang de facto. Concerning the GDR, he
believed claims could be avoided by emphasizing the special circumstances resulting

from the war in Vietnam.™* Similarly, the Swiss officials were not concerned about any
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negative reaction from the United States. In contrast, they believed that Washington
would appreciate Swiss contacts with Hanoi and the information that sprang out of them.
Spuhler relayed a conversation he had had with John Hayes, the new U.S. Ambassador in
town, before the first meeting on Vietnam in January. Hayes, Spihler explained, had told
him that “Harriman believed that if anyone can mediate, it will only be countries like, for

example, Canada and Switzerland.”**"

From this conversation, Spiihler gathered “that the
USA is interested in contacts and conversation with Hanoi, regardless of where these
ensued. We may thus count on their connivance when we are gradually pursuing a more
solid trust relationship to Hanoi.”** This belief was shared unanimously by all officials
present.

Schnyder, who was in Washington and could not attend these meetings,
responded after he had received the minutes of the first meeting that he too was
convinced the U.S. would not react negatively to Switzerland’s “Aktion Hanoi.” He
emphasized that “Washington harbors no qualms against such contacts... It is, however,
likewise obvious that Washington, at least at the time being, does not intend to use the
Swiss channel for peace probing.”™** Given the plethora of alternatives, this was not
surprising. The Swiss channel would only later gain in importance, when the POW issue
became more pressing.

Noteworthy in this discussion was the lack of concern regarding reactions from

Saigon. While potential consequences for Swiss relations with North Korea, East

B 1bid.
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Germany, and the U.S. were evaluated, Swiss officials were not concerned about their
relations with South Vietnam at this stage. This, was illustrative of the entire period under
investigation. Switzerland was uncomfortable with its unbalanced relations with the two
Vietnams and was aware that this was not entirely reconcilable with its policy of
neutrality. Therefore, Swiss authorities increasingly distanced themselves from Saigon.
This manifested itself, for example, when the South Vietnamese Ambassador in
Bern, came to see Janner on 11 May 1967 to express the South Vietnamese Foreign
Minister’s wish to meet with Spiihler on the occasion of his visit to Switzerland to attend
the Pacem in Terris conference. In his memorandum to Spiihler, Janner wrote “as much
as it would be right under normal circumstances to receive a Foreign Minister of a
government that we have recognized... it would not currently be opportune to officially
receive Mister Tran Van Do in Bern.”'** The South Vietnamese Ambassador was
therefore told that Spuhler was very busy and could not receive Van Do in Bern. Spiihler
would, however be willing to meet him in Geneva, because he had business there
anyway.’® Spiihler and Van Do thus met unofficially in the office of the Swiss
permanent representative to the UN in Geneva. The FPD’s treatment of Van Do, who did
not receive the welcome appropriate for a Foreign Minister, illustrated Switzerland’s

increased aloofness from South Vietnam during this time period.
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In a similar vein, Switzerland also deferred additional promises of aid to South
Vietnam. In a memorandum to the Swiss Consulate in Saigon, Janner underscored this
discomfort:

With regard to our efforts, which are known to you, to achieve as much as
possible an actual equilibrium in our relations to Hanoi and Saigon (in
view of the possibility of a Swiss provision of good offices in the current
conflict), we would like, for the time being, to refrain from affording
technical aid to South Vietnam... for the present, we would like to not
further engage ourselves with Saigon. — In Bern we are also trying to
manifest a certain reserve.'®

Switzerland was particularly careful with regard to providing technical aid to South
Vietnam, since when it had previously sent thirty microscopes to South Vietnam, it had
ended up on a list of countries that officially supported South Vietnam.** This, of course,
was at odds with Swiss neutrality. At the same time that Switzerland was trying to
intensify its contacts with North Vietnam, it showed an increased reserve towards South
Vietnam. The ultimate goal of this behavior was to correct the imbalance of relations to
the two Vietnams that had existed since 1958.

The South Vietnamese Ambassador in Bern, Phan Van Thinh, moreover, did not
help Swiss-South Vietnamese relations by excessively increasing the personnel of the
embassy and by abusing his post for political propaganda. Swiss officials felt very
strongly about his conduct, viewing it as a violation of their neutrality. In this manner, the
ambassador was reprimanded. Swiss authorities, furthermore, considered South Vietham

and North Vietnam to be two separate states and as such Switzerland could recognize
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Hanoi, without impacting the status of Swiss-South Vietnamese relations. Saigon only
factored in when Swiss officials discussed the NLF.

All in the spirit of preparedness for potential good offices, the Swiss also
discussed whether or not it should establish personal contacts with the NLF. The FPD
officials increasingly got the impression that North Vietnam and the NLF were two
different actors, who would potentially play separate roles in a mediation process. Along
these lines, Lindt indicated that “there are reasons to believe that Hanoi and the NLF are
two separate entities... Moscow believes that the NLF’s position with regard to
mediation is tougher than Hanoi’s... It can therefore be imagined that peace feelers from
Hanoi are not necessarily also from the NLF.”%%® Nevertheless, Lindt did not attribute
much significance to contacts with the NLF at the very moment. Janner, likewise,
attributed little relevance to such potential contacts, mostly because the NLF did not
show any signs of wanting to come to the negotiating table. Janner figured that by itself,
the NLF would not enter negotiations; it would only do so if Hanoi moved in that
direction. The focus of attention should therefore be Hanoi. Pierre Micheli, Secretary
General and head of the Political Directorate, disagreed. He thought that contacts to the
NLF made sense, because he believed that they would have a say in any negotiations.

With regard to the NLF, Saigon was given more consideration. Janner, in this
manner, emphasized that “we cannot forget that the NLF is a communist rebel
government opposite the government in Saigon, which we have recognized under
international law.” Spiihler, however, brushed him off, highlighting that Bern was not

acting in a particular way to please one side or the other, but that it had a concrete
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mission, which was to work towards providing good offices. In accord with his pragmatic
and uncomplicated nature, Spuhler felt it could do no harm to anyone, including Saigon,
if Switzerland had lower level contacts with the NLF, and he believed that having
contacts with all involved parties, including NLF, could benefit Switzerland with regard
to providing good offices. It was therefore decided that personal contacts with the NLF
should be pursued.

To this end, the FPD decided that Arnold Hugentobler, Secretary at the Swiss
Embassy in Peking, would try to establish personal contacts with his counterpart at the
North Vietnamese Embassy. In addition to Peking, the FPD instructed the Swiss Embassy
in Djakarta to explore the options of establishing contacts there.’** Before these
representatives could take any actions along these lines, an opportunity to get in touch
with NLF representatives opened up in Switzerland itself. On 7 April 1967, Heinrich
Buchbinder, alleged Trotskyite, member of the socialist international and founder of the
Swiss movement against nuclear proliferation, visited Hansjakob Kaufmann, Janner’s
subordinate in the Eastern Division of the Political Affairs Directorate.**® Buchbinder
came to inquire about visas for two NLF representatives, Ha Than Lam, interim chief of
the NLF office in Prague, and Pham Van Chuong, Lam’s secretary and translator whom

he had invited to attend a Vietnam rally. This rally was privately organized by the Swiss
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movement against nuclear proliferation and was to take place on the weekend of 15 and
16 April in Biel, a town about thirty minutes outside of Bern.***

In a memorandum for the records, Kaufmann recorded that “on the one hand the
participation of two NLF people with North Vietnamese diplomatic passports — therefore
obviously with official status — in a Swiss event in connection with the War in Vietnam is
a somewhat delicate matter.”**> Buchbinder, however, promised that these two NLF
visitors would not speak publicly at the event in Biel. Kaufmann highlighted that “the
admission of the two NLF representatives can, moreover, again gain us some more trust
from Hanoi, without having to expose ourselves directly and officially, since the
invitation emanates from a private Swiss group.”** Gaining favor with Hanoi was thus a
factor that spoke strongly in favor of allowing the admission of Lam and Chuong.

On 14 April, Buchbinder went to see Kaufmann again. This time he asked if the
FPD would want to meet the NLF representatives while they visited Switzerland.
Kaufmann responded that he would be happy to receive them. The NLF representatives,
while interested in talking with an official at the FPD, felt uncomfortable being the ones
asking for the meeting. It was therefore agreed that they would, “in mutual agreement,

get to know each other.”*** Lam and Chuong came to the FPD at 3:00 pm on 18 April.
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During the two-hour visit to the FPD, Lam provided his view on the war and on
roadblocks to negotiations, while Kaufmann explained Switzerland’s neutrality and
mentioned its preparedness to provide good offices. Kaufmann also continuously and
hopelessly tried to conjure understanding for the U.S. position. Lam emphasized that it
was the United States who was the aggressor and who had violated the Geneva Accords.
The Vietnamese people, he underscored, were fighting for freedom and independence.
Kaufmann, in vain, explained that he thought “the USA is not fighting against the
freedom and independence of Vietnam, but against the influence of this great power [i.e.
China].”** If what Lam said was true, Kaufmann suggested, they should try to show that
the NLF and North Vietnam were under no foreign influence. Kaufmann also tried to
evoke empathy for the U.S.’s situation by explaining the difficulties of leaving Vietnam
without any assurances as to what would happen after they left. Lam countered that it was
the U.S. who was obstructing negotiations by changing the conditions for peace. He
insisted that there was no alternative to fighting, because if there was, they would not be
sacrificing their families and villages.*®

Kaufmann brought Lam and Chuong to Janner to meet him briefly on their way
out. Janner asked Lam if the NLF might be interested in receiving humanitarian aid from
Switzerland. Lam responded positively but said that he was not prepared to answer at that
very moment, and that this question could be discussed later on through a Swiss and NLF
representation somewhere. At departure, both parties expressed their wish “that this

contact was not to be the last one.”**’
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Even though Lam and Kaufmann had found little common ground, the
conversation was very valuable for the FPD. It had, for example, given Kaufmann insight
into the NLF’s reasoning, and it had made it clear that the NLF was very distrustful of the
United States. Kaufmann recorded in the memorandum for the records that “there is not
much sense in wanting to formulate and transmit negotiation conditions or points, as long
as the... fundamental misunderstanding or mistrust pervades.”'*® Kaufmann was
wondering if maybe that was what Lam had hoped to achieve by visiting the FPD. During
their stay in Switzerland, the NLF representatives had endorsed the “Biel Declaration”
which asked for

a) Cessation of the bombing campaigns, in order to create conditions
necessary for conversations along the lines of the Evian conversations

b) In view of such conversations and potential negotiations no further
escalation and no further intensification will be undertaken.**

Maybe Lam was hoping Switzerland would relay these points to Washington.

Buchbinder had mentioned something along these lines. In a phone conversation
with Kaufmann before the two NLF representatives came to see him, Buchbinder assured
Kaufmann that Lam and Chuong were instructed by Hanoi and the NLF to insinuate the
redirecting of the “Biel Declaration” to Washington. Moreover, according to Buchbinder,
Lam had previously inquired whether “a message from the NLF could be sent to
Washington via Switzerland.”**® Kaufmann thought that there were some indications in
the conversation he had with Lam that the NLF representative expected Bern to inform
Washington of their meeting and its content. Kaufmann also admitted that there was no

clear evidence that this was the case. Nevertheless he suggested having Ambassador
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Schnyder in Washington briefly inform the U.S. of this encounter, and he even wrote a
draft of the message to be submitted.*

While the FPD informed Schnyder of the encounter with the NLF representatives,
it did not instruct him to tell Harriman. Janner mentioned that the FPD was still thinking
about whether Harriman should learn of the meeting or not. He explained that “the visit
appears to us to be too noncommittal and... because we are in the dark about the attitude
of the USA regarding the NLF.”'*? Janner preferred to have more evidence before
making a final decision.™®* Moreover, Buchbinder was clearly biased in favor of the
communists and was therefore not a reliable source. By July, the FPD was trying to get
rid of him.**

The FPD contemplated so long whether or not they should inform Harriman that
the Americans ultimately found out on their own about the Swiss contacts with the NLF.
In late June, Edward Little, counselor of the U.S. Embassy in Bern, came to see Michael
Gelzer, head of the Western division in the Political Affairs Directorate of the FPD, to
inquire about these contacts. Gelzer consulted with Janner and then informed Little of the

meeting with the NLF and explained that the FPD had not considered the conversation

with Lam to be specific enough to pass its results along to the Harriman.**®
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The fact that Switzerland did not inform Harriman of the conversation with Lam
was, on the one hand, atypical since Switzerland usually kept Washington in the loop
about developments regarding Vietnam. On the other hand, this behavior was in accord
with Switzerland’s cautiousness and secretiveness. At this time, it was not yet clear if and
how anything would develop from this first contact with Lam. The Swiss officials might
have been concerned about tainting the Schnyder-Harriman channel, which was very
important to the FPD, should the promise regarding the North Vietnamese adherence to
the obscure “Biel Declaration” prove to be short-lived or even false.

Moreover, two months prior, Schnyder had passed on to William Bundy,
Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, a message that originated in Peking
stating that the position outlined in the North Vietnamese Foreign Minister Nguyen Duy
Trinh’s 28 January interview with the Australian journalist Wilfred Burchett was Hanoi’s
official terms for negotiations. The U.S., while on the one hand interested in this news,
criticized the offer, because it asked the U.S. to cease bombing North Vietnam, while
Hanoi did not guarantee that it would not to take advantage of the bombing pause to
further its cause. Bundy told Schnyder that the U.S. would need such an assurance and
that he was under the impression that Hanoi wanted to increase pressure on the United
States by getting other countries involved.**®

The NLF’s position as articulated in the “Biel Declaration” likewise did not
guarantee that the NLF or Hanoi would not take advantage of the situation if the U.S.

stopped the bombing. Point b of the Declaration might, if interpreted generously, indicate
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something along these lines. However, the text did not explicitly state that point b applied
to all parties and not just the U.S. Buchbinder assured Kaufmann that this was the case,
but the NLF representatives did not confirm that. It was therefore by no means clear
whether or not the NLF or Hanoi would abstain from using a bombing halt to their
advantage. Furthermore, Switzerland might have been concerned that it would be used to
pressure the U.S. on the bombing issue, as Bundy had hinted at with regard to the
Burchett interview. Bundy had also emphasized that only absolutely secret contacts could
lead to success and the Swiss could not have agreed more.”’ The “Biel Declaration,”
however, was scarcely secret. All these factors might have caused the FPD to hesitate to
inform Harriman.

As first contacts between Switzerland and the NLF were being established,
Rossetti picked up the conversation with his counterpart in Peking again. The contacts in
Peking had been interrupted, first by the change of Ambassadors at the Swiss Embassy
and then by the sudden passing away of the North Vietnamese Ambassador.**® Once
Rossetti took office in mid-March and the North Vietnamese replacement arrived in
Peking on 8 April, the preconditions for conversations were thus in place again. Rossetti
met the new North Vietnamese Ambassador, Ngo, personally for the first time on 18
April at a reception on the occasion of the Syrian national holiday. The two only spoke
briefly before they were interrupted by colleagues. Ngo and the former chargé d'affaires,

who “had always been somewhat aggressive,” remarked that allowing a South
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Vietnamese Embassy in Bern was not in accord with Swiss neutrality.” Rossetti
disregarded the, by then, all too well known criticism and instead underscored
Switzerland’s preparedness to host a conference and to mediate.

Rossetti and Ngo continued their conversation a month later, when Ngo made his
inaugural visit to the Swiss Embassy. Over the course of ninety minutes, Rossetti and
Ngo discussed Swiss-North Vietnamese relations and the ongoing war. While Ngo
refrained from repeating the criticism regarding the South Vietnamese Embassy in Bern,
he did point out that Switzerland’s neutrality was difficult for him to understand. He
expressed his hopes that Switzerland, like Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, France,
and England would officially ask for a cessation of the bombings and that Bern and
Hanoi would soon have closer relations. Rossetti concluded that Hanoi wanted Bern to be
more active and that North Vietnam continued to doubt Switzerland’s good will.**®°
Rossetti, therefore, still had a lot of work left to do.

Switzerland’s humanitarian aid had been useful to initiate contacts with Hanoi.
However, it became increasingly clear that this approach had reached its limits. North
Vietnam separated humanitarian aid, which it not only viewed as the business of the two
Red Crosses, but also considered it a closed chapter, from the political sphere of good

offices. Rossetti warned of hasty action, but did underscore that it was up to Switzerland

now to make the next move.*®*
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North Vietnam, however, met Switzerland halfway. On 9 June Rossetti returned
Ngo’s inaugural visit and the two met in a friendly atmosphere. Ngo informed Rossetti
about the status of the war and then, apparently on his own initiative, explained the North
Vietnamese position on the POW question. The North Vietnamese Ambassador
underscored that the American prisoners were not regular POWSs, because no official
declaration of war existed. North Vietnam could not allow an official ICRC visit without
acknowledging belligerency with the United States. Rossetti inquired if Hanoi would
allow a former ICRC president to visit the prisoners. Ngo responded that he would
forward this suggestion to Hanoi. This meeting with Ngo was particularly important,
because he asked Rossetti towards the end of their discussion, if he would be interested in
visiting Hanoi. Rossetti responded affirmatively and said the FPD would surely agree as
well. It looked like the ball had been set in motion again.*®

This new development, once more, brought the senior FPD officials together to
discuss the expectations for Rossetti’s trip to Hanoi. That the invitation would be
accepted was not up for discussion. The purpose of the visit was, likewise, clear.
Secretary General Pierre Micheli once more underscored the basic motivation to
“continue the previous dialogue, whereas it is not about the preservation of our interests
in North Vietham — which do not exist — for us, but it is about the provision of good
offices.”® The visit’s mission and ultimate goal therefore did not require further

discussion. The officials, however, had yet to decide how far they were willing to go with
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regards to North Vietnam. Humanitarian aid alone, as Rossetti had pointed out, would not
be sufficient to achieve anything in Hanoi. The officials also agreed that Rossetti could
not show up empty-handed. De facto recognition therefore needed to be seriously
considered. Institutionalization of the relations between Switzerland and North Vietnam
through some kind of delegate seemed to be the key to making the grey-area approach
work.**

Different ideas for implementation of this plan were floated during the meeting.
Albert Natural, Chief of the Political Documentation Service of the FPD, for example,
suggested appointing a consul or chargé d'affaires to Hanoi. Janner’s suggestion to follow
the French model and come up with an imaginary title that was not mentioned in the
Vienna Conventions, received the most attention. Under an imaginary title, Rossetti
would then be accredited to the North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry and not, as would be
the case with a regular accreditation, the Hanoi government. After a short discussion as to
the exact naming of this fantasy title, Janner recommended “representative of the Federal
Political Department to the Foreign Ministry.”*® No one had any objections, Spiihler
liked it too and so it was decided that Rossetti would be authorized to offer such an
accreditation. If need be, Rossetti was also allowed to guarantee reciprocity.*®

Regarding internal ramifications, the discussion resembled conclusions reached in
January and February 1967. Washington, Natural and Gelzer explained that the reaction
of the Swiss Desk in the State Department might be somewhat negative, but that this was

not very significant anyhow. More importantly, Harriman would certainly not have any

objections and would, in fact, respond very positively. Repercussions from the U.S. were
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therefore of no concern. Saigon, Janner estimated, would not be much of a problem
either:

| doubt that the reaction will be very severe. They are unlikely to withdraw
the exequatur of our Consul. Maybe he will be treated a little more coolly
but that should be all. We can, after all, counter that a “Consul General” is
more than the “delegate” in Hanoi. I do not believe that they will recall
their ambassador in Bern — which would not be that unwelcome to us.*®’

In terms of international reactions, de facto recognition was not believed to be a problem.

This discussion, moreover, turned to the issue of the Geneva Conventions of 1949
and Hanoi’s failure to acknowledge their applicability. Bindschedler raised the question
brought up in Rossetti’s memorandum, where he suggested sending a former ICRC
president to North Vietnam to visit the POWSs. Bindschedler underscored that as “the
depositary state [of the Geneva Conventions] we have, after all, a special mission to
ensure the application of the Conventions.”® In this regard, Hanoi’s refusal to grant
access to the ICRC was particularly bothersome to the Swiss.

Janner did not particularly like the idea of smuggling the ICRC into North
Vietnam through one of its former presidents. He reminded everyone that the ICRC was
not in good standing with Hanoi. As a consequence, he was concerned that it could
backfire on Switzerland if it forced the ICRC onto Hanoi. Instead, he suggested,
Switzerland could become the ICRC’s de facto protecting power and as such would take
on the ICRC’s interests in North Vietnam. Spuhler agreed and so it was decided that the

Swiss themselves would try make headway on the POW issue.*®
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Based on this FPD internal discussion, Rossetti was instructed to try to schedule
his trip to Hanoi before Spihler was to visit Washington, i.e. sometime during the second
half of July. Rossetti was told he could offer his accreditation to North Vietnam as
“representative of the FPD to the Foreign Ministry of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam.”'"® If his interlocutors were not satisfied with that, he could offer to have
another member of the Embassy in Peking visit more frequently and stay for several
weeks. Rossetti was also asked to inquire whether a Swiss could visit the American
POWs. Micheli, who signed the instructions, specifically told Rossetti not to mention the
ICRC and act as its de facto protecting power.

While Keller had briefly met with officials from the Ministery of Foreign
Commerce during his trip in December, trade and commerce would not need to be
addressed this time. Micheli highlighted that “according to the Division of Commerce [in
the Federal Department of Economic Affairs] no interest currently exists in an expansion
of the very modest trade exchange with North Vietnam in the near future.”*’* These
instructions once more indicated that during this time period, Aktion Hanoi was primarily
about political and humanitarian concerns and not commerce.

On 7 July, Rossetti informed the chargé d'affaires at the North Vietnamese
Embassy, who acknowledged the preferred timeframe for the trip. He, however,
underscored that because of the bombing and the resulting security concerns, North
Vietnam would decide when the trip would take place. The ball was thus in Hanoi’s

court. While the Swiss in Peking and Bern were waiting for news on Rossetti’s trip, the

0 Memorandum on contacts to Hanoi from Federal Political Department, Pierre Micheli to the Swiss
Embassy to China, Oscar Rossetti, 29 June 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi,
Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. 11, 1. April — 30 June, 1967.
171 H
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Swiss Ambassador to Poland, Guido Keel, initiated a conversation with the North
Vietnamese Ambassador, Do Phat Quang, on 11 July in Warsaw.

At the Mongolian national holiday celebration, Keel approached Quang, who had
returned the previous day from an ambassadorial conference in Hanoi, and asked him if
he had any good news on the Vietnam issue. When Quang responded by listing military
successes, Keel inquired about prospects for negotiations.
Quang chastised the Americans as aggressors and emphasized
that Hanoi would not meet the U.S. halfway on the issue of
bombing cessation. Keel wondered if he thought there was any
hope for de-escalation of the war. Quang initially responded,

“preparedness or possibilities to bring about an agreement

currently appear to be non-existent.”’? But then, Keel reported _
Fig 7, Guido Keel

to Bern, “after he appeared to be reflecting or hesitating for a
moment, my interlocutor surprisingly remarked: Could maybe Switzerland help with the
procurement of contacts? Your country appears to me to not be in a bad position.”173
Mentioning the plethora of potential mediators and referring to the now fizzled out
Marigold initiative, Keel concluded that further attempts would most likely be futile as
long as the situation remained the same and no new developments took place.

Keel pointed out that Switzerland had repeatedly voiced its preparedness to

provide its good offices. Preconditions, however, were that Switzerland would be invited

by the belligerents to get involved and that there were signs that an initiative was

12 Memorandum from the Swiss Embassy to Poland, Guido Keel to Federal Political Department, Pierre
Micheli, 12 July 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische
Bewegungen und Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.
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reasonable. Quang then inquired if Switzerland was informed about U.S.” intentions in
Vietnam. Keel explained that he did not know, but that he could ask if Quang wished.
Quang underscored that he was particularly interested to find out more about what the
U.S. Ambassador in Warsaw, Gronouski, thought and asked Keel if he could find out.*”
Keel, clearly surprised, wondered if Hanoi had no direct channels to Washington, if
Marigold had run dry completely, and whether the Poles were no longer actively
involved. Quang, according the Keel, only shook his head, and so Keel assured Quang
that he would think about what Quang had asked him to do.

A week later, Francois Chatelain, Janner’s subordinate, responded to Keel’s
memorandum by informing him that Bern preferred to focus on the Rossetti channel for
the time being. Chatelain told Keel in absolute confidence that Rossetti would soon visit
Hanoi and that the FPD wanted to wait and see if Rossetti would be approached in a
similar fashion. The department hoped to avoid confusion by running two parallel tracks
and was furthermore concerned that Warsaw was a very risky location to undertake any
kind of secret diplomacy efforts and it was particularly concerned about leaks. Keel was
therefore instructed not to undertake anything, but to keep his ears open.'” By the time
Keel received these orders, he had already acted on his own initiative.

Keel explained in a cable marked urgent that he had heard that Gronouski would

soon leave Warsaw for several weeks to go on home leave. Not wanting to miss this

chance, Keel relayed his encounter with Quang to his friend Jenkins, First Secretary at

7 This is based on ibid.

> This is based on Memorandum from the Federal Political Department, Chatelain Francois to the Swiss
Embassy to Poland, Guido Keel, 19 July 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi,
Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1964-1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.
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the U.S. Embassy in Warsaw.'"® Gronouski then visited Keel at the American club theatre
and let him know that his information had been received attentively in Washington. The
American also divulged that the State Department had agreed that Gronouski should offer
to secretly meet Quang anytime and anywhere. Now Keel asked permission to transmit
Gronouski’s message to Quang on the occasion of Poland’s national holiday on 22
July.*”” The FDP was not going to stop the ball that had already been set rolling and
permitted him to carry the offer for a meeting to Quang.*"®

With this authorization, Keel thus approached Quang, as planned and conveyed
the following message from Gronouski:

1) | have authority to immediately engage in secret preliminary
discussions, with an open agenda.

2) A representative of my government will meet with a representative of
his government at any time and place his government chooses.

3) My strong interest in meeting with him is indicated by the fact that |
have postponed my scheduled home leave departure in order to be in
Warsaw to receive his response.'’

Keel recorded that Quang received the message in a friendly manner. Now Keel and
Gronouski could only wait for the North Vietnamese to respond.
At some point, Gronouski educated Keel about Marigold and how he had been

supposed to meet Quang once before. Keel relayed to Bern that “Gronouski would like to

176 James Hershberg briefly addressed the Swiss-U.S. side of this episode in Marigold: the lost chance for
peace in Vietnam, 859, fn. 122.

Y7 This is based on Cable no. 107, from the Swiss Embassy to Poland to Federal Political Department, 20
July 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietham — Politische Bewegungen und
Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.
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1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.
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see a continuation or resumption of previous contacts in the current initiative.”**® Once
more, however, Warsaw would not see Gronouski and Quang meet. At the reception that
followed a movie screening on the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the Chinese
liberation and people’s army on 26 July, Quang approached Keel to notify him that he
had relayed Gronouski’s message to Hanoi, which had not yet responded. Quang,
however, communicated his personal opinion that “exploratory contacts or conversation,
as suggested by Gronouski, unfortunately appear to me to be impossible, as long as
American bombing raids continue against North Vietnam.”'®! Keel asked if Quang
wanted him the relay this conversation to Gronouski, or if he wanted to wait for
instructions from Hanoi. The North Vietnamese explained that he did not know when he
would receive a response from Hanoi and Keel should thus inform Gronouski.

Keel passed the negative news on to an unsurprised Gronouski, who then
embarked on his delayed home leave. The American, however, underscored that he
would be happy to return at any time, should a new opportunity arise with regard to
Quang.'®® The FPD subsequently warned Keel not to undertake anything more for the
time being. It considered Warsaw to be an inopportune and risky place for initiatives.
Moreover, the Poles would most likely not appreciate Switzerland encroaching on their
turf when they themselves were eager to provide good offices. For now, the emphasis

was clearly on the Rossetti channel.*®®

' |bid.
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Quang did not again contact Keel, and a meeting between Gronouski and Quang,
did not materialize. Switzerland had tried to put its neutrality to good use, but this short-
lived Marigold offspring fizzled out without yielding any concrete results. It is possible
that the North Vietnamese was not entirely serious to begin with. After all, it had been
Keel who had initiated the conversation on 11 July and who had inquired about the
chances for diplomatic progress. It appears that Quang had wanted to test the waters
rather than initiate a serious initiative. This Warsaw episode was a rare case where
Switzerland carried massages back and forth between the U.S. and North Vietnam and
where it was involved in the attempt to bring the two together.

As events transpired in Warsaw, Rossetti and the FPD were waiting for news
from Hanoi. In the meantime, the FPD prepared for Rossetti’s upcoming visit to Hanoi
and Spiihler’s trip to North America. Schnyder, for example, was instructed to give
Harriman an update on the POW question. Harriman, as always, was very interested. He
was convinced that the North Vietnamese had refrained from trying the American POWs
as war criminals because of the international attention they have been receiving. He thus
encouraged Schnyder that Switzerland should continue raising this question with North
Vietnamese representatives and underscored the importance of thoroughly understanding
the U.S. position.184 To this end, he provided the Swiss with “voluminous
documentation.”*® The information was in fact so extensive that the FPD complained

that the amount was “practically impossible to telegram.”186 The FPD, moreover, wanted

184 Memorandum on U.S. POWs in North Vietnam, from the Swiss Embassy to the U.S., Felix Schnyder to
Federal Political Department, Pierre Micheli, 7 July 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion
Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1964-1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.

185 Telegram no. 49, from the Federal Political Department to the Swiss Embassy to China, 27 July 1967.
In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustéande,
1964-1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.
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Rossetti to have all this information before he embarked on his trip and since it expected
news from Hanoi any day, this added a certain time pressure. Harriman’s portfolio thus
made it to Peking via Hong Kong through a couple of couriers.

Harriman also raised the question of negotiations and highlighted that he had
good hopes in the long run. After all, he underscored, everyone besides China wants
peace. He explained “that it was his assignment to explore every possibility for peace
feelers and that he believed that Switzerland, due to its independence, was in a better
position than almost all other countries of the world to establish such contacts.”*®” When
Schnyder replied that Swiss—North Vietnamese contacts were still predominantly about
humanitarian affairs, Harriman explained that he did not expect the Swiss to represent the
U.S.’s point of view, but underscored that the U.S. would welcome any kind of
information Switzerland could provide. Finally, Harriman expressed his wish to meet
Spuhler on the occasion of his trip to North America and invited him for dinner at his
home in Georgetown.'®®

While the FPD had hoped that Rossetti would travel to Hanoi before Spuhler
visited North America, it did not turn out that way. Rossetti had not yet been asked to
come to Hanoi by the time Spuhler left for Ottawa, Canada. The Federal Councilor’s trip
started off with a welcome ceremony on Parliament Hill on 30 July, where he was
received by Canada’s Prime Minister Lester Pearson. After another meeting with the

Prime Minister, Splhler went to Montreal for the 1967 Expo. After brief stop in Quebec,

187 Memorandum on U.S. POWs in North Vietnam, from the Swiss Embassy to the U.S., Felix Schnyder to
Federal Political Department, Pierre Micheli, 7 July 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion
Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1964-1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.
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Spuhler and his wife proceeded to British Columbia, where they took a private
vacation.'®® On 12 August, Mr. and Mrs. Spiihler departed for the United States.

The following day, Spiihler acted on Harriman’s invitation extended via Schnyder
the previous month. In the company of Schnyder and Charles Miiller, Counselor at the
Swiss Embassy; John Hayes, who was on home leave; William Bundy; Thomas Hughes,
Director of the Bureau of Intelligence and Research of the State Department; and
Harriman’s Assistants, Chester Cooper; Frank Sieverts; and Daniel Newberry; Spiihler
and Harriman discussed the POW issue and negotiation prospects. The Federal Councilor
began by outlining the purpose of “Aktion Hanoi” and underlined that the Swiss were
primarily motivated by humanitarian considerations and hopes of helping to mediate in
the future. Spuhler also let Harriman in on the prospect of another visit to Hanoi and
mentioned that Rossetti would bring up the POW issue with the North Vietnamese.**

Harriman stressed that the American prisoners caused much concern in the U.S.
He was thus particularly interested in Rossetti’s trip and would appreciate the effort, even
if success proved elusive. Harriman and Spuhler agreed that it was a very difficult
mission and that it, under no circumstances, should appear as if Switzerland was acting
on behalf of the United States. The ICRC had already been compromised because of its
alleged subservience to the United States. Now that Switzerland was stepping in for the

paralyzed ICRC, it was important that it would keep its integrity intact. In connection

189 Airgram on Willy Spiihler’s trip to Canada, from the U.S. Embassy to Canada, William Butterworth to
the Department of State, 14 August 1967. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2507, Central Foreign Policy
Files 1967 — 1969, Political and Defense, Pol 7 Switz.
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with Rossetti’s trip, Spiihler also mentioned the FPD’s intention to institutionalize its
relations with North Vietnam a couple of times. Exaggerating Swiss plans, he remarked
“maybe Switzerland will even have a diplomatic representative in Hanoi.”*** Spiihler’s
intention might have been to probe Harriman’s reaction. The American, however, did not
engage the topic, which could be interpreted as tacit tolerance.

With regards to negotiation prospects, Harriman praised Switzerland’s experience
in this field and acknowledged the possibilities its neutral position entailed. Even though
it was doubtful what would come of it, he listed the recent contacts in Warsaw as an
example. Harriman, in this manner, asked Spuhler if, on occasion of his trip to Hanoi,
Rossetti could sound out the North Vietnamese. He highlighted that “he would welcome
it very much, if he [Rossetti] could explore what can be learned about the North
Vietnamese position.”*** Spiihler wondered if Rossetti should just listen, or if he could
hint at what steps on the part of Hanoi the U.S. would deem sufficient to justify a
bombing cessation. Spiihler’s offer was quite unconventional for Swiss policy at the time.
The Federal Councilor, in effect, offered to intermediate between Washington and Hanoi.
Bundy, however, underscored that this was not necessary, because Hanoi knew the U.S.’s
conditions. Harriman agreed, but said he would provide the Swiss government with
information on the U.S. position anyhow. Rossetti would thus not carry an American
message and would just listen. Besides the short-lived stint in Warsaw, this was the
closest Switzerland got to becoming a go-between on the question of negotiations.'*?

Both parties found this meeting very valuable. Harriman relayed to Rusk that

“Foreign Minister Spuehler [Spiihler] was very cooperative, indeed more forthcoming on

%1 1hid.
192 1hid.
193 This is based on ibid.
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both the prisoner of question and the subject of peace negotiations than the Swiss
Government has been heretofore. 1 am gratified at his willingness to explore these

194 . . .. .
”? Harriman’s observation was not that surprising. Spiihler was an

subjects.
uncomplicated and pragmatic thinking Foreign Minister. As long as Switzerland’s
neutrality was not obviously put at risk, he favored policies and actions that would
increase Switzerland’s chance to provide good offices with regard to the conflict in
Vietnam. In this manner, he might have been somewhat less cautious and reserved than
certain other FPD officials.

The day after the discussion with Harriman, on Monday 14 August, Spihler had a
busy schedule. The week started off with a 9:15 meeting in the office of John Leddy,
Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs.**> Over lunch, Spiihler met Secretary
of State Dean Rusk.'®® During these meetings the officials discussed a range of bilateral
questions and European integration, but apparently not Vietnam. Spiihler’s last meeting
for the day at 4:30 with Foy Kohler, Deputy Undersecretary for Political Affairs,
addressed East-West relations. The war in South East Asia came up and Vietnam’s

position in the international power play was discussed. The conversation, however, did

not turn to Switzerland’s potential role in the conflict.**” With regards to “Aktion Hanoi”

194 Memorandum, from Averell Harriman to the Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, 14 August 1967. In: Library
of Congress, Manuscript Division, Averell Harriman Papers, Special Files: Public Service, 1918-1986, Box
588, Memcons “S” 2.
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the meeting with Harriman on Sunday was therefore the most important one. On
Tuesday, 15 August, Mr. and Mrs. Spuhler departed Washington and returned to Zurich
via New York.

The conclusion the Swiss drew from Spiihler’s trip was that it had been very
successful. Schnyder evaluated that it was particularly valuable that Spuhler had made
the acquaintance of high U.S. officials and that he had been able to give the Americans a
better understanding of Swiss foreign policy.*®® Schnyder, in this manner, sang praises to
Wells Stabler, Country Director for Austria, Italy, and Switzerland, “that Foreign
Minister Spuehler’s [Spiihler’s] visit to Washington was highly gratifying. In Bern,
Spuehler [Spuihler] has expressed himself as being well satisfied.”*® The melody coming
out of the U.S. Embassy in Bern sounded very similar. Rusk had asked Hayes to report to
him the reaction in Switzerland to Spiihler’s trip. Fulfilling Rusk’s request, Hayes
highlighted that “in substance, press, private and public reaction to Spiihler’s visit have
been most positive. Further, not only in his news interviews but also in private
conversation with members of the Swiss Government, Spihler himself had been most
enthusiastic (for a Swiss!) over his trip.”?® The discussions in Washington appear to have

been an all-out success.

American side, 14 August 1967. In: N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2508, Central Foreign Policy Files 1967 —
1969, Political and Defense, Pol Switz — US.
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(hereafter DoDiS), doc. 33409.
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The next step, with regard to the conversation with Harriman, was now the
implementation of the tasks Rossetti had been assigned. Unfortunately, there was still no
news from Hanoi about when Rossetti could expect to embark on his trip. Hanoi
explained the delay by emphasizing security concerns that resulted from the U.S.
bombing.?®> The Swiss, however, doubted the veracity of this reasoning and believed
that it was a deliberate delay.”®* Rossetti suggested that, in light of recent Chinese-North
Vietnamese consultations that took place in Peking, China had pressured North Vietnam
into refraining from fixing a date for his trip.”*® Swiss-Chinese relations had been strained
over the Tibetan question and the fact that Switzerland provided shelter for Tibetan

refugees.?®*

Rossetti believed that Peking did not take kindly to the idea of Rossetti’s
visit, because of this disgruntlement. Moreover, given the timing of Spiihler’s North
America trip, he speculated that Hanoi did not want to be perceived as receiving a
messenger from Washington and thus wanted to let some time pass before it welcomed
Rossetti.”?°

In order to rekindle Hanoi’s interest in Rossetti’s visit and hoping to encourage an

end to the delay, the FPD authorized Rossetti on 20 September to let the North

291 Telegram no. 74, from Swiss Embassy to China to Federal Political Department, 26 August 1967. In:

BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1964-
1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.

292 Cable no. 336, from Federal Political Department to Swiss Embassy to the U.S., 19 August 1967. In:
BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1964-
1967, Bd. 111, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.

208 Telegram no. 59, from Swiss Embassy to China to Federal Political Department, 15 August 1967. In:
BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietham — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1964-
1967, Bd. I11, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.

204 Weekly report, from the U.S. Embassy to Switzerland to the Department of State, 11 August 1967. In:
N.A., Record Group 59, Box 2507, Central Foreign Policy Files 1967 — 1969, Political and Defense, Pol 2-
1 Switz.

205 Telegram no. 81, from Swiss Embassy to China for Federal Political Department, Pierre Micheli, 12
September 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen
und Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. I11, 1. Juli — 31 Oktober, 1967.

73



Vietnamese Ambassador in on Switzerland’s plan to accredit him as a representative to
the North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry.”® After Ngo returned from consultation in
Hanoi in mid-October, Rossetti had a chance to meet with his North Vietnamese
colleague. The two discussed the POW question and North Vietnam’s conditions for
negotiations, but the conversation brought up little new. Rossetti also asked his
interlocutor if he had any news about the date of his trip and relayed the FPD’s
suggestion regarding his accreditation. Ngo received the news positively but could not
tell Rossetti anything new with regards to his visit. Even in mid-November, when Ngo
informed Rossetti that Hanoi would welcome his accreditation as representative of the
FPD, he could give Rossetti no update on his trip.2%” So the waiting continued.

In the meantime, two new locations recorded diplomatic activity. In Japan, the
Swiss Ambassador Emil Stadelhofer, met with the South Vietnamese Ambassador, Vinh
Tho, on 9 November, after Vinh Tho had asked urgently for Stadelhofer to receive him
for a courtesy call. The Swiss and the South Vietnamese versions of this meeting differed
to some extent. According to Stadelhofer, Vinh Tho brought up Switzerland’s potential
role in the War in Vietnam, after having briefly talked about Jackie Kennedy’s trip to
Cambodia. Stadelhofer reported to Bern that his South Vietnamese counterpart expressed
his personal view that “the Swiss government should, in light of the trust it enjoys all

around the world and the special suitability of Geneva and Bern for international

206 Cable from the Federal Political Department, Antonio Janner to Swiss Embassy to the U.S., Felix
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conferences, make a move for peace in Vietnam. Our country [Switzerland] was in the
best position to cope with Hanoi’s special situation.””?%

Given numerous alternative channels, Stadelhofer wondered out loud if there was
any point in Switzerland getting involved. Vinh Tho then
referred to Stadelhofer’s tour in Havana and underscored that
he personally had “a moral obligation” to put his experience

to good use.”” Stadelhofer had been Ambassador to Cuba

from late 1961 to early 1967. In this capacity he represented

U.S. interest on the island because Switzerland had become ’
the U.S.’s protecting power. Stadelhofer, who had also ig} S:m[.‘, S‘m'delhor
witnessed the Cuban Missile Crisis and had even played a minor role in it, thus had
experience dealing with communists.?*

Stadelhofer, who knew nothing of Rossetti’s impending trip or the plan to have
him accredited in Hanoi, countered that the situation in North Vietnam was very different
than what he had experienced in Cuba. After all, Switzerland was not even represented in
Hanoi. The South Vietnamese Ambassador outlined that while Saigon and its allies
would probably not appreciate it if Switzerland established a consulate in Hanoi, “a

commercial mission or the deployment of a delegation would be better.”?*" When

208 Memorandum from Swiss Embassy to Japan, Emil Stadelhofer to Federal Councilor and head of the
Federal Political Department Willy Spiihler, 14 November 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038,
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queried, Vinh Tho responded that these statements represented his personal views, but
that he would recommend Stadelhofer to report this conversation to Bern. Stadelhofer did
not believe that Vinh Tho acted on behalf of his government, but suggested that he must
have generously interpreted his guidelines to express his country’s desire for peace.

According to the South Vietnamese Ambassador, the conversation unfolded
somewhat differently. This version has Stadelhofer inform Vinh Tho of his plans to
suggest the establishment of a consulate in Hanoi to the FPD back home, and it relayed
that he brought up his Ambassadorship in Cuba to illustrate “his qualifications for dealing
with problem of NVN [North Vietnam].”**? Vinh Tho underscored that the establishment
of a consulate would play into the hands of Hanoi and would therefore not be welcomed
by his government. “The Swiss instead [should] make discreet probing efforts for
peace.”213

It is possible, that Stadelhofer exaggerated the South Vietnamese Ambassador’s
encouragement to help in the conflict. Stadelhofer had shown himself to be an
unconventional diplomat in the past. Ernesto Thalmann, a fellow diplomat and head of
the International Organizations Directorate at the FPD, described Stadelhofer as
“bubbling with ideas and [as being] romantically minded.”?** Stadelhofer occasionally

interpreted instructions a bit liberally and he liked to be involved and help. An example

of this behavior can be found in the Cuban Missile Crisis, where Stadelhofer was very

Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1964-1967, Bd. IV, 1. November — 31
Dezember, 1967.
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eager to carry out Dean Rusk’s wish to lure Castro away from the Soviet Union.”*®

Stadelhofer, who was in the dark about recent FPD decisions pertaining to Rossetti and
his trip to Hanoi, might have felt that the FPD was too passive and might have hoped to
spark increased involvement. However, the South Vietnamese Ambassador did suggest
Swiss probing as he told the U.S. Ambassador in Tokyo. In essence, the two versions
were not that different.

There might, however, have been more to this meeting, since another aspect of
this episode was interesting. Particularly noteworthy was the timing and location of the
South Vietnamese’s probing. In late fall 1967, Nguyen Van Thieu, the South Vietnamese
President, was looking for a messenger boy to deliver a letter to Ho Chi Minh, in which
he proposed to meet. A primary candidate for this job was the Japanese government,
which, however, showed some reluctance to perform the mission.”*® Thieu had already
publicly outlined the gist of the letter and both the NLF and Hanoi had responded
negatively. Japan thus questioned the advisability of delivering the letter. By 6
December, Thieu informed Ellsworth Bunker, U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam, that
“the Japanese Government had informed him that while they would continue their contact
with the DRV and would deliver the letter ‘if their probes establish that it can be
delivered,” it would not object to Thieu's seeking other channels through which to

accomplish this task.”?’

21> gee for example Stephanie Popp, “Switzerland and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” in: Cold War
International History Project Bulletin 17/18, The Global Cuban Missile Crisis at 50 (Fall 2012), 728-749.
216 Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Department of State, October 18, 1967, in FRUS, 1964-
68, vol. V: Vietnam, 1967, doc. 356.

27 Footnote 4 to Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Department of State, 29 November 1967,
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Around that time, Vinh Tho “emphatically asked” Stadelhofer to lunch in the
honor of the new Japanese Ambassador to Saigon.?*® On 13 December, Stadelhofer thus
dined with Vinh Tho, the director of the Japan Times, two officials from the Foreign
Ministry, and U.S. Ambassador, Alexis U. Johnson, who had previously been Deputy
Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs. Johnson and Stadelhofer knew each other
from Stadelhofer’s time as Ambassador to Cuba, when Johnson “attended... to all
important questions regarding Switzerland’s protecting power mandate in Havana.”?*®
Like Vinh Tho had done the previous month, Johnson brought up Stadelhofer’s
Ambassadorship in Cuba during their conversation.

In addition to the debate over the restoration of Okinawa, the lunch party also
talked about the question of Japan delivering Thieu’s letter. Johnson and Vinh Tho
agreed that “given the publicity, it seems advisable not to pursue this matter further.””?%°
Stadelhofer’s report did not specify whether this meant abandoning the effort altogether
or just dropping the Japanese as messengers. Given the fact that the letter was ultimately
delivered through the Vatican, it appears the latter was the case. It is noteworthy that
Thieu’s letter was brought up, even if it was not followed by an overture to the Swiss.
Stadelhofer ultimately concluded that the conversation did not amount to much.

In light of the timing and the issue of Thieu’s letter, it is possible that the 9
November and 13 December episodes reflected Vinh Tho’s desire to explore the Swiss

position and get a feel for whether they could potentially serve as the messenger. On 19

December, Janner received a visit from Phan Van Thinh, the South Vietnamese

218 Memorandum from the Swiss Embassy to Japan, Emil Stadelhofer to Federal Political Department, 15
December 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1038, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen
und Zusténde, 1964-1967, Bd. 1V, 1. November — 31 Dezember, 1967.

9 Ipid.

220 |pid.

78



Ambassador to Switzerland, who relayed in a “very cautious and not always transparent
manner” that he had heard of the encounter between Stadelhofer and Vinh Tho.?** He
also highlighted “Swiss neutrality and its intermediary services and particularly the
discretion of Swiss diplomacy.”??* Janner confirmed that Switzerland did not intent to
establish a consulate in Hanoi, but he also highlighted Keller’s trip and the fact that
Rossetti might eventually undertake another one. Switzerland, he explained, hoped to
have a channel to Hanoi. Janner recorded that as far as he could tell, the South
Vietnamese Ambassador did not seem to object to such a development. Janner, moreover,
inquired about Thieu’s letter and specifically wondered who had delivered it. Thinh
responded that Japan had decided not to transmit the message and so a bishop from the
Vatican had taken on the task. The issue of Thieu’s letter was herewith a closed
chapter.?®

While the exact motivation of the visits and the lunch invitation remains elusive,
these encounters gave some insight into South Vietnam’s attitude towards Switzerland
and its contacts to Hanoi. The meeting in Bern, for instance, seemed to indicate that
Saigon had no serious objections to the possibility that Rossetti would visit Hanoi.
Likewise, if Stadelhofer’s account is to be trusted, South Vietnam appears to have
opposed official recognition and the establishment of a consulate, but if Vinh Tho
suggested a commercial mission or sending a delegation, then it can be deduced that
Saigon did not oppose Swiss-North Vietnamese contacts in general. Based on both

accounts of the 9 November meeting and Thinh’s visit, it is evident that South Vietnam

221 Memorandum for the records, 20 December 1967. In: BAR: E2001E, 1978/84, Box 1033, Beziehungen
zu Nordvietnam 1964-1967, Anerkennung neuer Regierungen und neuer Staaten.
222 H
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appreciated Swiss neutrality and hoped that Switzerland would probe North Vietnam for
its position. It appears that even though Switzerland was treating South Vietnam
somewhat coolly, the latter still thought of Switzerland as potentially playing a useful
role in the conflict.

In the same timeframe that these encounters with representatives from South
Vietnam transpired, Samuel Campiche, the Swiss Ambassador
to Czechoslovakia, was engaging their competitors.** On
instructions from the FPD he followed up on the Swiss-NLF
contacts that had been established in Bern the previous April. To
this end he sent one of his subordinates to the NLF mission to

ask if Lam were interested in resuming the conversation started

in the spring. Lam agreed to meet and suggested two dates, of Fig 9, Samuel Campiche
which Campiche chose the earlier option of 22 November. Lam suggested meeting at the
NLF mission, which Campiche also preferred to the Swiss Embassy “where no
movement of people can pass unnoticed.”?®

On the day of the meeting, Campiche tried his best to stay undetected. For this
reason, he had a staff member drive him part of the way before continuing on foot to the
NLF mission, which was located on the third floor of a building in the busy center of

Prague. Over liquor and sweets, the two diplomats discussed the NLF and its goals and

plans as well as Switzerland’s neutrality. Regarding prospects for negotiations, Lam

24 Around the same time that Keel visited the NLF in Prague, the Italian-North Vietnamese channel
codenamed “Killy” opened up. See for example: James G. Hershberg, Marigold: the lost chance for peace
in Vietnam (Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center Press/Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012), 674-
81
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seemed pessimistic. He underscored that so long as the bombing continued and the U.S.
did not change its attitude towards the NLF, there could be no successful negotiations.
Moreover, Lam pointed out that engaging in discussion could make the NLF look weak.
This premise made it particularly difficult to make any progress with regards to bringing
about peace.??®

The conversation between Campiche and Lam showed that the NLF delegate had
an incomplete understanding of Swiss neutrality. Like North Vietnamese representatives
had previously done on multiple occasions, Lam, for instance, wondered why
Switzerland had not spoken out against the bombing. Likewise, he asked why
Switzerland had not permitted him to give a speech when he was in Biel in April.
Campiche answered both questions by explaining core aspects of Switzerland’s
neutrality. Speaking out against the bombing would amount to taking sides and would
thus not be in accord with Swiss neutrality. In a similar manner, Switzerland could not
allow belligerent foreign nationals to denounce their adversary. Swiss citizens, on the
other hand, could speak out as they pleased. Switzerland had to remain free from any
entanglement in the war. Finally, Lam inquired about humanitarian aid, which Campiche
promised to relay to his government. After one hour and fifteen minutes, the meeting
came to an end. Campiche and Lam agreed that these contacts should be continued.?’

In spite of the negative outlook for negotiations and Lam’s lack of understanding
of Switzerland’s neutrality, the Swiss appraised this meeting as a success. The FPD
concluded that “should for us, in the interest of a potential provision of good offices, the

need ever arise to enter into closer contacts with the NLF, then this could now, without a
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227 This is based on ibid.

81



doubt, happen through this channel via their representative in Prague.”??® Now,
Switzerland not only had a channel to Hanoi, but also to the NLF. Switzerland was
conclusively in touch with all belligerent parties.

Around the same time Campiche met with Lam and almost a year after Keller had
first visited Hanoi, the U.S. State Department assigned the Swiss channel to Hanoi the
codename Redskins. In a cable of 24 November, Rusk informed Hayes in Bern that “any
communication of this subject [the Rossetti channel] should be sent via State channels
with NODIS REDSKINS indicator.”®*® In line with previous codenames such as
Marigold and Sunflower, the cable originally named the channel Edelweiss after the
famous alpine flower. Edelweiss, however, was crossed out and above it the cable read in
capital letters REDSKINS. After Marigold and Sunflower had failed to bring about much
progress with regard to negotiation, the sports analogy apparently seemed more
promising.

The specific timing of the channel’s naming had less to do with Switzerland than
with broader considerations. Domestically the war in Vietnam became increasingly
unpopular in the U.S.?*® Moreover, in the fall of 1967, the number of captured American
pilots was growing.”** Diplomacy had experienced a setback when the Pennsylvania

channel involving Henry Kissinger and the North Vietnamese representative to France,
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Mai Van Bo, had hit a dead end in October.”® The U.S. was thus looking for new
potential avenues, which resulted in increased attention to the Swiss channel, as well as
the Romanian channel codenamed Packers. The diplomatic football season was starting.
In actuality however, Switzerland was still waiting on news from Hanoi regarding
Rossetti’s trip. It was only on 12 February 1968, nearly two weeks after the communist
Tet-offensive in South Vietnam exploded at the end of January, that Rossetti received the
message asking him to come to Hanoi on the 15™.2** At 8:20 am that Thursday, Rossetti
boarded a small Illjushin 14 plane in Peking for a ten-hour flight to Hanoi.?** “Well
shaken and chilled to the bone” Rossetti arrived in Hanoi, where he was welcomed by
Director Nguyen Thanh Ha from the Division for Western Europe and Latin America of

the North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry.”®

Ha would be Rossetti’s primary interlocutor
as well as tour guide over the next few days. In addition to Ha, Rossetti met with the
Foreign Minister, Nguyen Duy Trinh, the Deputy-Foreign Minister, Hoang von Loi, as
well as the Deputy Minister of Foreign Commerce, Nguyen Chanh and officials from the

North Vietnamese Red Cross, Dr. Vu Dinh Tung and Nguyen van Tin.”® In his report,

Rossetti explained that the most important discussions took place with the representatives

%2 Hershberg, Marigold, 630.
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from the Foreign Ministry, to which the other discussions added “only insignificant
details.”?%
The first point to be discussed at the Foreign Ministry was the potential of
establishing full Swiss-North Vietnamese diplomatic relations. In the forefront of
Rossetti trip, the FPD drafted a paper evaluating the advantages and disadvantages of
recognizing North Vietnam. The document concluded that domestically, such a step
would probably be welcomed and that in terms of Switzerland’s neutrality, it would be
desirable. It indicated that reactions from third parties had to be taken into account and
that problems might arise there. The negative reactions the document referred to were,
counter intuitively, not to be found in Washington or even Saigon, but in Hanoi.?®
Establishing relations with Hanoi on the ambassadorial level would require a
similar move in South Vietnam, or else the imbalance of relations would continue in
reverse. Hanoi, which already opposed Swiss relations with South Vietnam and which
considered the NLF to be the only legitimate representation of South Vietnam, would
likely have disapproved of such developments. The document warned that Hanoi might
“suddenly drop us.”®® The FPD was more apprehensive of Hanoi’s reaction than
Saigon’s or Washington’s. That is not to say that the U.S. did not factor in later on. It is
possible that once Switzerland witnessed the U.S.’s disapproval of Sweden’s recognition
of Hanoi in 1969 that a potentially negative American reaction increasingly influenced

Swiss decision making. A U.S. document from March 1969 suggests that the U.S. would

287 Rossetti’s summarizing report on his trip to Hanoi (15 to 19 February, 1968), composed by Oscar
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indeed not have appreciated de jure recognition, but Swiss contemporary evaluation
seemed to have overestimated the U.S.’s potential tolerance.”*® In the time period from
1966 to 1968, rightfully or not, Switzerland was not seriously worried about reprimands
from the U.S.

As Rossetti had expected, Ha accentuated that his government hoped to establish
full relations between Switzerland and North Vietnam soon and he “repeatedly tried to
obtain assurances in this regard.”*** Rossetti stayed firm and called attention to the
procedures such a decision would have to undergo in Switzerland before it could be
finalized. The North Vietnamese thus had to content themselves with accrediting Rossetti
as a representative from the FPD to the North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry for now. One
reason why the Swiss refused to establish normal diplomatic relations with North
Vietnam at this point in time was the concern previously outlined about Hanoi’s reaction.
Additionally, such a move could have been abused for propaganda purposes, particularly
because no other Western countries were represented by full ambassadors in Hanoi. It
was thus better to proceed with caution.

Other points on the agenda were Switzerland’s good offices and humanitarian aid.
Rossetti repeatedly drew attention to Switzerland’s preparedness to provide its good
offices if requested to do so. He, on the one hand, got the impression that Hanoi did have
the necessary trust in Switzerland for the provision of good offices, but on the other hand,

he perceived that Hanoi did not want to use them in the near future. Given North
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Vietnam’s political success in the ongoing Tet-offensive, this was not surprising. Rossetti
also probed with regards to the POW question, but “encountered a very negative
disposition from the very beginning and with everyone.”?** The Foreign Ministry clung
to the argument made numerous times before that the downed and captured American
pilots were criminals and as such did not enjoy protection by the Geneva Conventions.
When Rossetti brought the matter up with Red Cross officials, they rebuffed him off, by
saying that such political issues were not within their jurisdiction. In terms of the POW
matter, Rossetti concluded, the trip was not successful. Still, one a positive note, the trip
augmented Hanoi’s trust in Switzerland and its policies, which Rossetti hoped might
cause them to consider Switzerland in the future to provide good offices.**

As Keller had done over a year before, Rossetti appreciated certain differences
between North Vietnam and China. He, for instance, was struck by “the lack of numerous
statues, images and quotes from the head of state.”*** The same kind of personality cult
that existed around Mao was missing for Ho Chi Minh. Rossetti also appreciated the gay
atmosphere and the elegant European dress of the Vietnamese. Much like Keller, Rossetti
witnessed the destruction on the city and experienced the air raid warning system. With
limited diplomatic success, but with many new impressions, Rossetti left Hanoi for
Nanning in the evening of 19 February. After spending the night there, he left in the

morning for Peking, where he arrived at 5:00 pm.**®
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On 21 February, the FPD released a press statement, informing the public of
Rossetti’s accreditation. Newspapers around the globe picked up the story and drew
attention to Switzerland’s de facto recognition of North Vietnam. Particularly noteworthy
was South Vietnam’s response. Janner had asked the South Vietnamese Ambassador in
Bern to come see him, so that he could explain the content of the press release to him in
more detail. The memorandum for the records recorded Thinh as giving prominence to
the fact that “we [the Swiss] were free to establish even more formal relations with the
North and that the South would even understand this.”?*® Rossetti’s accreditation did not
cause any reprisals from Saigon.

Washington, likewise, did not voice any opposition to this move. Schnyder met
with Harriman on 27 February to provide him with further information on Rossetti’s trip.
Neither the U.S.2*” nor the Swiss®*® record of this conversation contained any negative
statements on Rossetti’s accreditation. Harriman was very interested in what Schnyder
told him about the Ambassador’s visit to Hanoi and appreciated Rossetti’s effort with
regard to the POW question. The American stressed that “the actions of the Swiss
Government have been very helpful.”?*® The Swiss, indeed, were surprised by the extent
of Harriman’s positive response. Schnyder cabled to Bern that “[Harriman] showed

himself very appreciative and responded to our message with more interest than its
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insubstantial and rather negative content would have [caused us to] anticipate.”**°

Schnyder believed that Switzerland’s neutrality and its political disinterest made the
information particularly valuable to the Americans.

Not long after Rossetti had returned to Peking, news from Paris reached the FPD
in Bern. On the same day that Schnyder met with Harriman, Pierre Dupont, Swiss
Ambassador to France, received the North Vietnamese representative in Paris, Mai Van
Bo. Bo informed Dupont that his government had authorized him to accept the return

invitation that the FPD had previously extended.”*

While Van Bo had expressed his
readiness to leave as soon as the following week, a delay occurred because the Swiss
parliament was convening for the following two weeks, which would take up much of
Spiihler’s time. The FPD hence suggested 19 to 21 March for the visit.?*?

Mai Van Bo and his First Secretary, Huynh Tieng, left Paris by rail on 18 March
at 11:50 pm.** Almost eight hours later, the train rumbled into the main station in Bern,
where Hans Miesch, Janner’s successor as head of the Eastern Division of the Political
Affairs Directorate in the FPD, and Kaufmann welcomed him. Van Bo’s first stop was

the beautiful Hotel Bellevue, located in old-town Bern, right next to the Federal Palace

from where one can overlook the Aar and, if the weather permits, catch a glimpse of the

%% Cable no. 110, from the Swiss Embassy to the U.S. to Federal Political Department, 28 February 1968.
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Alps.?®* The fifty year old, South Vietnamese born Mai Van Bo had become a very
important North Vietnamese representative who was known for his diplomatic
acumen.”® During conversations with FPD officials “Mai Van Bo proved himself as a
diplomatically outmost skilled and determined, but also as a polite and correct
representative of his country.”?*®

Van Bo’s first meeting was with Willy Spiihler on the morning he arrived in Bern.
The North Vietnamese representative provided Spuhler with a lengthy outline of his
government’s position. Van Bo highlighted that his government hoped to establish full
diplomatic relations and he tried to elicit a condemnation of the American bombing
campaign from Spuhler. While the Federal Councilor would not budge on the bombing
question, he did disclose that he was not generally opposed to recognizing Hanoi, but
would not want to undertake such a move at the very moment. It became evident that Van
Bo did not fully understand the implications of Swiss neutrality as he did not seem to
comprehend the difference between independence and neutrality. This meeting was thus

the ideal chance for Spihler to explain to Van Bo about Swiss foreign policy, its

neutrality, and its willingness to help and provide good offices.?*’
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In the afternoon, Van Bo received another, more extensive explanation on Swiss
neutrality and good offices from Micheli and Bindschedler. The two FPD officials also
probed Van Bo on his government’s position on negotiation and the role of the NLF. Van
Bo’s responses revealed nothing new. His position towards the U.S. was hard, although
he refrained from using hateful language. Van Bo, again, tried to get Micheli and
Bindschedler to condemn the bombing of North Vietnam. Micheli, referring to Spiihler’s
explanation, repeated that this was out of the question, thus prompting Van Bo to
apologize for his undiplomatic language.”®® This, however, did not keep Van Bo from
raising essentially the same question once more with Ernesto Thalmann the next
morning.

In the morning of 20 March, Van Bo met with the head of the International
Organizations Directorate of the FPD. During their conversation, Thalmann accentuated
the importance of the ICRC in a conflict such as the one consuming Vietnam. Using
common sense as well as legal terms, he skillfully tried to make progress on the POW
question and Hanoi’s refusal to allow the ICRC on site. The results, however, were very
meager, as Van Bo insisted on the interpretation that the downed pilots were criminals
and not POWs. The North Vietnamese viewed the issue through a political lens and in
this manner he, once again, underscored the need for political support, which Thalmann

simply ignored.”**
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In terms of concrete results, the success of Mai Van Bo’s visit was limited. His
stay in Bern, however, was positive insofar as it allowed the various FPD officials to
educate Mai Van Bo on Swiss neutrality and explain to him the ins and outs of good
offices. The trip, moreover, allowed Mai Van Bo to experience Switzerland first hand and
build his own impression. It enhanced North Vietnam’s understanding of Switzerland,
strengthened their trust in the Swiss, and consolidated the Bern — Hanoi channel.*®

The Swiss were very hopeful, when President Johnson announced on 31 March
that he would stop “attacks on North Vietnam, except in the area north of the
demilitarized zone” and asked for the immediate beginning of talks, that they would get
to host the conference.?®* They were particularly encouraged by the fact that Johnson had
mentioned Geneva as a potential location to conduct the talks. On 4 April, the day after
North Vietnam agreed to enter talks, Schnyder met with Harriman, who updated him on
current developments pertaining to Vietnam. Referring to Swiss offers to provide good
offices, Harriman explained that the U.S. was not yet sure if it would officially suggest
Geneva as the location for these talks. He emphasized, however, that “he would welcome

it very much, if Switzerland could, on its own initiative, point out its offer to Hanoi.”?%?

France, composed by Hansjakob Kaufmann, 20 March 1968. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Besuch
von Mai Van Bo, Gesandter der nordvietnamesischen Regierung, 1967-1968.

%0 Symmarizing report on Mai Van Bo’s visit to Bern from 19 to 22 March 1968, composed on 25 March
1968. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Besuch von Mai Van Bo, Gesandter der nordvietnamesischen
Regierung, 1967-1968.

%1 The President’s Address to the Nation Announcing Steps To Limit the War in Vietnam and Reporting
His Decision Not To Seek Reelection, 31 March 1968, in Public Papers of the Presidents of the United
States, Lyndon B. Johnson, 1968-1969, book I, 1 January to 30 June 1968, Office of the Federal Register,
National Archives and Records Service and General Services Administration (Washington, D.C.: United
States Government Printing Office, 1970), doc. 170.

262 Cable no. 185, from the Swiss Embassy to the U.S. to Federal Councilor and head of the Federal
Political Department Willy Spuhler, 4 April 1968. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Vietham Bd. 11 1966-
1968, Jahrgang 1968.
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Over the following few days, the Swiss implemented Harriman’s plea and went to
work to promote Geneva as host city for the conference. In this manner, Spuhler wrote a
letter to Mai Van Bo in the name of the entire Federal Council stressing Switzerland’s
desire to help solve the conflict and expressed that they would gladly arrange a
conference in Switzerland if this were desired.?®® The FPD informed Rossetti of this letter
and encouraged him to relay the contents of this message to the North Vietnamese

Ambassador in Peking.?®*

Moreover, upon Campiche’s suggestion, the FPD authorized
him to make the same offer to the NLF representative in Prague.?® These efforts turned
out to be in vain as the belligerents ultimately settled on Paris for first contacts.

Quickly, the argument was made that Switzerland had not been chosen, because it
had refused to recognize Hanoi.?®® This certainly may have been a factor. Additionally,
the fact that Geneva was the first place suggested by the United States during Johnson’s
speech further harmed Swiss prospects to host the conference. The Cambodian

Ambassador to Czechoslovakia informed Campiche that the North Vietnamese

Ambassador and the head of the NLF delegation had told him that “Geneva was excluded

2%3 Message from Federal Councilor and head of the Federal Political Department Willy Spiihler to Mai

Van Bo, undated (early April, 1968). In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Vietnam Bd. Il 1966-1968,
Jahrgang 1968.

26% Cable no. 44, from the Federal Political Department to the Swiss Embassy to China, Oscar Rossetti, 6
April 1968. In: BAR: E2001E, 1980/83, Box 627, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und
Zustande, 1968-1970, Bd. 1V, 1. April — 31. Oktober, 1968.

26 Telegram no. 32, from the Swiss Embassy to Czechoslovakia to the Federal Political Department, 17
April 1968. In: BAR: E2001E, 1980/83, Box 627, Aktion Hanoi, Vietham — Politische Bewegungen und
Zustdnde, 1968-1970, Bd. IV, 1. April — 31. Oktober, 1968. And Telegram no. 33, from the Federal
Political Department to the Swiss Embassy to Czechoslovakia, 19 April 1968. In: BAR: E2001E, 1980/83,
Box 627, Aktion Hanoi, Vietnam — Politische Bewegungen und Zustande, 1968-1970, Bd. 1V, 1. April —
31. Oktober, 1968.

2%% Federal Councilor and head of the Federal Political Department Willy Spuhler responds to the
Interpellation Bringolf of 5 March 1968, 12 June 1968. In: BAR: E2807, 1974/12, Box 56, Vietham Bd. Il
1966-1968, Landerdossier Vietnam, Interpellation Walter Bringolf, 1968.
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simply because this city had been proposed by the Americans.”®®’ After two years of
carefully approaching Hanoi, the Swiss had failed to secure the honor of hosting the first
talks. Switzerland did not give up and continued to cultivate contacts with Hanoi. In
1969, for example, Rossetti visited North Vietnam again and in September 1971,
Switzerland officially recognized Hanoi. But the inception of direct U.S.-North
Vietnamese talks in Paris marked the end of the first chapter of Switzerland’s Aktion

Hanoi.

267 Telegram no. 34, from the Swiss Embassy to Czechoslovakia to the Federal Political Department, 30

April 1968. In: BAR: E2001E, 1980/83, Box 627, Aktion Hanoi, Vietham — Politische Bewegungen und
Zustande, 1968-1970, Bd. 1V, 1. April — 31. Oktober, 1968.
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4. Conclusion

From early 1966 on, the Swiss Federal Political Department slowly approached North
Vietnam in the hopes of someday providing its good offices in the Vietnam War.
Motivated by domestic and international consideration, it authorized its ambassadors in
capitals where Hanoi also had representatives to no longer avoid the North Vietnamese.
By the fall, contacts between the Swiss and North Vietnamese Ambassadors in Peking
established themselves as the primary channel. Swiss Ambassadors Keller and Rossetti
were the spearheads of Switzerland’s undertaking, traveling to embattled Hanoi and
putting their own lives at risk to win the North Vietnamese’s trust and improve the lot of
the POWs. After Keller’s first trip, the FPD worked at institutionalizing its relationship
with Hanoi and simultaneously began approaching the National Liberation Front.
Switzerland’s policies towards North Vietnam therefore exemplified its more active form
of neutrality as articulated by Max Petitpierre.

In this time period, Switzerland was able to prove its usefulness by relaying a
message from the North Vietnamese Ambassador to the American Ambassador in
Poland. The Swiss moreover stepped in for the ICRC and continuously advocated for the
POWSs’ rights and provided a sense of international accountability for North Vietnam.
This study has demonstrated the usefulness of neutral countries, particularly in times
when international organizations were almost paralyzed. The U.N. Security Council, for
example, was deadlocked because of the Soviet Union’s veto power and the People’s
Republic of China’s absence. The ICRC, similarly, was impeded by North Vietnam’s
refusal to allow its members on site. Preparing the president for a meeting with John

Hayes, U.S. Ambassador to Switzerland, Walt W. Rostow, Johnson’s National Security
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Advisor, wrote in July 1968 that “the Swiss continue to maintain their honored neutrality.
However, they have played peripheral but useful intermediary roles in the Pueblo crisis
and with North Vietnam.”?®® As Swiss officials expected, they did not solve the war in

Vietnam, but they were able to make a modest contribution.

268 Memorandum for President Lyndon B. Johnson on meeting of 12 July 1968, with John Hayes, from
Walt W. Rostow to President Johnson, 11 July 1968. In: LBJ, National Security File, Country File, Box
205, Switzerland, Volume 2.
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