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VC Subvert in Kien Phong to remove the Strategic Hamlet there

In Sovereign of Discord VC may also use Subvert to remove 
NVA Cadres from their Bases, in either or both of the selected 
spaces, and again still requiring an Underground Guerrilla in each 
selected space. In this case they decide not to do so, and instead 
replace one ARVN Troop in Quang Duc with a Guerrilla. This 
means that a total of two ARVN pieces have now been removed 
by Subvert, lowering Patronage by 1 to ‘9’ (and also lowering 
the ARVN victory total to ‘35’).

VC first select Kien Phong for Rally, which is possible now 
that they have removed the Strategic Hamlet there. They place 
three Guerrillas in Kien Phong (one for the Base, plus two for 
the Population), removing COIN Control. This not only lowers 
the ARVN victory total by 2, to ‘33’, but also increases the NVA 
victory total by the same amount, to ‘15’. Sovereign of Discord 
introduces new victory conditions for NVA (Uncontrolled Pop-
ulation + Cadres on map > 20) and US (Total Support – Wash-
ington Track > 24), as well as an adjusted victory threshold for 
ARVN (COIN Control + Patronage > 40). 

STOP! Now would be a good time to review the Victory (P7.0) 
section of the Sovereign of Discord rulebook.

VC also chooses to Rally in Kien Hoa, placing another three 
Guerrillas there, then reduces their Resources by 2 for the two 
spaces selected for Rally, down to ‘8’. The VC turn is now 
complete. NVA is next eligible, but decides to Pass in order to 
go first on the next card – in Sovereign of Discord NVA do not 
track their own Resources, so when they Pass VC Resources are 
increased by 1 instead, in this case to ‘9’. US is now eligible, 
and decides to perform a Limited Operation.

STOP! Now would be a good time to review the COIN Oper-
ations (P3.2), US Special Activities (P4.2), and Washington 
Track (P6.8) sections of the Sovereign of Discord rulebook.   

Multiplayer Example of Play
By Joe Dewhurst

This Example of Play will guide you through all of the new me-
chanics introduced by Sovereign of Discord by walking through 
part of a 4-player session. It assumes some familiarity with the 
base Fire in the Lake game, only describing the new mechanics 
in detail. The examples are crafted around a hypothetical 4-player 
session; a separate introduction to the Minh Mạng non-player 
system can be found in the Non-player Rulebook. 

Set up the Short Prequel: 1963 scenario as indicated in section 
2.1 of the Expansion Rules, but do not construct the mini-deck 
as usual. Instead, find the following eight cards and place them 
in a stack in this order (top to bottom): Liberated Areas (#P69), 
Chinese Aid (#P58), Cronkite Interview (#P49), Big Minh 
(#P64), Thich Quang Duc (#P72), Nhu’s Counterplot (#P61), 
Phased Withdrawl (#50), Officer Coup (#P75).

Liberated Areas
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Turn 1 – VC Rally + 
Subvert, US Limited 
Advise
We now draw the top card from 
the deck (Liberated Areas), and 
also reveal the next card (Chinese 
Aid), as per the usual Fire in the 
Lake Sequence of Play.

VC are 1st Eligible on Liberated 
Areas, and would like to perform 
a Rally Operation. However, in 
Sovereign of Discord the VC 
Rally Operation is prohibited in 

spaces with ARVN Strategic Hamlets, even if there is no Sup-
port there. The presence of a Strategic Hamlet also prevents any 
Opposition in that space from contributing towards the ARVN 
victory total, and blocks the Tax Special Activity. Therefore, VC 
decides to first perform a Subvert Special Activity, in order to 
remove a Strategic Hamlet.

STOP! Now would be a good time to review the Rally (P3.3.1) 
and VC Special Activities (P4.5) sections of the Sovereign of 
Discord rulebook.

Place the VC eligibility cylinder in the “1st Faction Op + Spe-
cial Activity” box. VC will Subvert first, which in Sovereign of 
Discord may be used to remove (not replace) a Strategic Hamlet 
in one of the two spaces selected for the Special Activity, still 
requiring an Underground Guerrilla as usual. They remove the 
Strategic Hamlet in Kien Phong, which means that the 2 Popu-
lation at Active Opposition in the space now contributes to the 
VC victory total, increasing it to ‘22’.
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Place the US eligibility cylinder in the “2nd Faction LimOp or 
Event” box. In Sovereign of Discord US is not able to use the 
Patrol, Sweep, or Assault Operations, but they have access to 
one new Operation, Interdict, and can also use Advise as an 
Operation (but may not pair it with the Advise Special Activ-
ity). Advise and Interdict Operations are both constrained by 
the Washington Track, selecting spaces up to the current Track 
value – however, as this is a Limited Operation they may only 
select one space anyway. 

They decide to Advise in Binh Dinh, which has both an Irregular 
and a US Advisor (green cube) present. Advise in Sovereign of 
Discord is able to Activate Irregulars as normal, but may not 
Activate Rangers, and requires the presence of an Advisor in 
order to Sweep or Assault with ARVN cubes (but Activates or 
removes one additional enemy piece when doing so). As they 
have an Advisor present in Binh Dinh the US decides to Sweep 
there, Activating both Guerrillas in the space. They may then also 
add Aid equal to the Washington Track (rather than 6, as in Fire 
in the Lake), and decide to do so, increasing Aid by 3 to ‘18’.

US Advises ARVN to Sweep in Binh Dinh

The US turn is now complete, so we move both cylinders (VC 
and US) to ineligible, place Cʜɪɴᴇsᴇ Aɪᴅ on top of the current card 
pile, and reveal the next upcoming card: Cʀᴏɴᴋɪᴛᴇ Iɴᴛᴇʀᴠɪᴇᴡ.

Turn 2 – NVA Direct + Bombard, ARVN Event
NVA is 1st Eligible on Cʜɪɴᴇsᴇ Aɪᴅ, and chooses to conduct 
an Operation with a Special Activity. Place the NVA eligibility 
cylinder in the “1st Faction Op+SA” box.

STOP! Now would be a good time to review the Insurgent 
Operations (P3.3), NVA Special Activities (P4.4), and Hanoi 
Track (P6.9) sections of the Sovereign of Discord rulebook.   

NVA have an almost entirely new menu of Operations and 
Special Activities in Sovereign of Discord, and uniquely do not 
have any of their own wooden pieces on the map, instead being 
able to use VC pieces for a variety of purposes. They can use the 
Infiltrate Operation to place VC Guerrillas or the new NVA Cadre 
tokens (which are placed on VC Bases), and the Propagandize 
Operation to remove Support and reduce Aid. They can use the 
Direct Special Activity to Attack or March with VC Guerrillas, 
and the (modified) Bombard Special Activity to remove COIN 
pieces. Finally, they can also use the Direct Special Activity as 
an Operation, in the same way that US can use Advise as an 
Operation. They also don’t track or spend Resources: Infiltrate 
and Direct (as an Operation) may be used in spaces up to the 
current Hanoi Track value, while Propagandize can target two 
spaces at Hanoi 0 or 1, and otherwise targets only one space.

They decide to first use Direct as an Operation, selecting up to 
three (the current Hanoi Track value) spaces with VC Guerrillas; 
in this case they select Quang Tri, Binh Dinh, and Quang Duc. 
In each space selected for Direct they have two options: either 
use the VC Guerrillas there to Attack, removing one additional 
enemy piece, or if there is a Cadre counter present they may in-
stead March any number of VC Guerrillas there to one adjacent 
space. They decide to Attack in all three spaces (they could have 
Marched from Quang Duc, as it has a Cadre, but chose not to). 

In Quang Tri they Activate the single Guerrilla and roll one die, 
getting a 3. Usually this would mean that the Attack fails, but 
NVA Direct always removes one additional enemy piece when 
Attacking, even if the roll fails. So they remove one of the 
Troops from Quang Tri, which sets it to Uncontrolled (reduce 
the ARVN victory total to ‘31’, and increase the NVA victory 
total to ‘17’). Next they Attack in Binh Dinh, where both Guer-
rillas are already Active, and roll a 2 – so the Attack succeeds, 
removing two enemy pieces as usual, plus one extra as this is a 
Direct Operation. In Sovereign of Discord Strategic Hamlets may 
only be removed after all other non-Base ARVN pieces, and US 
Advisors may only be removed after all other non-Base COIN 
pieces. In this case NVA chooses to remove one US Irregular 
and two ARVN Troops, sending the Irregular to Casualties and 
the Troops to ARVN Available. Finally, they Attack in Quang 
Duc, Activating all three Guerrillas there and rolling a 3, another 
success that removes both ARVN Troops and one Police to Avail-
able. This is also enough to remove COIN Control, lowering the 
ARVN victory total to ‘30’ and increasing the NVA victory total 
to ‘18’. Once they have performed Direct in all desired spaces 
NVA may choose to increase VC Resources by an amount equal 
to the Hanoi Track level, but in this case they decide not to (a 
VC player might want to offer some kind of deal to the NVA to 
secure these additional Resources).
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NVA Direct VC to Attack in Quang Duc

NVA next perform the Bombard Special Activity, which is their 
only choice in combination with the Direct Operation. In Sov-
ereign of Discord the number of spaces selected for Bombard 
depends on the Hanoi Track level: zero spaces at Hanoi 0 or 1, 
one space at Hanoi 2, and two spaces at Hanoi 3 or 4. The Hanoi 
Track is currently at 3, so they may select up to two spaces, each 
of which must have at least two VC Guerrillas, and remove one 
enemy piece from both (in the same order as during Attack). They 
decide to remove one Police each from Quang Tin and Binh Dinh, 
which also removes COIN Control from both spaces – decrease 
the ARVN victory total to ‘26’, and increase the NVA victory 
total to ‘22’. The NVA turn is now complete.

NVA Bombards in Quang Tin and Binh Dinh

ARVN is 2nd eligible and chooses to execute the unshaded Event 
text on Cʜɪɴᴇsᴇ Aɪᴅ. Place their eligibility cylinder in the “2nd 
Faction LimOp or Event” box. The Event first increases the 
Washington Track once, from 3 to 4, which also lowers the US 
victory total by 2, to ‘18’. Next, ARVN may free Train in one 
space, and choose to do so in Saigon, placing six Troops there 
from Available.  The ARVN turn is now complete, so we move 
the US and VC cylinders to eligible and the NVA and ARVN 
cylinders to ineligible, place Cʀᴏɴᴋɪᴛᴇ Iɴᴛᴇʀᴠɪᴇᴡ on top of the 
current card pile, and reveal the next upcoming card: Bɪɢ Mɪɴʜ.

Turn 3 – US Train + Air Lift, VC Limited Attack 
US is 1st eligible on Cʀᴏɴᴋɪᴛᴇ Iɴᴛᴇʀᴠɪᴇᴡ, and decides to perform 
an Operation with Special Activity—place their eligibility cylin-
der in this box now. They would like to use Train in Binh Dinh 
in order to Pacify there, but will first need to reestablish COIN 
Control of the Province using Air Lift. In Sovereign of Discord 
the US Air Lift Special Activity is constrained by the Washington 
Track, which determines how many spaces it can select and how 
many pieces it can move. At the current track level of Washington 
4 the US can select up to three spaces for Air Lift, and can move 
up six pieces between those spaces—ARVN Troops, Rangers, 
and/or Irregulars only. They decide to move four Troops from 
Saigon to Binh Dinh, and two Troops from Saigon to Quang 
Tri, which adds COIN Control in both Provinces—increase the 
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VC Attack in Quang Duc to remove one Police and the 
Strategic Hamlet

Turn 4 – ARVN Train + Govern, NVA Limited 
Propagandize
ARVN is 1st eligible on Bɪɢ Mɪɴʜ, and decides to perform a Train 
Operation with the Govern Special Activity. Place the ARVN  
eligibility cylinder in the “1st Faction Op+SA” box.

STOP! Now would be a good time to review the ARVN Special 
Activities (P4.3) and Stability Track (P6.10) sections of the 
Sovereign of Discord rulebook.   

ARVN Operations in Sovereign of Discord cost a variable amount 
of Resources depending on the position of the Stability Track—2 
Resources at Stable, 3 Resources at Unstable, and 4 Resources 
at Chaotic. The position of the Stability Track also determines 
the fate of Ngo Dinh Diem at the end of the game, with ARVN 
aiming to keep it at Stable or Unstable, while VC (and sometimes 
US) want to get it to Chaotic. In this case ARVN decides to Train 
in Saigon to place four Police and two Troops, and then in Kien 
Phong to replace the three Troops there with a Base, costing them 
6 Resources in total (down to ‘18’). 

Next, ARVN will Govern, which in Sovereign of Discord comes 
with an additional option to place a Strategic Hamlet in either 
(or both) selected spaces, only in Provinces and even if there is 
no Support there (but still requiring COIN Control). They decide 
to place a Strategic Hamlet in Quang Nam, which always shifts 
the space one level towards Active Opposition (in this case to 
Passive Opposition), but the presence of the Hamlet will mean 
that any Opposition added does not immediately contribute to 

ARVN victory total to ‘30’, and decrease the NVA victory total 
to ‘18’. Air Lift also allows the US to redeploy any on-map Ad-
visors to COIN Controlled spaces, as desired after moving all 
other pieces. In this case they choose to just move one Advisor 
from Can Tho to Quang Tri.

US Air Lifts four ARVN Troops from Saigon to Binh Dinh

Next, US may select any space with a US piece for Train, and may 
place 1–2 Irregulars in any selected space, or either 1–2 Rangers 
or up to six cubes in selected Cities, paying 3 ARVN Resources 
if any ARVN pieces are placed (note that unlike in Fire in the 
Lake, US may place ARVN pieces in any City, instead of spaces 
where there is a US or ARVN Base). In this case they just select 
Binh Dinh, removing one Irregular from Pleiku to place there, 
and then paying 6 ARVN Resources (down to ‘24’) to Pacify, 
which shifts the Province from Passive Opposition to Passive 
Support—increase the US victory total to ‘20’, but do not adjust 
the VC victory total, as the Strategic Hamlet in Binh Dinh means 
that the Opposition there was already not counting towards their 
victory total. The US turn is now complete.

VC are 2nd eligible and decide to perform a Limited Attack 
Operation in Quang Duc—place their eligibility cylinder in the 
“2nd Faction LimOp or Event” box. They pay 1 Resource for 
the Attack (down to ‘8’), and then roll a die, getting a 2, which 
is enough to succeed as they have three Guerrillas there. They 
first have to remove the Police cube, and then can remove the 
Strategic Hamlet, which increases their victory total to ‘24’, 
as the 1 Population at Active Opposition now contributes to it. 
In future turns they will also be able to Rally and Tax again in 
Quang Duc, now that the Strategic Hamlet is removed. The VC 
turn is now complete, so we move the ARVN and NVA cylinders 
to eligible and the US and VC cylinders to ineligible, reveal the 
next card, place Bɪɢ Mɪɴʜ on top of the current card pile, and 
reveal the next upcoming card: Tʜɪᴄʜ Qᴜᴀɴɢ Dᴜᴄ.
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the VC victory total. They then select Binh Dinh for their second 
Govern space, shifting it to Neutral in order to transfer 2 Aid to 
Patronage—reduce the US victory total to ‘18’ and Aid to ‘16’, 
and increase Patronage to ‘11’ and the ARVN victory total to 
‘32’ (note that Advisors are US cubes, and so can prevent ARVN 
from using Govern to remove Support in a space if they are equal 
or greater in number to ARVN cubes there). The ARVN turn is 
now complete.

ARVN Governs to place a Strategic Hamlet in Quang Nam

NVA are 2nd eligible and decide to perform a Limited Propa-
gandize Operation—place their eligibility cylinder in the “2nd 
Faction LimOp or Event” box. Propagandize may target any 
City adjacent to an NVA Cadre counter, shifting any Support 
there one level towards Neutral if the result of a die roll is equal 
or greater than the current Support Population in the City. They 
select An Loc and roll a 3, which is greater than the 1 Population 
at Support, shifting it to Neutral and reducing the US victory total 
to ‘17’. Propagandize then also allows NVA to roll another die to 
try and reduce Aid, even if the Operation is Limited—if they roll 
equal to or less than the Washington Track value, Aid is reduced 
by 3, but in this case they roll a 5, so it is not reduced. The NVA 
turn is now complete, so we move the US and VC cylinders to 
eligible and the NVA and ARVN cylinders to ineligible, place 
Tʜɪᴄʜ Qᴜᴀɴɢ Dᴜᴄ on top of the current card pile, and reveal the 
next upcoming card: Nʜᴜ’s Cᴏᴜɴᴛᴇʀᴘʟᴏᴛ.

Thich Quang Duc
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Turn 5 – VC Event, US 
Interdict + Advise
VC are 1st eligible on Tʜɪᴄʜ 
Qᴜᴀɴɢ Dᴜᴄ and chooses to ex-
ecute the shaded Event text, 
which will lower the Regime 
Stability Track—as noted above, 
VC especially want the Track to 
be at Chaotic by the end of the 
game, while ARVN want to keep 
it at Unstable or Stable. Place the 
VC eligibility cylinder in the “1st 
Faction Event” box, then lower 
Regime Stability to Chaotic and 

reduce Aid by 5, to ‘11’ (any time Regime Stability shifts down to 
Unstable or Chaotic, Aid is reduced by 5). The shaded Event text 
also allows VC to shift two Cities each one level toward Active 
Opposition, and they select An Loc (to Passive Opposition) and 
Hue (to Neutral)—increase the VC victory total to ‘25’ and de-
crease the US victory total to ‘15’. The VC turn is now complete.

US is 2nd eligible and will perform an Interdict Operation with 
the Advise Special Activity—place their eligibility cylinder in 
the “2nd Faction Op” box. Interdict is a new US Operation in 
Sovereign of Discord that allows them to reduce VC Resources 
and potentially remove NVA Cadres. They can select Provinces 
with VC Bases up to the Washington Track value, currently 4, 
all either with or adjacent to a US piece. The Operation will have 
a greater chance of success in spaces with more VC pieces, so 
they select Kien Hoa, Kien Phong, Tay Ninh, and Quang Duc. 
In each space they roll a die, reducing VC Resources by 2 if 
the result is equal or less than the number of VC pieces in the 
space, and also removing an NVA Cadre if the result is 1 or 2. 
Rolling for each Province in the order above, they roll a 3, a 5, 
a 4, and a 2, so the Interdict Operation succeeds in Kien Hoa, 
Kien Phong, and Quang Duc, reducing VC Resources by 6 to 
‘2’, and also removes the NVA Cadre in Quang Duc, reducing 
the NVA victory total to ‘17’. Interdict also shifts each selected 
Province one level toward Active Opposition (like Air Strike in 
Fire in the Lake), but in this case all four selected Provinces are 
already at Active Opposition, so there is no further shift.

US Interdict in Quang Duc removes an NVA Cadre
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US can now Advise in up to two spaces, and chooses to perform 
ARVN Assaults in both Quang Tri and Binh Dinh (they have an 
Advisor present in both spaces, which is required to use Advise 
for Sweep or Assault in Sovereign of Discord). In Quang Tri the 
three ARVN cubes are sufficient to remove the one Guerrilla, 
but in Binh Dinh there are only four Troops, which would not 
normally be enough to remove the two Guerrillas there—how-
ever, when the US uses Advise to perform ARVN Assault they 
may remove one additional enemy piece, so both Guerrillas are 
removed. Next they can increase Aid by the Washington Track 
value, in this case 4, and do so, increasing it to ‘15’. The US turn 
is now complete, so we move the NVA and ARVN cylinders to 
eligible and the US and VC cylinders to ineligible, place Nʜᴜ’s 
Cᴏᴜɴᴛᴇʀᴘʟᴏᴛ on top of the current card pile, and reveal the next 
upcoming card: Pʜᴀsᴇᴅ Wɪᴛʜᴅʀᴀᴡᴀʟ.      

Turn 6 – ARVN Event, NVA Infiltrate + Direct
ARVN is 1st eligible on Nʜᴜ’s Cᴏᴜɴᴛᴇʀᴘʟᴏᴛ and chooses to 
execute the unshaded Event text—place their eligibility cylinder 
in the “1st Faction Event” box. The unshaded Event text first 
improves Regime Stability, from Chaotic to Unstable, then allows 
ARVN to perform two free Limited Operations. For their first 
free Operation they Sweep into Quang Tin, moving two Troops 
and one Advisor (with US agreement) from Da Nang, and two 
additional Troops from Binh Dinh. This Activates both Guerrillas 
there and adds COIN Control, increasing the ARVN victory total 
to ‘34’ and reducing the NVA victory total to ‘15’. When ARVN 
Troops move using Sweep, they may bring Advisors along with 
them, provided that the US player agrees. For their second free 
Limited Operation they Train in Kien Phong, just placing three 
Troops there from Available. The ARVN turn is now complete.

NVA are 2nd eligible and will perform an Infiltrate Operation 
with the Direct Special Activity—place their eligibility cylinder 
in the “2nd Faction Op” box. Infiltrate is a new NVA Operation in 
Sovereign of Discord (distinct from the Fire in the Lake Special 
Activity of the same name), which allows them to place one VC 
Guerrilla or NVA Cadre each into a number of Provinces (not 
Cities) equal to the Hanoi Track value. Unlike VC Rally, Infiltrate 
is not blocked by the presence of either Support or a Strategic 
Hamlet. To place Cadre counters there must be a VC Base without 
one, and the counter is placed on top of the selected Base (as with 
Tunnel counters in Fire in the Lake). In this case NVA can select 
up to three Provinces, and places one Cadre each into Kien Phong 
and Kien Hoa (increasing their victory total to ‘17’), and then 
places one VC Guerrilla into Phu Bon (removing COIN Control, 
which reduces the ARVN victory total to ‘33’, and increases the 
NVA victory total to ‘18’). Finally, NVA could choose to shift 
any Opposition in one selected space one level toward Neutral, 
but decides not to in this case (VC has already taken a big enough 
hit from the US Interdict Operation one turn ago).  

NVA Infiltrates a VC Guerrilla into Phu Bon

Next, NVA can Direct in up to two spaces, either Attacking 
or Marching with VC Guerrillas in each space (but Marching 
only if there is a Cadre present). They first choose to Attack in 
Quang Tin, rolling a 3 and so only removing a single Troops 
cube. Then they March in Kien Hoa (where there is an NVA 
Cadre), allowing them to move any Guerrillas from here to one 
adjacent space, also following the normal March rules to check 
if moving Underground Guerrillas are Activated. They choose to 
move four Guerrillas from Kien Hoa into Can Tho, which will 
all become Active as Can Tho is at Support, but will also remove 
COIN Control there—increase the NVA victory total to ‘19’, and 
reduce the ARVN victory total to ‘32’. NVA chooses not to add 
any VC Resources, so their turn is complete—move the US and 
VC cylinders to eligible and the NVA and ARVN cylinders to 
ineligible, place Pʜᴀsᴇᴅ Wɪᴛʜᴅʀᴀᴡᴀʟ on top of the current card 
pile, and reveal the next upcoming card: Oғғɪᴄᴇʀ Cᴏᴜᴘ.

NVA Directs VC Guerrillas to March from Kien Hoa to Can Tho
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Turn 7 – US Event, VC Subvert + Terror
US is 1st eligible on Pʜᴀsᴇᴅ Wɪᴛʜᴅʀᴀᴡᴀʟ and chooses to execute 
the unshaded Event text—place their eligibility cylinder in the 
“1st Faction Event” box. The unshaded Event text first lowers 
the Washington Track to 3, which increases the US victory total 
to ‘17’, and then increases ARVN Resources by 6, to ‘24’. The 
US turn is then complete.

VC is 2nd eligible and will perform a Terror Operation with the 
Subvert Special Activity—place their eligibility cylinder in the 
“2nd Faction Op” box. They Subvert first, removing one Cadre 
each from Kien Phong and Tay Ninh (reduce the NVA victory 
total to ‘17’), and then Terror only in Kien Giang—Activate a 
Guerrilla there, place a Terror marker, and shift the Province to 
Active Opposition (increase the VC victory total to ‘27’), then 
reduce VC Resources to ‘1’. The VC turn is now complete, and 
the next card is a Coup!

VC Subverts to remove NVA Cadres in Kien Phong and Tay Ninh

STOP! Now would be a good time to review the Propaganda 
Round (P6.0) and Victory (P7.0) sections of the Sovereign of 
Discord rulebook.

“I“I“I“ aaaaam m mm mm trtrtrryiyiyiyiyiiingngnggngg tttto o oo rererereeesesestatataaaaablblblb isisisii h hh ororordededer”r”r”r”:::
IfIff RRRRRRegegeggimimimimimme e e StStStSttababababababilililili ititititi y y y atatatata CCCCChahahaahaotototo icicicic,,,, VCVCVCVCCVC  

mamamamammay yy yyy rererereemomommoveveveve 1111 SSSStrtrtrttrratatattata egegegege icicicii HHHHHamamamamamleleleleel t t t tt anananaanand dd dd
USUSUSUS ssshihihhihihh �s�s�s�s�� 2222 CCCititittieieieies s ss eaeaeaeae chchchchc 1111 lllevevevevevvelelelel tttttowowwwwwwo arararrd d ddd
AcAcAcAAcAA tititit vevevee SSSSSSupupupupppopopoportrttrtr ; ; ; elelelelee sesesese PPPPatatatatatatatrorroroor nananananaagegegege +++6.6.66.6.6.
GaGameme oovever:r: VVicictotoryry pperer PP7.7.3!3!

MoMonsnsoooon:n: IIf f ththisis ccarard d nenextxt, , nono SSweweepep oor r 
MaMarcrch,h AAirir LLi�i� mmaxax 22..

Officer CoupOfficer Coup

P751963
Officer Coup
The next card is Oғғɪᴄᴇʀ Cᴏᴜᴘ, 
the final Coup! card that always 
triggers the end of Sovereign of 
Discord scenarios.

We first execute the text on the 
card, which checks whether or 
not Regime Stability is Chaot-
ic—if it is, then Ngo Dinh Diem 
is overthrown, VC gets to remove 
one Strategic Hamlet, and US 
gets to shift two Cities each one 
level toward Active Support. If it 

is not Chaotic, as is currently the case, then Ngo Dinh Diem and 
his regime instead survive, granting ARVN an additional 6 Pa-
tronage—increase Patronage to ‘17’ and the ARVN victory total 
to ‘38’ now. Then we proceed immediately to the final scoring, 
remembering to check the new victory totals and thresholds as 
listed in section P7.3 of the Sovereign of Discord rulebook. This 
places ARVN on –2, NVA on –3, US on –7, and VC on –8—but 
if Regime Stability had been Chaotic the scores would have 
been quite different! 

This example of play is now complete. We have managed to cover 
almost all of the new rules introduced by Sovereign of Discord, 
but there are a few additional points worth mentioning:

• An NVA Cadre on a VC Base is removed if that Base is re-
moved, and ARVN Assault Operations that remove VC Bases 
increase Aid by 3 only (not by 6, as in Fire in the Lake).

• The VC March Operation (and NVA Direct used to March) 
counts Strategic Hamlets, but not US pieces, when checking 
to see if moving Underground Guerrillas are Activated.

• In the 2-player Diem’s War scenario, ARVN gains access 
to the Air Lift Special Activity, and VC gains access to the 
Bombard Special Activity, both limited by the Washington/
Hanoi Tracks as usual.

• During the Resource Phase of the Propaganda Round, in 
2-player Diem’s War (only) ARVN gains Aid equal to three 
times the Washington Track value, and VC gains Resources 
equal to the Hanoi Track value. Aid is not reduced for US 
Casualties in any Sovereign of Discord scenario.

• During the Support Phase of the Propaganda Round the Ngo 
Dinh Diem Leader card grants +3 Patronage to ARVN, but 
also allows VC to Agitate in one additional space (for a total 
of up to five Agitate spaces). US may Pacify in any space with 
COIN Control, Police, and an Advisor.

• At the end of the Redeploy Phase of the Propaganda Round 
US may relocate any on-map Advisors to COIN Controlled 
spaces. There is no Commitment Phase in Sovereign of Dis-
cord scenarios.
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• During the Reset Phase of the Propaganda Round, all US 
Casualties are returned to the Washington Track, then the 
Washington and Hanoi Track are both adjusted to 1 if they are 
at 0, or to 3 if they are at 4 (check each separately). Then, any 
pieces at the current or lower Track positions are moved to 
Available (Advisors instead move to COIN Controlled spaces 
on the map), or if any higher track positions are empty then 
pieces must instead be returned there from Available and then 
from the map. If the Tracks increase during play then pieces 
released in this way immediately become Available, but pieces 
are never returned to the Tracks until the next Reset Phase.

• The game ends immediately when the Oғғɪᴄᴇʀ Cᴏᴜᴘ card is 
played, checking for final victory per section P7.3.

Had this been a real game, nobody would have won outright so 
the players could have chosen to use the Fall of Diem sequence 
(P7.4) to transfer it to Fire in the Lake and continue playing, 
potentially right through to the end of Fall of Saigon. In order 
to experience Sovereign of Discord fully though, you should 
now set up the 4 Player: 1961–1963 scenario. At the start of this 
scenario the Washington and Hanoi Tracks are both low, with 
the pieces placed on them not yet available. When either of the 
Tracks increases to a space with pieces on it, place them all in the 
relevant Available box, or immediately deploy any US Advisors 
to spaces with COIN Control. The Strategic Hamlets also begin 
Out of Play, and will enter ARVN Available only after the ARVN 
Pivotal Event is played. All four Factions start with a new Pivotal 
Event, but these may only be played after the first Coup card, 
NLF Spreads. Finally, the Ngo Dinh Diem card will be the RVN 
Leader for the duration of all Sovereign of Discord scenarios, 
granting ARVN +3 Patronage during the Support Phase of each 
Coup Round, but also allowing VC to Agitate in an additional 
space (up to five spaces total). Good luck!

Background Articles
By Stephen Rangazas

Sink or Swim with Ngo Dinh Diem: The Years 
Before Sovereign of Discord (1955–1960)

In the historiography of the Vietnam War, no figure is more 
desperately in need of revision than Ngo Dinh Diem. In 1963, 
journalist Bernard Fall observed that nearly everything writ-
ten about Diem consisted either of “totally uncritical eulogy 
or of equally partisan condemnation.” Fall’s statement is still 
largely true today. With a few important exceptions, even recent 
writings about Diem have continued to depict him in flat and 
simplistic terms.

– Historian Edward Miller, 2013

The Sovereign of Discord main scenario begins at the start of 
1961, shortly after the formation of the National Liberation 
Front (NLF) insurgency in December 1960. The purpose of this 
playbook article is to cover the earlier period of the Ngo Dinh 
Diem regime from 1955–1960. The Second Indochina War arose 
directly out of the indecisive result from the First Indochina 
War (1945–1954). Although the Viet Minh achieved a decisive 
victory at the battle of Dien Bien Phu in the northern region of 
French Indochina, in southern Indochina they achieved far less 
success against French forces and their local allies. Particularly 
in Cochinchina, a region consisting of the Mekong Delta and the 
area around Saigon, the insurgency struggled to achieve much 
success, outside of a few isolated base areas, against an alliance 
of local armed groups consisting of armed religious sects and 
criminal syndicates backed by French forces, the Cao Dai, Hoa 
Hao, and Binh Xuyen. These divergent results contributed to 
the decision to temporarily partition Vietnam into southern and 
northern regroupment zones at the Geneva Accords in 1954. 
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Many southern communist cadres of the former Viet Minh re-
grouped to the North, while many Catholics in the North chose 
to regroup to the South. A portion of the southern communist 
cadres remained in the south to organize political struggle, aiming 
to shape the upcoming reunification elections mandated in the 
Geneva Accords.

The Beginning of the Ngo Dinh Diem Regime
In 1955, Ngo Dinh Diem came to power after pushing aside the 
former emperor Bao Dai through a referendum. Diem refused to 
hold elections to reunite North and South Vietnam as specified 
in the Geneva Accords and instead declared an independent 
South Vietnamese republic. However, Diem faced a multitude of 
problems shortly after taking power. Many American officials re-
mained skeptical of Diem’s capacity as a leader of the new South 
Vietnamese state. President Eisenhower, frustrated with chaos 
in South Vietnam, sent General Lawton Collins to evaluate the 
situation. His evaluation of Diem was decidedly mixed and went 
as far to recommend regime change, depicting Diem as “almost 
entirely isolated”. Collins’ evaluation highlighted the political 
chaos and multitude of enemies facing Diem’s fledgling regime in 
1955–1956: coup plotting in the French trained army by General 
Nguyen Van Hinh, resistance by the independent armed groups 
formerly aligned with France (Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuy-
en), and political coalitions seeking to restore Bao Dai. However, 
Diem reversed his precarious situation with a bold maneuver by 
directly attacking the Binh Xuyen criminal syndicate based in 
Saigon. After heavy street fighting that destroyed several blocks 
of Saigon, the Vietnamese National Army (VNA, the predecessor 
to the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, or ARVN), succeeded 
in routing the Binh Xuyen. Diem went on to co-opt or eliminate 
leaders of the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao armed religious sects, heavily 
curtailing their influence. In addition, Diem managed to replace 
Hinh and gain greater control over the VNA. All these measures 
convinced the Eisenhower Administration that Ngo Dinh Diem 
was the right leader for an American backed anti-communist 
regime in South Vietnam, despite his tendency for authoritarian 
rule and reluctance to implement recommended reforms.
In the period 1954–1960, sometimes referred to as the “six years 
of peace”, Diem implemented a series of efforts to modernize 
South Vietnam and launched a ruthless campaign of repression 
against suspected communists. His “Denounce the Communist” 
campaign targeted former Viet Minh and those suspected of 
sympathizing with Communist cadres, often regardless of their 
current level of involvement. Some estimates suggest that the 
measure succeeded in decimating nearly 90% of the commu-
nist cadres remaining in the South. Diem’s repression against 
communists, or “Viet Cong”, often extended indiscriminately to 
remnants of the armed religious sects and Binh Xuyen, and likely 
also many innocent villagers falsely accused by authorities. Diem 
launched a land reform measure, Ordinance 57, to address the 
underlying grievances of the insurgency and to appease American 
advisors; however, the ordinance largely failed to address the 
issue of land ownership, leading to further popular frustration 
with his regime. In 1959, to provide additional security for rural 
communities against rising assassinations by communist cadres 
and to accomplish his ambitious modernization goals, Diem 
pushed forward the ‘agroville’ program. Agrovilles, precursors 

to the Strategic Hamlets in Sovereign of Discord, resettled vil-
lagers into more compact settlements to improve protection and 
facilitate the distribution of aid. Faced with popular backlash 
to the forced relocation and compulsory labor of the agrovilles, 
Diem abandoned the program by 1960.
Over the 1950s, the United States backed Diem’s policies with 
economic aid and technical advice, including a mission of so-
cial scientists and experts from the Michigan State University 
Group (MSUG), to help Diem implement reforms modeled on 
American theories of governance deemed necessary to bolster 
the new Republic of South Vietnam. Military aid and advice 
to the VNA ran through the US Military Advisory Assistance 
Group (MAAG), which formally took over the training mission 
from France in 1955. MAAG focused on building up the army 
to challenge conventional threats, while leaving the mission of 
countering insurgents to the paramilitary forces known as the 
Civil Guard, later to become the Regional and Popular Forces 
(RF/PF). Generally, during the Eisenhower years, American 
officials provided recommendations alongside their aid to Diem, 
but rarely threatened to cut off aid if their recommendations were 
ignored. However, by the beginning of the period covered by the 
Sovereign of Discord expansion in the early 1960s, many of these 
advisors, including members of the MSUG, became disillusioned 
with Diem due to his continual resistance to meaningful reform.
The Diem regime has been correctly criticized for its narrow 
approach to rule that contributed to depictions of Diem’s aloof-
ness to realities in the countryside. Diem’s rule relied closely 
on members of his family, such as his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu, 
who served as Diem’s main advisor, and Nhu’s highly publi-
cized wife, Tran Le Xuan, more commonly known as “Madame 
Nhu”. In addition, Diem filled many important roles in the South 
Vietnamese government and state bureaucracy with individuals 
from the country’s Catholic minority, many of whom had recently 
regrouped from the North. Although these measures helped en-
sure the loyalty of Diem’s closest advisors, they also meant that 
Diem’s rule became increasingly narrow and isolated from most 
of the population. Diem’s reliance on his family and the Catholic 
minority would contribute to serious frictions with his ally and 
patron, the United States, in the period covered by the expansion.

The Rise of the NLF Insurgency
By the late 1950s, communist cadres in the South who stayed be-
hind rather than regroup to the North were in a difficult position. 
Intense repression by the Diem regime decimated the ranks of 
the cadres and Diem refused to hold the elections to determine 
reunification agreed upon in the Geneva Accords. However, the 
leadership in Hanoi initially rejected resuming armed struggle 
and instead focused on recovery in the North, while hoping for a 
political solution to resolve the issue of reunification. The increas-
ingly desperate southern cadres began to take independent action 
against the Diem regime, even in violation of orders from Hanoi. 
Assassinations of South Vietnamese officials, including even an 
attempt on Diem’s life in 1957, began rising as southern cadres 
sought to hamper the South Vietnamese state’s ability to project 
power into the countryside. Between 1957 and 1960, cadres as-
sassinated or abducted hundreds of South Vietnamese officials, 
primarily aiming to decimate the Diem regime’s administration at 
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the grassroots level by limiting its ability to monitor and counter 
clandestine insurgent activity.  Despite the desperate situation of 
the southern cadres, during the late 1950s resentment towards 
the Diem regime grew because many of his policies proved to be 
unpopular with peasants, and many individuals felt forced into 
organizing resistance due to the intense repression. The cycle of 
repression fueling discontent became most evident with Diem’s 
controversial Law 10/59, which allowed for capital punishment 
of suspected communist sympathizers by military tribunals on the 
spot. The brutal and often indiscriminate punishment in public 
view drove many South Vietnamese villagers to at a minimum 
fear, if not outright detest, the regime.
In contrast to claims by American officials in the 1960s that the 
southern insurgency originated from Hanoi, only in early 1959 
did North Vietnam finally agree to the southern cadres’ repeated 
calls to resume armed struggle in the South. However, critics 
of the American government who argued that the insurgency 
originated entirely independent of Hanoi have also been partially 
disproven by evidence. A relationship of lobbying and debate 
existed between Hanoi and the southern cadres throughout the 
1950s. Those in favor of resuming armed struggle in the south 
succeeded when Hanoi implemented Resolution 15, under the 
guidance of Le Duan, a southerner who became an increasingly 
crucial decision-maker in the Politburo. Resolution 15 permitted 
communist cadres in the South to launch violent attacks along-
side the political struggle and began the shipment of limited 
amounts of supplies from the North to assist their efforts. These 
supplies from the North became a major factor contributing to 
the rapid growth of the insurgency in 1959–1960. In January 
1960, ‘concerted uprisings’ of popular discontent, organized by 
party cadres, erupted in Ben Tre province (located in Kien Hoa 
on the Fire in the Lake board), and soon spread to other areas. 
Uprisings also arose in highland communities of the center and 
north of South Vietnam due to a backlash against attempts by 
the Diem regime to forcibly relocate them. By November 1960, 
the failure of Diem to effectively respond to the growing insur-
gency contributed to the first major failed coup attempt led by 
the ARVN’s elite Airborne units.
In December 1960, cadres organized a meeting in Tay Ninh 
province to connect the localized resistance to the Diem re-
gime into a unified insurgency, the National Liberation Front 
(NLF). In addition, to create the widest possible coalition of 
resistance against Diem, the NLF did not openly organize itself 
as a communist movement, but instead used the broader frames 
of resistance to Diem and reunification, even if the Communist 
party dominated the leadership positions. Faced with intense 
repression in the late 1950s, many members of Diem’s former 
enemies such as the Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen joined 
the NLF, despite their suspicion of the communist cadres. Some 
scholars argue Hanoi launched a unified insurgency in late 1960 
to exert more control over the southern resistance and to ensure 
that non-communist resistance to Diem became part of their 
insurgency rather than forming a separate one.
This short article has only introduced the complexities of the 
period before Sovereign of Discord. However, those looking for 
more details on South Vietnam in the 1950s and the origins of the 
NLF insurgency should consider checking out Edward Miller’s 

Misalliance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States, and the Fate of 
South Vietnam (2013) or Jessica Chapman’s Cauldron of Resis-
tance: Ngo Dinh Diem, the United States, and 1950s Southern 
Vietnam (2013). One of the best books on the origins of the NLF 
remains Carlyle Thayer’s War by Other Means (1989), though 
acquiring a copy can be tricky. For a more detailed account of the 
rise of the NLF in a single province of the Mekong Delta, see the 
early chapters of David Elliott’s The Vietnamese War: Revolution 
and Social Change in the Mekong Delta, 1930–1975 (2003).

Escalating Toward Intervention: American and 
North Vietnamese Policy in the Diem Years 
(1961–1963)
While we do not wish to stimulate [a] coup, we also do not wish 
to leave [the] impression that [the] U.S. would thwart a change 
of government or deny economic and military assistance to a new 
regime if it appeared capable of increasing [the] effectiveness of 
[the RVN] military effort.

 – Cable from White House to Ambassador Lodge, October 9, 1963

Sovereign of Discord features entirely reworked US and NVA 
factions. Although previous COIN games briefly explored the 
possibility of external supporters as playable factions (see the 
French in Liberty or Death or US in Fall of Saigon), the new 
Operations, Special Activities, and Washington and Hanoi tracks 
allow players to fully experience the role of external sponsors in 
a COIN game. During the Diem period (1961–1963), both sides 
in the war received external assistance and advice from sponsors 
who sought to direct the conflict and exert control over their 
clients. Over the course of the Kennedy administration (1961-
1963), US assistance in South Vietnam dramatically increased 
until there were 16,000 advisors in country by the end of 1963. 
Likewise, beginning in 1959, North Vietnam gradually increased 
its military assistance and advisors to support the insurgency. 
The North eventually sent thousands of trained “regroupees”, 
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southerners who regrouped to the North in 1954 as part of the 
Geneva Accords, to add additional strength to the insurgency. 
The article below outlines the relationship between the external 
patron and local client, the aid provided by each side, and how 
escalation between 1961–1963 led to direct intervention into the 
conflict by the US and NVA during 1964–65, as depicted at the 
start of Fire in the Lake. 

“Any Price, Any Burden”: US Assistance to Diem
Between 1961–1963, American external military support to South 
Vietnam can be summarized in three general categories: raising 
ARVN force levels, augmenting ARVN military capabilities, 
and providing advisory support. One major issue of negotiation 
between the Kennedy administration and the Diem regime was 
the overall size of the South Vietnamese military and its sup-
porting local forces in the Civil Guard. Diem repeatedly called 
for increased American assistance to raise the maximum size of 
both the ARVN and Civil Guard. As the situation in the South 
worsened, Kennedy officials agreed to several increases, but also 
repeatedly rejected the idea of introducing small contingents of 
American ground forces. In addition to raising the size of the 
ARVN forces, the United States assistance increased the South 
Vietnamese military’s mobility and firepower. Between 1962 
and early 1963, the introduction of helicopters and armored 
personnel carriers helped the ARVN briefly seize the initiative 
from the insurgency in many areas of the country, until National 
Liberation Front (NLF) forces found ways to counter them by 
mid-1963. Finally, the number of US advisors in South Vietnam 
steadily increased to improve the effectiveness of ARVN forces. 
When President John F. Kennedy took office in January 1961, 
700 advisors operated in South Vietnam. By the time of his death 
in late 1963, the number of military advisors in South Vietnam 
had grown to 16,000, and American advisors’ role in combat 
missions had also greatly expanded. For instance, to get around 
restrictions placed by the 1954 Geneva Accords, the United 
States implemented a secret air war: as part of Operation FARM 
GATE, US pilots flew the missions but had accompanying South 
Vietnamese officers or pilots on board the aircraft, to technically 
adhere to the accords.
As with many cases of American assistance to foreign govern-
ments facing insurgencies, the Kennedy administration hoped 
that the provision of aid would give them leverage over the Diem 
regime, ensuring the implementation of reforms deemed neces-
sary to remove the grievances fueling the insurgency. However, 
American officials struggled to pressure the Diem regime to im-
plement meaningful reforms. American leverage became under-
cut by the publicly declared need to preserve an anti-communist 
South Vietnam, as making aid conditional on the implementation 
of reforms could lead to aid cuts that would undermine the war 
effort against the NLF. Diem, knowing the American dilemma, 
often promised to implement reforms to acquire the aid and then 
failed to deliver any meaningful changes. However, the Buddhist 
Crisis in the spring of 1963 led President Kennedy to take a 
tougher stance toward Diem. Appalled by Diem’s handling of 
the crisis, American officials threatened aid cut offs, hoping to 
pressure Diem to remove his closest advisors, his brother Ngo 
Dinh Nhu and Nhu’s wife ‘Madame Nhu’. When Diem refused 
to make changes, the Kennedy administration began seriously 

debating the advantages and drawbacks of removing Diem. 
Multiple coup plots had formed by the fall of 1963 and, as the 
quote at the beginning of the article indicates, the Kennedy 
administration merely needed to stand aside to trigger a coup 
against Diem. On November 1st, 1963, the long-awaited coup 
against Diem arrived; however, the end of the Diem regime did 
little to improve the situation in the South or increase American 
leverage over the South Vietnamese leaders that followed Diem.
Although the Eisenhower administration began American 
assistance to the Diem regime, the Kennedy administration rep-
resents the first major escalation of the Vietnam War. A debate 
about whether Kennedy would have pursued further escalation 
to prevent the collapse of South Vietnam if he had lived and not 
been replaced by Vice President Lyndon Johnson continues to 
the present. Those claiming that Kennedy could have avoided 
the subsequent tragedy of American intervention point to the 
difference in the presidents’ decision-making styles, Kennedy’s 
increasing frustration with the Diem regime, and his choice to 
explore the idea of a ‘phased withdrawal’ of American advisors. 
Critics of this approach point out that the ‘phased withdrawal’ 
concept rested on the assumption that the ARVN’s position in 
the war would be maintained or improved, not worsen. However, 
the chaos following the coup against Diem, alongside escalation 
by North Vietnam, almost guaranteed that Kennedy would have 
faced a similar worsening military situation in 1964 as Johnson 
did. Ultimately, the counter-factual is impossible to decisive-
ly prove either way; however, given the commitment among 
American policy elites to prevent a communist victory in South 
Vietnam, it seems likely that Kennedy would have chosen some 
degree of escalation.

Militants vs. Moderates: North Vietnamese Assistance to 
the NLF
As covered in the previous article, with the passing of Resolution 
15 in 1959 the leadership in Hanoi had only reluctantly begun 
providing limited assistance to the southern NLF insurgency. 
During the Diem years (1955–1963), the leadership in Hanoi 
became divided on the issue of how to respond to the failure of 
the political struggle to ensure reunification of Vietnam. Mod-
erates in Hanoi, including Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen Giap, 
favored a continuation of the political struggle in the South and 
devoting resources to building up the economy and army in the 
North. Resumed armed struggle in the South ran the risk of di-
verting resources and provoking a confrontation with the United 
States. However, a faction of militants led by Le Duan favored 
the resumption of armed struggle and expanding support to the 
southern cadres. Militants argued that Diem’s brutal repression 
was decimating the southern cadres while they held back because 
of Hanoi’s caution. In addition, the remnants of other anti-Diem 
armed groups continued operating and, if Hanoi delayed pro-
viding support, could organize themselves into an insurgency 
without the communist party leading the struggle. Ultimately, 
the militants steadily won the debate and Le Duan’s position in 
the decision-making process in the North grew stronger over the 
early 1960s. Assistance flowing down the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
increased and advisors from the North helped ensure greater 
control over the southern insurgency.
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As with American aid, North Vietnamese support can also be 
organized into three broad categories: increasing the size of the 
insurgency through the return of “regroupees” to the South, send-
ing supplies and heavier military equipment to the insurgency, 
and advisory support to augment the military and diplomatic 
struggle. The North augmented the strength of the southern in-
surgency by sending “regroupees” back into the South. To give 
a sense of the scale of these returning forces, Hanoi sent a little 
under 20,000 personnel to the South in 1961–1962, with most 
being regroupees. Regroupees helped ensure the insurgency 
could keep growing even as Diem’s strategic hamlets hampered 
the NLF’s recruitment during 1962. In addition to personnel, the 
North also sent heavier weapons down the Ho Chi Minh’s land 
and maritime routes to augment the firepower of the fledgling 
insurgency. The heavier weapons were accompanied by NVA 
advisors who helped the insurgency expand its military forces to 
increasingly challenge the ARVN in fixed battles. In 1963, heavi-
er weapons from the North contributed to the NLF’s adoption of 
a ‘stand and fight’ measure against ARVN sweeps, leading to the 
battle of Ap Bac and the increased ability of the NLF to topple 
strategic hamlets with direct assaults.
The fall of the Diem regime in November 1963 triggered a crucial 
debate in the Politburo in Hanoi. The immediate chaos of the 
coup helped the NLF overcome the Strategic Hamlet Program, 
but many non-communist members left the insurgency now that 
Diem had been removed from power. In late 1963, to discuss 
the North’s response, the Politburo organized the Central Com-
mittee’s Ninth Plenum, which decisively changed the nature of 
the Vietnam War. The plenum represented a major victory of the 
militants over moderates in the politburo, and the consolidation 
of power around Le Duan. Moderates were purged from much 
of the decision-making process and only made a return following 
the Paris Peace Accords of 1973 (see Fall of Saigon). The con-
solidation of the militants’ position led to the passing of “Reso-
lution 9”, which laid out the argument that North Vietnam had 
to escalate its support for the insurgency in the South to achieve 
a decisive outcome, before America could escalate to prevent 
this. Resolution 9 represented a common tendency of Le Duan’s 
decision-making style: “going for broke” to try and achieve a 
decisive outcome.  Le Duan would make similar gambles with 
the decision to send North Vietnamese Army conventional forces 
to the South in 1964 and to launch the Tet Offensive in 1968. The 
fall of Diem represented a critical juncture in the Vietnam War 
as the North saw escalation as a means to quickly end the war, 
while American decision-makers saw escalation as a means of 
reversing the worsening situation in the South. 
For those wanting to learn more about American support for 
Diem, I would again recommend Misalliance: Ngo Dinh Diem, 
the United States, and the Fate of South Vietnam (2013) by 
Edward Miller. For more focus on the Kennedy administra-
tion’s Vietnam policies, see David Kaiser’s American Tragedy: 
Kennedy, Johnson, and the Origins of the Vietnam War (2000). 
For a recently released book that reevaluates the possibility of 
Kennedy avoiding the escalation of the Diem regime, see The 
Kennedy Withdrawal: Camelot and the American Commitment 

to Vietnam (2022) by Marc Selverstone. The best book by far on 
North Vietnam during this period is Pierre Asselin’s Hanoi’s Road 
to the Vietnam War:1954–1965 (2013). In addition to the books 
above, the second episode, “Riding the Tiger”, of Ken Burns and 
Lynn Novick’s documentary The Vietnam War provides a good 
overview of the period from 1961–1963.

Women’s Roles in the Vietnam War: A 
Breakdown by Faction
Any accounting of the American War in Vietnam that leaves out 
Vietnamese women tells only half the story.

– Karen Gottschang Turner and Phan Thanh Hao, 1998.

Women played a major role in the Vietnam War as both partic-
ipants and victims. Every faction depicted in Fire in the Lake 
has Operations or Special Abilities where women played a 
key role. Sovereign of Discord includes eight new Event cards 
highlighting women’s participation that players can include in 
their base game scenarios of Fire in the Lake to serve as helpful 
reminders of when women are operating ‘behind the mechan-
ic’. Below I outline the game mechanics and Events related to 
women’s participation for each faction of Fire in the Lake and 
its two expansions: Fall of Saigon and Sovereign of Discord. 
I hope these faction breakdowns help players better visualize 
what is going on within their faction while they play. Fire in the 
Lake Events are indicated by their #, Fall of Saigon by S#, and 
Sovereign of Discord by P#.

Women Represented in the US Faction
For the US faction, some of the major contributions of women 
are represented in the Casualties and Out of Play boxes. Around 
10,000 American women served in Vietnam, with the majority 
being a part of the Army Nurse Corps (Event P100), immor-
talized by the monument on the National Mall in Washington, 
DC. Roughly 5,000 women served as nurses over the course of 
American involvement in Vietnam, facing a seemingly endless 
stream of wounded US and ARVN personnel, civilians, and even 
captured enemy forces. Sometimes operating in insecure areas, 
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nurses experienced the horrors of modern war firsthand. Their 
contribution is represented by the return of US Troop cubes 
from the Casualties box to either Available (1st edition) or map 
(2nd edition), and by the Medevac Momentum Event (Event 15).
American women also participated in Vietnam as journalists 
(Event 120), American Red Cross Clubmobile Service volun-
teers, and members of the Women’s Army Corps (WAC), and 
were later involved in anti-war movements back home, whether 
as protestors (Event P108) or members of Congress (Event 
S54). For instance, the title of the base game, Fire in the Lake, 
is inspired by the book of the same name by journalist Frances 
Fitzgerald (Event P104), and the Sovereign of Discord expansion 
is named after the chapter on Diem from the same book. The role 
of women in the anti-war movement and journalistic coverage of 
the flaws in the South Vietnamese regime contributed to a shift 
in the American public’s willingness to support a high level of 
troop commitment in Vietnam. This sentiment is represented 
by the removal of US pieces to the Out of Play box, and by the 
tracking of Anti-War sentiment after the Paris Peace Talks in 
Fall of Saigon.

Women Represented in the ARVN Faction
Although the most recognizable woman of the ARVN faction 
is likely Madame Nhu (Event P71), the war and the large-scale 
American presence had profound effects on Vietnamese society 
and the roles of women across a range of socio-economic classes. 
As large amounts of US aid poured into the country, many in the 
South Vietnamese government were able to enrich themselves 
and their supporters through corruption or involvement in the 
sprawling black market (Event P118). Many of the wives of 
South Vietnamese generals were said to be actively involved in 
running the corruption schemes, such as those modeled by the 
Govern Special Activity that transfers Aid to Patronage (Event 
P101). In major cities such as Saigon, South Vietnamese women 
also participated in the frequent student protests (Event P103) 
against the regime and its corrupt practices.
The war also presented opportunities and hardships for ev-
eryday South Vietnamese women. The vast devastation in the 
countryside from the war (Air Strike Special Activity) and the 
influx of American aid and personnel (US Troops and Bases) 
drove urbanization, as young people flocked to the city, either 
as refugees or seeking opportunities. Besides serving at times 
in the self-defense militias and National Police (ARVN Police), 
women found several new jobs, ranging from translators to sec-
retaries to bar girls. The most controversial of these in both the 
United States and South Vietnam was the rise in prostitution. In 
1966, Senator Fulbright famously claimed that “both literally 
and figuratively, Saigon has become an American brothel”, in 
response to the rising industry in many South Vietnamese cities 
(Event P120). Among Vietnamese critics in both the South Viet-
namese government and the National Liberation Front, the issue 
became, according to historian Heather Marie Stur, symbolized 
by their condemnation of the rise of miniskirts over the more 
traditional ao dai dress. In their eyes, the former reflected the 
worst of American debauchery introduced by US intervention.

Women Represented in the VC Faction
Nguyen Thi Dinh played a crucial role as one of the founders of 
the National Liberation Front (NLF) at the beginning of the insur-
gency in 1960. She went on to serve as the deputy commander of 
the PLAF during the Vietnam War. Women’s participation in the 
NLF, or “Viet Cong” in Fire in the Lake, is folded into many of 
the mechanics of the base game such as Rally, Tax, and Agitate. 
Women in the liberated areas (Events P69 & S46) of South Viet-
nam participated in the Women’s Association (Event P92). The 
Women’s Association was a popular organization with the duties 
of encouraging youths to join the Front and protesting Allied 
shelling, operations, and abuses in liberated areas. As the demands 
of the escalating war sent more and more of the young men of the 
liberated areas to fight in main force units, women increasingly 
took over agricultural production to maintain the NLF taxes 
(Event P90), became more involved in the NLF’s infrastructure 
at the local level (VC Bases), and served in local guerrilla units 
(VC Guerrillas). Women serving in combat roles earned the title 
of “long-haired warrior”. Women serving in various roles in the 
NLF had to experience the violence of Allied ‘search and destroy’ 
missions, and when captured became imprisoned in tiger cages of 
the brutal Con Dao prison (Event P119). Vo Thi Thang captivated 
international audiences in 1968 with her “Smile of Victory” pho-
tograph at her sentencing prior to being sent to Con Dao. After 
the death of Ho Chi Minh in 1969, women’s contributions in the 
NLF even prominently extended beyond South Vietnam, with the 
new international face of the Vietnamese communist movement 
becoming Nguyen Thi Binh (Event P106), the foreign minister 
of the Provisional Revolutionary Government of the NLF. Binh 
negotiated on behalf of the Front at the Paris Peace Accords 
featured in Fall of Saigon.

Women Represented in the NVA Faction
Around one million women participated in the Viet Minh war 
effort against France during the First Indochina War (1945–1954). 
Many served as porters crucial to victories, such as at the battle 
of Dien Bien Phu. Women participated again in large numbers 
during the Second Indochina War. As noted by historian Sandra 
Taylor, Vietnamese women were instructed to carry out three 
responsibilities: “responsibility for her household and raised her 
children, she carried on production so the soldiers could be fed, 
and she fought in place of her husband when he went off to war” 
(1999, 9). Although these ‘responsibilities’ were rooted in tradi-
tional gender roles, many young women also chose to serve in 
the crucial roles of manning air-defense in the North (Events 31 
& P93) and helping ensure the flow of supplies down the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail (Events 46, 51, & 55), seeking new experiences and 
exerting their independence, and often facing relentless bombing 
by the US (Air Strike Special Activity). The Trail Track and NVA 
Bases in Laos and Cambodia best reflect these contributions to 
protecting North Vietnamese Army (NVA) logistics. Like their 
counterparts in South Vietnam, by taking over duties such as 
agricultural production women in North Vietnam also freed up 
manpower for the NVA to be sent South (Infiltrate Special Ac-
tivity). North Vietnamese women of the Vietnamese Women’s 
Union (VWU) coordinated with anti-war movements led by 
American women to raise international opposition (Event 57) to 
the American bombing in the North and commitment to the South.
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There is a growing academic literature on women’s roles in the 
Vietnam War. Sandra Taylor’s work, Vietnamese Women at War 
(1999), alongside Karen Gottschang Turner and Phan Thanh 
Hoa’s Even the Women Must Fight: Memories of War from North 
Vietnam (1998), are the best overviews of Vietnamese women 
who served on the side of the North and NLF. Heather Marie 
Stur’s Beyond Combat: Women and Gender in the Vietnam War 
Era (2011) provides an excellent gendered account of the war 
with a focus on American women’s role. Amanda Boczar’s An 
American Brothel: Sex and Diplomacy during the Vietnam War 
(2022) provides a cutting edge account of how the American 
involvement in Vietnam shaped the experiences of women in 
the South, with a focus on the contentious issue of prostitution.
In addition to these scholarly works, there are several memoirs 
of women’s experiences during the Vietnam War. Le Ly Hays-
lip’s When Heaven and Earth Change Places (1989) offers the 
experiences of an ordinary South Vietnamese woman, while 
Mai Elliott’s Pulitzer Prize finalist, The Sacred Willow: Four 
Generations in the Life of a Vietnamese Family (1999) illustrates 
the changing nature of the war from the experiences of one Viet-
namese family. Many of the famous women leaders mentioned 
here have written memoirs translated into English, e.g., Nguyen 
Thi Dinh’s No Other Road to Take: The Memoirs of Mrs. Nguyen 
Thi Dinh (1976) and Nguyen Thi Binh’s Family, Friends, and 
Country (2013). Any of these accounts should help interested 
players visualize the women ‘behind the mechanics’.

Civilian Victimization and the Vietnam War: A 
Breakdown by Faction
‘We are blasting their villages right out from under them,’ a young 
American in the pacification program told me. To fly over the 
Delta or the central lowlands is to see the truth of that statement 
– bomb craters beyond counting, the dead gray and black fields, 
forests that have been defoliated and scorched by napalm, land 
that has been plowed flat to destroy Viet Cong hiding places. And 
everywhere can be seen the piles of ashes, forming the outlines of 
huts and houses, to show where hamlets once stood.

– Tom Buckley, New York Times, 1969

Civilian victimization is depressingly common in civil wars and 

the Vietnam War was no exception. Armed actors in Vietnam 
utilized several strategies that intentionally targeted civilians to 
advance their political goals. Victimization also occurred outside 
of an intentional strategy, due to a failure by armed actors to 
prevent violence against civilians by their forces. Sovereign of 
Discord includes eight new Event cards highlighting aspects of 
civilian victimization that were omitted from Fire in the Lake’s 
Event deck. As with the previous article on women’s role in the 
Vietnam War, the hope is that these Events will remind players 
of the human cost of their actions over the course of a game of 
Fire in the Lake. Below I outline the game mechanics and Events 
related to civilian victimization for each faction of Fire in the 
Lake and its two expansions: Fall of Saigon and Sovereign of 
Discord. I hope these faction breakdowns help players better 
visualize what is going on within their faction and how their 
actions relate to “Population Value” of each space. Fire in the 
Lake Events are indicated by their #, Fall of Saigon by S#, and 
Sovereign of Discord by P#.

Civilian Victimization and the US Faction
Civilian victimization by the United States faction can be orga-
nized into three categories: violence outside of South Vietnam, 
intentional targeting of civilians inside South Vietnam, and 
arbitrary or collateral damage within South Vietnam. First, the 
United States’ bombing campaigns over North Vietnam (Events 
10 & 35, & Pivotal Event 121), Laos (Events 55 & S31), and 
Cambodia (Event 2), represented by the Air Strike Special Ac-
tivity’s effect on the Trail Track, resulted in significant loss of 
civilian life, despite much of the bombing being directed towards 
the North Vietnamese Army’s logistical system. The intensive 
bombing of Laos between 1964 and 1973, aiming to interdict 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail in the panhandle and support Laotian 
forces against communist incursion in northern Laos, has given 
the country the unfortunate achievement of being the heaviest 
bombed country per capita in history. The issue of unexploded 
ordnance continues to plague the country today.
Inside South Vietnam, the United States launched several 
strategies that intentionally targeted civilians in order to sever 
the connections between the National Liberation Front (NLF) 
and their civilian support base. In the base game, the Air Strike 
Special Activity shifts spaces toward Active Opposition, mod-
eling the notion that overwhelming firepower drove villagers to 
support the NLF out of their hatred of the US (see also shaded 
Events 8 & 28). Although many villagers certainly hated the 
bombing, Sovereign of Discord introduces a new US Capability, 
Free Fire Zones (Event P97), that instead shifts selected spaces 
toward Neutral. The new Capability models the United States’ 
use of heavy bombing of liberated areas to drive the population 
living there to Allied controlled towns, cities, and refugee centers. 
Captured documents and interviews with NLF guerrillas indicate 
that the refugee generation seriously undermined their ability to 
acquire resources and recruits from the areas under their control. 
However, the huge number of refugees became an increasing 
strain on cities and US aid, leading to pressure on commanders 
to slow refugee generation (represented by the shaded effect of 
this Capability and Event P114). 
Harassment and interdiction artillery fire augmented the bombing 
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of liberated areas to hamper NLF activities, but also disrupted 
much of the civilian activities in the area, such as agricultural 
production and economic trade. In addition to bombing and shell-
ing, during several major operations the United States forcibly 
relocated villagers to controlled refugee sites (Event P89), though 
never on the scale of the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal Event 
P78) during the Diem era (1955–1963). Liberated areas in rice 
deficit areas of South Vietnam, such as the Central Highlands, 
were subjected to chemical crop destruction spraying missions 
(P94) to deprive food to communist units. Finally, the United 
States implemented the Phoenix Program (Event 27) that focused 
on collecting and coordinating intelligence to ‘neutralize’ civilian 
cadres of the NLF local infrastructure, whether by capture, kill-
ing, or defection. The program became infamous as a campaign 
of targeted assassinations, despite most neutralizations occurring 
during normal military operations. Overall, significant evidence 
indicates that by devastating many rural areas of South Vietnam, 
rather than by winning ‘hearts and minds’, the United States 
succeeded in weakening the NLF’s support base and facilitating 
the expansion of government control between 1969–1971. As 
the territory controlled by the NLF shrank with the expansion of 
government control into rural areas, the strategies of intentional 
violence directed at liberated areas also declined. However, 
these strategies failed to finish off the NLF. A sizeable remnant 
of hardcore cadres persisted despite the difficulties, until the 
North Vietnamese Army’s 1972 Easter Offensive helped relieve 
pressure by diverting resources away from pacification.
Much of the violence directed toward civilians by the US faction 
fell short of intentional violence strategies, though many of the 
excesses described below likely flowed from the weakening of 
norms around protecting civilians. The most prominent case is 
the massacre at My Lai (Event 119). Violence against civilians 
on a larger scale even than the My Lai massacre likely occurred 
during several military operations. Many American units utilized 
excessive firepower in densely populated areas (shaded Events 
21 & 28), and commanders sometimes placed far too great an 
emphasis on amassing an impressive ‘body count’ (Event 72). 
One notable example is Operation Speedy Express (Event P105), 
carried out by brigades of the 9th Division operating in the densely 
populated Mekong Delta in the spring of 1969. The operation 
involved the use of heavy firepower to disperse communist 
forces, including the use of B-52 Arc Light strikes (Event 8) 
and Cobra gunships (Event 13). The commander of the division, 
Julian Ewell, is accused by several sources of ‘obsessing’ over 
body counts, leading to devastating consequences for civilians. 
The operation reported a body count of nearly 11,000 killed but 
only 751 weapons captured, and from his experiences in the 
area journalist Kevin Buckley estimated that around half the 
body count had been civilians. A US Army investigation put the 
civilian deaths at several thousand and acknowledged widespread 
firepower had been used in NLF controlled areas, leading to 
significant destruction. Other prominent examples of collateral 
damage or excesses include the use of heavy firepower by Task 
Force Oregon creating a massive refugee population in Quang 
Ngai province (Event P99), and abuses by Republic of Korea 
forces during sweeps (Event 70).

Civilian Victimization and the ARVN Faction
The largest ARVN strategy involving civilian victimization 
was the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal Event P78) during 
the Diem period covered by Sovereign of Discord. Like the US 
strategies discussed above, the Strategic Hamlet Program sought 
to sever the connections between the NLF insurgency and their 
civilian support base, often by forcibly relocating civilians into 
fortified sites. As the program rapidly expanded over the course 
of 1962, it created significant supply issues for the NLF. How-
ever, the program also became deeply resented by the affected 
population, creating a serious problem for the ARVN when the 
NLF restored connection to the relocated population by the end 
of 1963. The ARVN carried out more localized forced reloca-
tions during the American war in Vietnam, particularly against 
highland populations (Event P89). However, not all the ARVN 
violence against civilians arose from intentional strategies. First, 
the ARVN, trained by the United States, also commonly relied on 
heavy firepower, and engaged in significant property destruction 
during ‘search and destroy’ missions in liberated areas (Event 
28). In addition, poorly paid ARVN forces were notorious for 
looting civilians during sweeps. Interviews with civilians during 
the war frequently mention ARVN forces stealing chickens and 
other belongings.

Civilian Victimization and the VC Faction
The National Liberation Front (NLF), or “Viet Cong” in Fire 
in the Lake, engaged in significant civilian victimization during 
the Vietnam War, though the violence used was usually more 
selective than the strategies discussed above. Beginning in the 
late 1950s with the ‘exterminate the traitors’ campaign (Event 
P22), the NLF targeted South Vietnamese government officials 
in the countryside for assassination or abduction. The selective 
terror attacks, modeled by the VC’s Terror Operation, achieved 
two goals for the insurgency. First, the elimination of govern-
ment officials hampered the South Vietnamese state’s ability to 
administer rural areas of the country where the NLF operated. 
Second, by demonstrating their ability to kill individuals support-
ing the government, the NLF could coerce the local population 
into complying with their demands. These combined effects 
greatly assisted the NLF’s ability to spread its control of the rural 
population alongside positive measures designed to win over 
the population (VC’s Agitate). Although much of their violence 
consisted of selectively targeting single individuals, the aggregate 
effects of the NLF’s terrorism were staggering. One estimate 
puts the number of victims between 1965–1972 at 33,052 killed 
and 57,970 kidnapped. In addition to terrorism, as the war es-
calated the NLF increasingly made harsh demands of the local 
population (Event 105), shifting towards forced conscription 
and an onerous tax system (Event P90). Given the unpopularity 
of these measures, the NLF often relied on coercion to ensure 
civilian compliance. This is modeled in Fire in the Lake by the 
Viet Cong’s Taxation Special Activity shifting spaces toward 
Active Support, often requiring subsequent Terror Operations 
to shift spaces back toward Active Opposition.
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Much of the NLF’s terrorism in urban areas (Event P102) con-
sisted of far more indiscriminate targeting. Explosives were used 
to hit locations frequently used by American personnel, such as 
the Brinks Hotel bombing in 1964 (Event 97). The bombings 
aimed to disrupt the peace of the cities and demonstrate the NLF’s 
ability to strike into the heart of the government’s rear areas. In 
addition to bombings within cities, NLF forces increasingly re-
lied on indirect fire, often using rockets supplied from the North 
(Event P107) to harass cities and US bases. By the late 1960s, 
the war reached a particularly tragic strategic equilibrium where 
heavy American firepower drove refugees to sprawling refugee 
settlements around major cities, while the NLF attempted to 
encourage refugees to return to liberated areas by attacking and 
shelling those same sites.

Civilian Victimization and the NVA Faction
The North Vietnamese Army (NVA) generally victimized 
civilians through collateral damage from artillery shelling, par-
ticularly during major conventional offensives such as the 1972 
Easter offensive (Pivotal Event 122) or 1975 Spring offensive 
(Pivotal Event S77). Heavy shelling also contributed to the 
major refugee crises during the offensives (Events S68, S69, & 
S70). The NVA Bombard Special Activity captures much of this 
feature of the war, although the game doesn’t directly model the 
effects on civilians. In addition, Communist units did commit 
large atrocities such as the massacre at Dak Son, carried out by 
NLF main force units, and the mass killing discovered after the 
battle of Hue (Event P115). The NVA Terror Operation arguably 
captures both types of civilian victimization: intentional shelling 
and massacres.
Due to space constraints, I cannot list all the useful sources on 
civilian victimization during the war. Instead, I recommend 
works I found particularly useful when designing the Fire in 
the Lake Bonus Events and working on my PhD dissertation. 
First, anyone interested in why armed actors target civilians 
during civil wars should seek out Stathis Kalyvas’ The Logic of 
Violence during Civil War (2006). Although seeking to present 
a general argument of violence during civil wars, his work fre-
quently cites examples from Vietnam, and is a necessary reading 
for anyone interested in conflicts depicted by the COIN series. 
Although possibly difficult to acquire, Louis Weisner’s Victims 
and Survivors: Displaced Persons and Other War Victims in 
Viet-Nam (1988) provides a thorough account of many of the 
US and ARVN strategies discussed above and the resulting ref-
ugee crisis. Nick Turse’s Killing Anything that Moves: The Real 
American War in Vietnam (2013) provides a good description of 
much of the violence committed by Americans, though some of 
the work’s depictions have been criticized for lacking context 
and analysis of why the violence occurred. For a superb account 
of US, ARVN, and NLF civilian victimization at the local level, 
see David Elliott’s The Vietnamese War: Revolution and Social 
Change in the Mekong Delta 1930–1975 (2003). Finally, Philip 
Catton’s Diem’s Final Failure: Prelude to America’s War in 
Vietnam (2002) remains the best book on the Strategic Hamlet 
Program featured in Sovereign of Discord.

Event Text, Tips, and Background
This section reproduces the full text of each Event card, some 
tips on how to implement them, and historical background and 
commentary. More information about most of the Events for 
Sovereign of Discord can be found in Edward Miller’s Misal-
liance and Pierre Asselin’s Hanoi’s Road to the Vietnam War. I 
highly recommend either source for those looking for additional 
background context for the period covered by the game. Those 
looking for recommended reading for the Bonus Events should 
check the playbook articles devoted to them, as they are based 
on a wide array of sources. When Background Notes reference 
events from Fire in the Lake they state the Event #, and when 
referencing events from Sovereign of Discord (including Bonus 
Events) they use Event P#. 

Throughout these background notes I refer to the Viet Cong as 
the National Liberation Front or NLF. Although Fire in the Lake 
uses the more recognizable “Viet Cong”, following the pattern of 
more recent scholarship I have chosen to exclusively use “NLF” 
for the background notes, since that was the organization’s official 
name and “Viet Cong” was a pejorative used by the Bao Dai and 
Diem regimes. In addition, during the period covered by Sover-
eign of Discord many members of the NLF were anti-communist 
opponents of Diem, not members of the communist party.

P1. Johnson Visit UNAV 1961
Counterinsurgency plan: Increase Washington Track by 1. US 
free Train in 1 space.
Conditional aid: ARVN lowers Patronage by 3 or Washington 
Track by 1.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just increase the 
Washington Track without any free Train. For the shaded text, 
ARVN may not choose to lower the Washington Track if it is 
already at 0.
Background: Vice President Johnson visited Diem on a tour 
of Southeast Asia in the spring of 1961. Johnson compared 
Diem to other great leaders such as Winston Churchill, George 
Washington, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Johnson brought not 
only flattery but also a letter from President Kennedy outlining 
a proposal to increase the ARVN and Civil Guard (Event P18). 
However, disagreements arose between US and RVN officials 
over the conditions attached to the proposal. Aid would only 
come if Diem accepted reforms proposed by the United States. 
In his usual fashion, Diem tried to avoid the politically costly 
reforms by delaying discussions of the specific recommendations.

P2. JFK UNVA 1961
“Any price, Any burden”: Increase Washington Track by 1. 
Aid +4.
Early mistakes: Lower Washington Track by 1. Aid –4.
Tips: None.
Background: Shortly after taking office as president in 1961, 
Kennedy faced a number of Cold War crises in Germany, Laos, 
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Cuba, and the Congo. The difficulty of managing these crises 
successfully, such as the disastrous Bay of Pigs operation, had 
the potential to distract from the developments in South Viet-
nam. However, early mistakes also created a sense that America 
needed to stand firm in its backing of Diem so as not to suffer yet 
another setback in the global struggle against the Soviet Union. 
To meet the rising insurgent challenge in South Vietnam, Ken-
nedy placed a strong emphasis on developing the United States’ 
‘counterinsurgency’ capabilities.

P3. Ambassador Nolting UANV 1961
Focus on cooperation: Aid and ARVN Resources +6. ARVN 
conducts 2 free Limited Operations.
Placates Diem: Patronage +6. Shift 1 Support City 1 level toward 
Active Opposition.
Tips: “Support City” means any City with Active or Passive 
Support.
Background: Ambassador Fredrick Nolting’s predecessor, El-
bridge Durbrow, had begun harshly criticizing Diem’s rule for 
failing to widen its support base or respond effectively to the 
NLF’s expansion in 1960. In contrast, Ambassador Nolting was 
appointed to restore Diem’s confidence in US support. Nolting 
would become an advocate for Diem throughout most of the 
period covered in the expansion until he was replaced by Henry 
Cabot Lodge (Event P51) in 1963 during the Buddhist Crisis 
(Coup Event P74). Kennedy replaced Nolting with Lodge to 
indicate his tougher stance towards dealing with Diem.

P4. Taylor-Rostow Mission  UAVN 1961
“Limited partnership”: Increase Washington Track by 2. US 
free Advise in 1 space.
Diem ignores reforms: Shift 2 Support spaces each 1 level toward 
Active Opposition.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just increase the 
Washington Track without any free Train. “Support space” means 
any space with Active or Passive Support.
Background: Following a major NLF attack that briefly seized a 
provincial capital, Kennedy sent a fact-finding mission to South 
Vietnam led by Maxwell Taylor and Walt Rostow to evaluate 
the advisory mission. Taylor and Rostow proposed a ‘limited 
partnership’ characterized by increased aid and new weapon sys-
tems, including helicopters (Event P15) and armored personnel 
carriers (Event P39), to help counter the NLF. These measures 
were to be accompanied by an expansion of the US advisory 
presence in the country. Diem was angered by how the limited 
partnership prohibited the sending of any US troops but still 
required political reforms from Diem. He viewed the demands 
for reforms accompanied by ‘little additional help’ as pressuring 
South Vietnam to become a US ‘protectorate.’

P5. MAAG Training  UVNA 1961
Conventional training: ARVN or US free Train in up to 2 spaces. 
Each space, place 2 extra Troop cubes.
Neglects insurgency: Shift 2 Provinces with ARVN Troops 1 
level toward Active Opposition.
Tips: None.
Background: Many earlier accounts of the Diem period empha-
sized that the US Military Advisory Assistance Group (MAAG) 
focused on preparing the ARVN for combating a conventional 
invasion of the north while neglecting counterinsurgency train-
ing. However, US officials did advocate for the expansion of the 
RVN paramilitary group, known as the Civil Guard (Event P18), 
that would handle any insurgency to free up the ARVN regular 
forces for conventional defense. However, Diem and the US 
had major disagreements over the mission of the Civil Guards, 
undermining their development.

P6. Buon Enao Experiment UVAN 1961
Montagnard program: Remove 4 VC pieces from Highland 
spaces (max 2 per space).
Diem alienates tribes: Remove 4 Police or Irregulars from High-
land spaces. Set 1 Support Highland to Neutral.
Tips: The unshaded text could remove VC Bases before Guer-
rillas. The shaded text removes any Support from one Highland 
space.
Background: In late 1961 in Darlac Province of the Central 
Highlands, the CIA began a program of enlisting the highland 
tribes (Event 29) to form community defenses against commu-
nist cadres and guerrilla units, known initially as the Village 
Defense Program (VDP). The VDP quickly expanded from the 
initial site at Buon Enao to other communities, seeking to protect 
them from the NLF insurgents. However, the rapid expansion 
and provision of arms to the highland minority communities 
angered South Vietnamese officials, leading Diem to complain 
that “The Americans have put an army at my back”. Diem alien-
ated the highland communities by using indiscriminate bombing 
to generate refugees, and with an aggressive application of the 
Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal Event P78) to deprive the NLF 
of support by removing their access to the highland population.

P7. Politburo NUAV 1961
North first: Lower Hanoi Track by 1 and remove 1 Cadre. VC 
Resources –3.
Militant pressure: Increase Hanoi Track by 1. NVA free Direct 
in 1 space.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just lower the Ha-
noi Track and reduce VC Resources, and the shaded text would 
just increase the Hanoi Track.
Background: The politburo in Hanoi became divided between 
moderates and militants on the issue of supporting a southern 
insurgency. Moderates, such as Ho Chi Minh (Event P11), fa-
vored focusing on building up the North and continuing political 
rather than armed struggle in the South. However, the moderates 
became increasingly sidelined by a faction of militants led by 
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Le Duan (Pivotal Event P77). The militants, many of whom 
were southerners, advocated for strong support of the growing 
southern insurgency to pursue immediate reunification, rather 
than waiting to build up the North first.

P8. Khrushchev NUVA 1961
Peaceful coexistence: VC removes 3 Guerrillas. If US and NVA 
agree, lower both Hanoi and Washington Tracks by 1.
Wars of national liberation: VC Resources +5. NVA free Infil-
trate.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just remove 3 
Guerrillas, and the shaded text would just increase VC Resources.
Background: Although the Soviet Union generally advised 
caution to Hanoi during the early 1960s, Khrushchev had 
pledged support to “wars of national liberation” in early 1961, 
just as Kennedy came into office. However, despite this bellicose 
pledge of support and international escalation during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis (Event P31), Khrushchev had previously focused 
on a policy of “peaceful coexistence” with the United States 
during the 1950s.

P9. NVA in Laos  NAUV 1961
Diverted resources: VC Resources –6. Remove 1 VC Base, if 
possible with a Cadre.
Trail security: Increase Hanoi Track by 1. Add value of Hanoi 
track to VC Resources.
Tips: The unshaded text must remove a VC Base with a Cadre 
if there are any on the map.
Background: Laos played a crucial role in North Vietnam’s 
ability to transport supplies down the newly formed Ho Chi Minh 
Trail (Event P36), as it would continue to do throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s. This warranted the inclusion of several Events about 
Laos and the Trail in Sovereign of Discord, allowing for the rapid 
reversals of the situation there. See the Background Notes for 
Events P25 and P35 for additional context.

P10. Regroupees NAVU 1961
Alienate locals: Shift 2 Provinces adjacent to Laos or Cambodia 
each 1 level toward Active Support.
Returning Viet Minh: Place 2 Guerrillas each in 2 Provinces 
adjacent to Laos or Cambodia.
Tips: None.
Background: Following the Geneva Accords in 1954 nearly 
90,000 communist refugees moved from the South to the North, 
where many received military and political training. Once Hanoi 
began supporting the southern insurgency in 1959, they sent 
groups of Southern regroupees down the Ho Chi Minh Trail 
(Event P36) to bolster the ranks of the insurgency and provide 
training to the southern recruits. Each month a few thousand 
regroupees and North Vietnamese advisors infiltrated into the 
south. Between 1959 and 1963, an estimated 40,000 were sent 
south by Hanoi.

P11. Ho Chi Minh  NVUA 1961
Against renewed violence: Lower Hanoi Track by 1. Remove up 
to 3 Active Guerrillas.
Waning influence: VC Resources +5. NVA free Propagandize 
in up to 2 Cities.
Tips: In Diem’s War the shaded text would just increase VC 
Resources.
Background: Ho Chi Minh played a major role in the indepen-
dence struggle against France and afterwards remained a major 
political figure in the North. However, by the early 1960s, he had 
become increasingly sidelined by other members of the politburo 
(Event P7), most importantly by the militant Le Duan (Pivotal 
Event P77). He repeatedly advocated against the renewal of 
large-scale violence and promoted continuing the political and 
diplomatic struggle against Diem’s refusal to honor the reunifi-
cation elections mandated in the Geneva Accords. However, the 
escalating repression of communist cadres by Diem (Event P17) 
emboldened militants in Hanoi to advocate for support of the 
southern insurgency. The card image is of Ho Chi Minh during 
a trip to China in 1961.

P12. Viet Minh Legacy  NVAU 1961
Former cadres decimated: Set 2 Opposition Provinces to Neutral.
Former base areas: Place 2 Guerrillas and 1 Base among Quang 
Tin, Binh Dinh, Kien Hoa, or Kien Giang.
Tips: “Opposition Province” means any Province with Active 
or Passive Opposition.
Background: Although many Viet Minh cadres and guerrillas 
regrouped to the north following the end of the First Indochina 
War, a significant portion chose to remain in the south. Those in 
the south initially carried out political resistance to Diem’s regime 
and his refusal to carry out the reunification elections stipulated 
in the Geneva Accords. Diem unleashed brutal repression against 
the remaining former Viet Minh cadres, decimating their ranks 
with a “Denounce Communists” campaign that culminated in 
Law 10/59 (Event P17). In response to Diem’s repression, cadres 
in the south repeatedly petitioned Hanoi to allow them to resume 
armed struggle, finally gaining approval in 1959. Even with the 
decimation of the cadres, many former Viet Minh base areas 
remained outside of regime control and would serve as the initial 
bases for the NLF’s insurgency.

P13. ARVN Rangers AUNV 1961
ARVN CAPABILITY
Elite strike force: 1 Raid space may remove 1 VC Base first 
not last.
Coup rumors: Raid max 1 space.
Tips: The unshaded Capability effect allows ARVN Raid to 
remove one VC Base even if Guerrillas remain in the space.
Background: The ARVN Rangers, often seen as the elite force 
of the ARVN, were formed in the early 1960s under Diem to 
help combat the growing NLF insurgency. However, as an elite 
reserve force, they could also be deployed to act against coups 
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rather than in the field against the insurgents. During the officer 
coup of 1963 (Coup Event P75), Diem immediately ordered a 
Ranger battalion to help secure Saigon, and the redeployment 
was only blocked by the coup plotters negotiating with the bat-
talion commander.

P14. CDV AUVN 1961
ARVN CAPABILITY
Mobile civic action: ARVN Train may Pacify in 2 selected spaces.
Limited rural presence: Govern may select only 1 Province.
Tips: The unshaded Capability effect would still require COIN 
Control, Troops, and Police in any space selected for Pacify. 
The shaded Capability effect restricts Govern to selecting at 
most one Province, but it still could select two Cities, or one 
Province and one City.
Background: In March 1955, Diem established the Special 
Commissariat for Civic Action (Dac Uy Phu Dan Vu or CDV) 
to expand the state’s reach in rural areas and win over the pop-
ulation there. The initial teams focused on the more populous 
areas of the country around Saigon and in the Mekong Delta. 
The CDV operated in mobile teams and provided gifts from the 
government, held propaganda meetings, and collected intelli-
gence on the population’s political leanings. A lack of funds 
prevented the teams from having a broad impact on the growth 
of the insurgency. Faced with increasing violent resistance to the 
CDV teams, the program began to be carried out in conjunction 
with the spread of the Strategic Hamlets (Pivotal Event P78).

P15. Helicopters ANUV 1961
ARVN CAPABILITY
Mobility overwhelms VC: 2 ARVN Sweep spaces each remove 
1 Guerrilla.
VC stand and fight: Each Sweep space, VC may Attack after 
ARVN moves in any cubes.
Tips: The unshaded Capability effect would allow ARVN to 
remove Underground Guerrillas if desired. The shaded Capa-
bility effect still requires VC to pay 1 Resource for each space 
selected for Attack.
Background: NLF guerrillas initially did not know how to deal 
with the increased mobility and firepower from the helicopters 
the US supplied to the ARVN. Rapid insertion of ARVN troops 
and Rangers (Event P13) overwhelmed the surprised guerrillas 
throughout 1961 and 1962. However, by 1963, the NLF began 
to learn how to adjust their tactics to deal with the heliborne as-
saults. The NLF particularly focused on ambushing the landing 
zones, inflicting several costly defeats on the ARVN, the most 
prominent being at Ap Bac (Event P68).

P16. Catholic Refugees ANVU 1961
Diem’s political base: Set a COIN Control Province to Active 
Support and place up to 2 Police there.
Alienates Buddhists: Shift 2 spaces each 1 level toward Active 
Opposition.
Tips: None.
Background: At the end of the First Indochina War, the Geneva 
Accords split Vietnam into  northern and southern regroupment 
zones. While many communist cadres and guerrillas went north 
(Event P10), around 900,000 Catholics in the North came to settle 
in the South. The United States Navy facilitated this migration 
with Operation Passage to Freedom. Diem settled many of the 
Catholic refugees in strategic areas and appointed many Catholics 
to positions of power to consolidate his regime. However, these 
efforts led many Buddhists in South Vietnam to view Diem as 
favoring the Catholic minority.

P17. Law 10/59 AVUN 1961
Ruthless repression: Set 2 COIN Control Provinces to Neutral. 
Place a Terror marker in each Province if none.
Terror backfires: Shift 3 Provinces with Police each 1 level 
toward Active Opposition.
Tips: None.
Background: Over the course of the late 1950s, Diem imple-
mented increasingly harsh repressive measures to eliminate any 
communist cadres remaining after the Geneva Accords. The 
most infamous measure, Law 10/59, established ARVN military 
tribunals that expedited the sentencing of death penalties to those 
committing offenses “to national security.” These executions, 
often carried out on the spot, greatly angered large segments of 
the population against Diem. The repression was often indiscrim-
inate and sometimes targeted former Viet Minh who had retired 
from revolutionary activity.

P18. Civil Guard AVNU 1961
Rural security: Place 1 Police into each of 6 Provinces.
Static outposts overrun: Remove a die roll of Police. Set 1 Prov-
ince affected to Active Opposition.
Tips: The shaded text sets one Province where at least one Police 
was removed to Active Opposition.
Background: The Civil Guard were the rural police precursor 
to the Regional and Popular Forces (Event 113). Diem hoped to 
develop the Civil Guard as a hybrid police-military organization 
to combat communist cadres and to serve as a counterweight 
against ARVN forces in the event of a coup. In contrast, US ad-
visors wanted the Guard to serve as a rural civilian police force 
that focused more on traditional police activities of investigation 
and arrest. In reality, although the Civil Guard helped provide 
some rural security, many were confined to static outposts that 
were undermined by NLF subversion or direct attack.
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P19. Captured Arms VUNA 1961
VC CAPABILITY
Obsolete weapons: Each Attack space, remove 1 Guerrilla after 
resolving.
ARVN main supplier: Each successful Attack, VC may place 1 
Guerrilla in the space.
Tips: The unshaded Capability effect would not require any 
Guerrilla to be removed for Ambush. For the shaded effect, a 
“successful” Attack is one where the die roll is equal or less than 
the number of Guerrillas in the space, or any Ambush.
Background: The NLF’s early weapons came from caches 
buried or stored by the Viet Minh, prior to their regrouping as 
part of the Geneva Accords (Event P12). Many of the weapons 
that survived were old or damaged. One of the earliest sources 
of more modern weapons were elements of the RVN military. 
In the early 1960s, overrun Civil Guard outposts supplied many 
of the NLF’s weapons.

P20. Personalism VUAN 1961
A middle way: ARVN free Govern with no shift in Support.
Baffling doctrine: Lower Washington Track by 1. Lower Aid by 
2 for each City without Support.
Tips: The free Govern granted by the unshaded text is still lim-
ited to two spaces total, but would not remove Support if used to 
generate Patronage (it would still remove Aid as usual).
Background: Diem and his brother Nhu subscribed to a political 
philosophy that they called ‘personalism’, inspired by the French 
philosopher Emmanuel Mounier (who is pictured on this card). 
Although many American officials at the time found the political 
concept of personalism baffling, historian Nu-Anh Tran summa-
rizes the philosophy clearly: “Adherents of personalism framed it 
as a middle way between communism and capitalism. Whereas 
communism allowed the collective to oppress the individual, and 
capitalism led to rampant individualism and the atomization of 
society, personalism fostered the fulfillment of the person within 
the community” (Disunion, 38). Nonetheless, many in South 
Vietnam failed to find this ‘middle way’ a convincing alternative 
to the governance model presented by the NLF.

P21. Party Members VNUA 1961
VC CAPABILITY
Alienate anti-Communists: VC may only Agitate in up to 2 spaces 
during the Support Phase.
Foment hatred of Diem: Rally in 1 space where VC already had 
a Base may Agitate as if Support Phase. 
Tips: The unshaded Capability effect would still allow VC to 
Agitate in an additional space due to the Ngo Dinh Diem leader 
card (Event P80), for a total of three spaces.
Background: The NLF organized itself as a broad front of 
opposition against Diem that included both communists and 
non-communists, and downplayed its connections with the 
North and communism so as not to alienate the non-communist 
elements.  However, the communist party cadres usually held 

most of the main leadership positions. Following the downfall of 
Diem, many of the non-communist elements who had primarily 
opposed the Diem regime left the NLF.

P22. Exterminate Traitors  VNAU 1961
Popular officials killed: Shift up to 2 spaces with Terror markers 
each 1 level toward Active Support. 
Rural terror campaign: VC free Terror in up to 3 Provinces. 
Remove 1 Police from each.
Tips: Free Terror granted by the unshaded text would still require 
an Underground Guerrilla in each selected space.
Background: Beginning in the late 1950s, communist cadres that 
would later form the NLF insurgency launched the ‘exterminate 
the traitors’ terror campaign, focused on killing or kidnapping 
RVN officials in rural areas to undermine local governance and 
enable space for the insurgency to organize. Although initially 
framed as a defensive move against Diem’s repressive policies 
(Event P17), between the late 1950s and early 1960s thousands 
of RVN officials were killed, hampering the state’s ability to 
effectively respond to the growing insurgency. However, the 
killing of a popular official could also anger the local populace, 
making them more likely to denounce the fledgling cadres to 
any ARVN forces.

P23. Land Reform VAUN 1961
Appeals to win support of the peasants: In up to 2 Provinces, if 
COIN Control, shift 1 level toward Active Support. If Uncon-
trolled, shift 1 level toward Active Opposition. Stay Eligible.
Tips: The executing Faction can choose which two Provinces 
to target with this effect.
Background: In the late 1950s, American advisors to the Diem 
regime advocated for land reform to ensure support for the 
regime. Diem implemented Ordinance 57 in response, which 
redistributed a significant amount of land but far less than offi-
cially claimed. A study evaluating the program estimated only 
around 100,000 people benefited, out of a rural population in the 
millions. In contrast, during the early 1960s the NLF made the 
promise of land reform a major policy from the start. Once areas 
fell under their control, NLF cadres pressured large landowners, 
and even some middle class peasants, to volunteer to distribute 
land to poorer peasants. Even the NLF’s more thorough land 
reform had only been partially carried out in liberated areas by 
the time the American intervention began in 1965.

P24. Fortified Hamlets VANU 1961
VC CAPABILITY
Defended: Each time a Strategic Hamlet is to be removed by 
Subvert, roll a die. On 1–3, do not remove.
Subverted: Subvert may remove 1 Strategic Hamlet per space.
Tips: The shaded Capability effect allows VC to remove a Stra-
tegic Hamlet from both spaces selected for Subvert.
Background: Although the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal 
Event P78) did not begin until early 1962, this event represents 
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the level of planning and resources prior to the start of the 
program.  Strategic hamlets were generally undermined in one 
of two ways. First, the NLF overwhelmed the hamlets through 
direct assaults, such as during the 1963 Summer Offensive 
(Pivotal Event P79). However, even with heavier weapons sup-
plied from the North, a well defended hamlet supported by the 
ARVN could resist these attacks. The second method sought to 
undermine hamlets from the inside out using subversion. In the 
hamlets with looser security, cadres could infiltrate in and either 
gain the support of the population or even convince them to help 
tear down the hamlet’s defenses.

P25. Laos Crisis UNAV 1962
Impedes infiltration: Lower Hanoi Track by 1. VC Resources –3.
Protects trail: Increase Hanoi Track by 1. Add value of Hanoi 
Track to VC Resources. 
Tips: None.
Background: While North Vietnam supported the Pathet Lao 
insurgency (Event P35) to ensure the security of the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail (Event P36), the ongoing conflict in Laos represented 
a major crisis for the newly elected President Kennedy. Rather 
than escalating the war in Laos as in South Vietnam, the United 
States and Soviet Union both sought to ‘neutralize’ the country 
and solve the crisis diplomatically. In 1962, they reached a  
neutrality agreement that also formed a coalition government 
between the warring factions in Laos. However, the agreement 
did not prevent the infiltration of supplies from North Vietnam 
through Laos and quickly fell apart with a resumption of fighting. 
The war in Laos would continue to escalate alongside the war in 
South Vietnam (Event 58).

P26. Roger Hilsman UNVA 1962
“Strategic Concept”: Increase Washington Track by 1. Place a 
Strategic Hamlet in any Province (even from Out of Play). 
Harsh critic of Diem: Patronage –3. Lower Aid by value of 
Washington Track.
Tips: The unshaded text may place a Strategic Hamlet from Out 
of Play if none are Available.
Background: Roger Hilsman served as a member of the OSS in 
Burma during World War II, raising a guerrilla force to combat 
Japan. He went on to become a prominent State Department 
official who played a major role in shaping the Kennedy ad-
ministration’s Vietnam policy. Hilsman repeatedly advocated 
for ‘hearts and minds’ measures such as his “strategic concept”. 
This plan advocated for the regrouping of hamlets, similar to 
the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal Event P78), except with 
a heavier focus on providing social and economic aid, similar 
to the New Villages constructed in Malaya. In the fall of 1963, 
Hilsman would play a major role in advocating for the removal 
of Diem in the months before the officer coup (Coup Event P75).

P27. Project Beef-up UANV 1962
Builds up ARVN: Increase Washington Track by 2. US free Train 
in up to 2 spaces.
Draft unpopular: Select 3 spaces with ARVN. In each space, 
ARVN removes 1 cube or shifts 1 level toward Active Opposition.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just increase the 
Washington Track. For the shaded text, ARVN may choose sep-
arately to remove or shift in each space selected by the executing 
Faction, but may only remove their own cubes (Troops or Police, 
not Advisors), and must shift a space toward Active Opposition 
if there are no cubes that could be removed there.
Background: Following the Taylor-Rostow mission (Event P4), 
Operation (or Project) Beef-up commenced. Beef-up greatly 
expanded the ARVN to combat the growing NLF insurgency, 
and also expanded the US advisory mission in the South to help 
train the ARVN to use the newly supplied helicopters (Event 
P15) and APCs (Event P39), from roughly 3,000 to 9,000. US 
advisors also became increasingly involved in combat (Event 
P28). However, the rapid expansion of the ARVN through a draft 
was also unpopular and drove many youths to flee to liberated 
areas, since the NLF had yet to implement conscription in their 
own areas. 

P28. Farm Gate UAVN 1962
Secret US air campaign: Free Air Lift removing 1 Guerrilla from 
each selected space. Then, US free Interdict.
Indiscriminate bombing: Select 2 Provinces with COIN pieces. 
Shift each 1 level toward Active Opposition.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just grant ARVN 
the free Air Lift, if allowed by the Washington Track. The 
Guerrillas removed by the unshaded text could be Underground. 
Background: Operation Farm Gate was an air campaign that 
used US personnel to fly sorties in South Vietnam in support of 
the ARVN operations and to interdict NLF supplies flowing from 
the North (Event P36). The Geneva Accords had prohibited the 
direct involvement of US personnel in combat roles, something 
President Kennedy also hoped to keep hidden from the Ameri-
can public. However, Farm Gate technically circumvented the 
restrictions by always ensuring there was a South Vietnamese per-
sonnel on board that the US pilot could be technically ‘advising’. 
Personnel for Farm Gate came from the US Air Force’s 440th 
Combat Crew Training Squadron or ‘Jungle Jims’. In response 
to Farm Gate, officials within the Kennedy administration began 
raising concerns about whether indiscriminate bombings of rural 
areas might be increasing support for the NLF.
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P29. Mike Mansfield UVNA 1962
Loss of China legacy: Increase Washington Track by 1. Aid +3. 
US free Advise in 1 space. 
Questions involvement: Lower Washington Track by 1. Aid –3.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just increase the 
Washington Track and Aid.
Background: Democrat politicians were cautious of the domestic 
political ramifications of ‘losing’ a country to communism, after 
the sharp criticism by Republicans of the Truman administration 
for its failure to avoid a Chinese Communist victory in 1949. 
Democrat senator Mike Mansfield began as a strong supporter 
of Diem. However, after making trips to South Vietnam in 1962, 
the senator became increasingly concerned as “South Viet Nam 
appears less, not more stable” despite all the assistance and 
advisors supplied by the United States. Mansfield went even 
further, claiming that the South was “only at the beginning of a 
beginning in coping with its grave inner problems”.

P30. Paul Harkins UVAN 1962
Focus on ARVN leadership: ARVN conducts 2 free Limited 
Operations.
Overly optimistic: VC free Rally in 2 spaces, then conducts 1 
free Limited Operation.
Tips: None.

Background: In 1962, Paul Harkins became the first head of 
Military Assistance Command Vietnam, or MACV (Event 69). 
Harkins sought to convince the South Vietnamese leadership to 
implement an ‘explosion’ of simultaneous search and destroy 
missions to overwhelm the NLF, particularly against their instal-
lations in War Zone D (Event P46). Harkins’ predictions of the 
ARVN’s ability to deal with the insurgency have been accused of 
being grossly over-optimistic, particularly following the defeat at 
Ap Bac (Event P68). However, others have noted that Harkins’ 
optimism focused on broader trends rather than isolated incidents, 
and also aimed at publicly bolstering the confidence of the ARVN.

P31. Cuban Missile Crisis NUAV 1962
Soviets seek to calm relations: Lower Hanoi Track by 1. VC 
Resources –3.
Diverted attention: Lower Washington Track by 1. Aid –4.
Tips: None.
Background: The Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962 diverted 
attention away from the escalating war in Vietnam. However, 
the crisis also drove the Soviet Union to seek more peaceful 
relations with the United States. During the Diem period, the 
Soviet Union sided with moderates in Hanoi (Event P7) who 
sought to delay renewed violent struggle and instead focus on 
developing the North.

P32. Diplomatic Struggle  NUVA 1962
US ignores allies: Aid and ARVN Resources +6.
International condemnation: Lower Washington Track by 1 and 
Aid –3. NVA may free Propagandize in 1 City.
Tips: In Diem’s War the shaded text would just lower the Wash-
ington Track and reduce Aid.
Background: The “diplomatic struggle” by Hanoi consisted of 
using international diplomacy and propaganda to raise interna-
tional awareness of the struggle in South Vietnam and Diem’s 
failure to honor the Geneva Accords, which had mandated an 
election followed by reunification. Ho Chi Minh and the moder-
ate wing (Events P11, P7) led the diplomatic struggle efforts to 
denounce the United States’ role in South Vietnam as an “impe-
rialist aggressor” by supporting Diem. The United States largely 
ignored concerns from European allies about its escalating role 
in the conflict, and would continue to do so into the period of 
American intervention (Event P88).

P33. Sino-Soviet Split NAUV 1962
Both advise caution: Lower Hanoi Track by 1 and remove 2 
Cadres.
Hanoi cooperates with both: VC Resources +5. NVA free Directs 
in 2 spaces.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just lower the Ha-
noi Track, and the shaded text would just increase VC Resources.
Background: The worsening relationship between the Soviet 
Union and China had yet to publicly break, but still had to be 
carefully managed by Hanoi to ensure the possibility of support 
from both powers. In the early 1960s, much to the militants’ 
disappointment, the Soviet Union advised caution to avoid a 
new Cold War crisis. Likewise, Chinese officials told the North 
Vietnamese leadership that the NLF was growing too quickly 
and needed more time to develop. Both feared that the inten-
sifying insurgency would provoke greater escalation from the 
United States.

P34. Neutralization NAVU 1962
Proposal moves forward: Reduce both ARVN and VC Resources 
by half (round down). Lower both Washington and Hanoi Tracks 
by 1. Stay Eligible
Tips: None.
Background: Similar to the neutrality solution in Laos (Event 
P25), North Vietnam and the NLF raised the issue of neutrality in 
South Vietnam largely to halt or eliminate the increasing US aid 
program (Event P27). Hanoi hoped that neutrality would weaken 
the Diem regime militarily while giving the NLF a chance to 
compete politically. However, the pursuit of neutrality failed to 
occur in South Vietnam due to the refusal of either side to give 
up a military advantage and de-escalate the conflict.
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P35. Pathet Lao NVUA 1962
Weapons to Laos: VC Resources –3. VC removes a Guerrilla 
from each space with more than 2.
Militant approach: Increase Hanoi Track by 1. Place 1 Guerrilla 
each in 3 Provinces with VC
Tips: VC may choose which Guerrillas are removed by the un-
shaded text, so may choose to remove Active Guerrillas.
Background: Hanoi had a strong interest in the ongoing civil war 
in neighboring Laos between the US-backed government and the 
communist Pathet Lao insurgency. The Ho Chi Minh Trail (Event 
P36) passed through Laos into South Vietnam, so an unchallenged 
anti-communist regime could threaten the continued supply of 
the NLF insurgency. By 1962, to support the Pathet Lao, Hanoi 
deployed close to 10,000 troops and thousands more advisors, 
militia, and support personnel. Hanoi also supplied arms and 
weaponry to the Pathet Lao. All of these efforts helped ensure 
the North’s supply lines but also diverted resources that could 
have otherwise been devoted to supporting the NLF.

P36. Ho Chi Minh Trail NVAU 1962
Difficult journey: Lower Hanoi Track by 1. VC removes 3 Guerrillas.
Supply line to South: Increase Hanoi Track by 2, then increase VC 
Resources by value of Hanoi Track.
Tips: VC may choose which Guerrillas are removed by the 
unshaded text and may take them from any spaces.
Background: The Ho Chi Minh trail, established in 1959, was 
the main route for supplies and regroupees (Event P10) from the 
North to bolster the southern insurgency. During the early 1960s, 
the trail had yet to become the sprawling logistical network that 
would come with direct NVA intervention. US and RVN forces 
implemented a number of programs to try to interdict supplies 
from the trail entering South Vietnam, though not yet the bombing 
campaigns in Laos and the North Vietnam that would accompany 
the American war from 1965. The heavier weapons and North 
Vietnamese advisors coming down the trail played a major role 
in giving the NLF the firepower to topple well defended strate-
gic hamlets (Event P24) and stand their ground against ARVN 
assaults (Event P68).

P37. Operation Sunrise AUNV 1962
Clear and hold: ARVN free Sweep into 1 Province and place a 
Strategic Hamlet there (even from Out of Play). Shift the Province 
1 level toward Active Opposition.
ARVN needed elsewhere: Remove 2 Troops each from up to 2 
spaces with Strategic Hamlets.
Tip. ARVN could use the unshaded text just to place a Strategic 
Hamlet without moving any Troops, and it may place a Strategic 
Hamlet from Out of Play if none are Available.
Background: Operation Sunrise marked the beginning of the 
Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal Event P78). Rather than 
starting the program in a relatively secure area as many US and 
British advisors recommended (Event P41), Operation Sunrise 
relocated villagers in the insurgent dominated province of Binh 
Duong. Diem’s brother Nhu (Event P42) advocated spreading the 

strategic hamlets as quickly as possible, including in insurgent 
areas, to sever the NLF’s connection with their rural support base. 
Although Operation Sunrise initially succeeded in severing the 
connection and created some logistical difficulties for the NLF in 
the area, once ARVN forces moved on to other areas the strategic 
hamlets were subjected to attacks and infiltration, undoing the 
earlier successes.

P38. RVN Commandos AUVN 1962
Local uprisings in North: Lower Hanoi Track by 1. VC Re-
sources –3.
Emboldens Hanoi: Increase Hanoi Track by 1 and place 1 Cadre 
at a VC Base. VC Resources +3.
Tips: The shaded text could only place a Cadre at a VC Base 
without one. In Diem’s War the shaded text would just increase 
the Hanoi Track and VC Resources.
Background: In addition to unrest from economic difficulties in 
the cities (Event P40), RVN sent commandos to foment further 
unrest in the North to undermine its ability to support the NLF 
insurgency. The commando units particularly focused on minority 
areas, many of whom had fought with the French in the First 
Indochina war and had grievances with the central government 
in Hanoi. Fighting broke out around Lao Cai and the politburo 
sent in NVA units who restored order through repression and 
relocation of the rebelling tribes. However, most attempts by 
RVN commandos produced few results against the authoritarian 
and militarily effective North, and may have served to strengthen 
the militant faction in the Politburo (Event P7).

P39. M113s ANUV 1962
Unstoppable APCs: ARVN free Assault in 1 space, then Trans-
port, then may free Assault in a destination space.
“Green dragons” evaded: In up to 3 spaces with Troops and 
Active VC, flip all Guerrillas Underground. 
Tips: None.
Background: The introduction of M113 armored personnel 
carriers boosted the ARVN’s offensive capabilities in 1962. 
Alongside the provision of helicopters (Event P15), the M113s 
increased the mobility and firepower of the ARVN, putting the 
NLF militarily on the defensive. However, M113s could also 
be evaded by guerrilla forces or knocked out when the NLF 
possessed sufficient heavy weapons, such as during the battle 
of Ap Bac (Event P68) in 1963.

P40. Mass Protest ANVU 1962
In the North: Lower Hanoi Track by 1. VC Resources –3.

In South against Diem: Shift 1 City 1 level toward Active Op-
position. Lower Regime Stability by 1.

Tips: None.
Background: Due to economic difficulties in the North, mass 
protests occurred that strengthened the argument of moderates in 
the politburo (Event P7), who favored focusing on economically 
building up the North rather than supporting the insurgency in the 
South. Protests in Haiphong required the deployment of nearly 
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1,500 NVA soldiers to help end the unrest. Mass protests also 
occurred in the South against Diem, particularly from student 
groups and eventually Buddhist groups (Event P74). Image 
source: Flickr user manhai (CC BY 2.0).

P41. Robert Thompson AVUN 1962
Slow and steady approach: Place a Strategic Hamlet (even from 
Out of Play) in a COIN Controlled Province and shift the Prov-
ince 1 level toward Passive Support. 
Overextension: Lower ARVN Resources by twice the Strategic 
Hamlets on map.
Tips: The unshaded text may place a Strategic Hamlet from Out 
of Play if none are Available.
Background: Robert Thompson served as part of the British 
advisory mission to the Diem regime. With experience from the 
Malayan emergency (1948–1960), Thompson advocated for a 
more measured approach to the Strategic Hamlet Program (Piv-
otal Event P78) that would begin in populous, relatively secure 
areas and then branch out to more insurgent dominated areas. 
This approach contrasted with the South Vietnamese strategy of 
constructing the hamlets in insurgent dominated areas to maxi-
mize the damage to the insurgency by severing its support base 
(Event P37). Thompson also advised for a limited withdrawal 
of US advisors to signal the US commitment to aiding rather 
than controlling South Vietnam contributing to the debate over 
the ‘phased withdrawal’ (Event P50). Thompson would go on to 
describe his experiences from Malaya and South Vietnam in his 
now famous text on counterinsurgency, Defeating Communist 
Insurgency.

P42. Ngo Dinh Nhu AVNU 1962
Ruling family: Improve Regime Stability by 1 and Patronage +6. 
Widely hated: Shift 2 spaces each 1 level toward Active Oppo-
sition. Place 1 Guerrilla in each space.
Tips: None.
Background: Diem’s brother and the husband of Madame Nhu 
(Event P71), Ngo Dinh Nhu had a major impact on the policies 
of the Diem regime in the early 1960s. Nhu played a major role 
in the implementation of the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal 
Event P78), Diem’s response to the Buddhist Crisis (Coup Event 
P74), and the coup plotting and counter-plotting in the fall of 
1963 (Event P61). US officials saw Nhu as a negative influence 
on Diem and advocated his removal as one of Diem’s closest 
advisors (Event P52). Many in the south also hated Nhu, believing 
he and his wife exemplified the family rule style of the Diem 
regime. Nhu and his brother were executed during the officer coup 
(Coup Event P75) that toppled the regime in November 1963.

P43. US Press Corps VUNA 1962
Journalists expelled: Patronage +3. Aid –3.
Expose regime’s flaws: Shift 1 City 1 level toward Active Op-
position. Aid –3.
Tips: None.
Background: Many famous US journalists of the Vietnam war 

began covering the conflict during the Diem period, including 
David Halberstam, Neil Sheehan (pictured on the card), and 
Malcolm Browne. Their coverage sought to counter the often 
optimistic official accounts presented by the US advisory mission 
(Event P30) and South Vietnamese government. Major events 
covered by these three include the Battle of Ap Bac (Event P68) 
and the self-immolation protests of Thich Quang Duc (Event 
P72). The Diem regime did not appreciate the negative cover-
age and sought to have the journalists expelled, with Madame 
Nhu (Event P71) even accusing them of being “intoxicated with 
communism”. Those interested in reading their accounts of this 
period should seek out Halberstam’s The Making of a Quagmire 
and Sheehan’s A Bright and Shining Lie. Their coverage would 
be followed up by other journalists such as Frances Fitzgerald 
(Event P104) and Jonathan Schell (Event P99) during the Amer-
ican escalation.

P44. Foreign Puppet VUAN 1962
VC controlled by Hanoi: Shift 2 Provinces with VC Bases each 
1 level toward Neutral. 
Diem US lackey: Shift spaces with Population up to Washington 
Track 1 level toward Active Opposition.
Tips: The total Population shifted towards Active Opposition by 
the shaded text must be no greater than the Washington Track 
value.
Background: Both sides tried to frame the other as a foreign 
puppet. Many US officials stuck to the notion that the southern 
insurgency was entirely a creation by Hanoi. Although in 1959 
Hanoi began supplying arms and sending regroupees back to the 
south (Event P10), much of the southern insurgency’s momentum 
in the early 1960s was independent of Hanoi. Only after the coup 
against Diem and NVA intervention did Hanoi come to exert 
a strong control over the southern insurgency. Likewise, NLF 
propaganda accused Diem of being the United States’ puppet, 
‘My-Diem’ (American Diem). Although his regime depended on 
US assistance, Diem maintained his autonomy from US advice 
and policies. Even after the overthrow of Diem, although ARVN 
leaders in power became even more dependent on US assistance, 
they often succeeded in avoiding American demands. 

P45. Maritime Supply VNUA 1962
Weapons interdicted: VC Resources –3. US free Interdict in up 
to 2 coastal Provinces.
Seaborn infiltration: Place a Guerrilla in up to 3 coastal Provinces 
and if possible 1 Cadre on a VC Base.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just reduce VC 
Resources, and the shaded text would just place Guerrillas. The 
shaded text may only place a Cadre onto a VC Base without one.
Background: Although the majority of weapons and personnel 
came down the Ho Chi Minh Trail (Event P36), Communist 
forces also utilized a maritime ‘trail’ to bring supplies into the 
South, particularly to bases at the farthest point from the North 
in the Cau Mau peninsula. Group 759, named from its activation 
in July 1959, consisted of a fleet of small junks and trawlers 
designated to bring in heavy supplies and occasionally special 
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Background: The People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) 
formed in early 1961 during a meeting in War Zone D (Event 
P46) between NLF paramilitary forces from various parts of 
the country. The early PLAF generally lacked the strength of 
the NLF’s later main force regiments (Event 104) that would 
successfully battle the ARVN in 1964–1965. However, the PLAF 
managed to carry out several major military feats during the Diem  
period, such as the temporary seizure of a provincial capital in 
September 1961 (Coup Event P73) and the military victory at 
Ap Bac in 1963 (Event P68).

P49. Cronkite Interview  UNAV 1963
No end to US support: Increase Washington Track by 1. ARVN 
Resources +6.
“Personnel changes”: Patronage and ARVN Resources –3. 
Tips: None.
Background: During the tumultuous fall of 1963, President 
Kennedy gave a high profile interview with respected journalist 
Walter Cronkite about US policy in Vietnam. Kennedy reiterated 
US support for South Vietnam despite the ongoing unrest, but 
also emphasized that to ensure victory there would need to be 
“changes in policy and perhaps with personnel”. The reference 
to “personnel changes” was taken seriously by the Ngo family.

P50. Phased Withdrawal  UNVA 1963
ARVN able to take over: Lower Washington Track by 1. ARVN 
resources +6.
“Stalemate machine”: Increase Washington Track by 1. ARVN 
Resources –3.
Tips: None.
Background: The dramatically increasing presence of US 
advisors, more than 12,000 by 1963, led to outcries by South 
Vietnamese politicians of a return to colonial rule. These com-
plaints and the perceived success of the Strategic Hamlet Program 
(Pivotal Event P78) also led Kennedy administration officials to 
announce the possibility of a ‘phased withdrawal’ of US advisors 
over the next few years. Some scholars have interpreted this as 
evidence that if Kennedy had lived, then the disastrous full US 
intervention in 1965 could have been avoided. However, the 
most recent scholarship indicates that the decision to withdraw 
advisors would only have gone forward with continued success 
against the NLF, raising uncertainty about how Kennedy would 
have responded to the rapidly declining situation in the South 
following the coup against Diem. The phrase ‘stalemate machine’ 
originates from an argument by Daniel Ellsberg that at each stage 
of escalation American officials committed just enough to avoid 
losing while understanding that outright victory was unlikely, 
rather than escalation being driven by naive overoptimism.

P51. Henry Cabot Lodge UANV 1963
“No turning back”: Lower Regime Stability by 1. Patronage –3.  
“No acceptable successor”: Patronage +3 and Shift 1 Support 
City 1 level toward Active Opposition.

personnel. Transportation on the early land route of the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail could take more than five weeks, whereas the mari-
time trail normally took only one. Although RVN Navy forces 
captured some caches of weapons, many supplies made it through 
due to the sheer volume of traffic along the 800 mile sea coast. 
A more effective blockade against the maritime trail would not 
come until American intervention brought a joint US-RVN effort 
known as Operation Market Time (Event P84).

P46. War Zone D VNAU 1962
Search and destroy: ARVN free Sweep into 1 Province adjacent 
to Saigon then free Assault there.
Protected base area: Place 1 VC Base in Quang Duc and then 
VC may free Rally there.
Tips: The shaded text would allow VC to Rally in Quang Duc 
even at Support.
Background: As with the Iron Triangle and War Zone C, War 
Zone D was a major NLF stronghold in III Corps, not far from 
Saigon. Major planning by the early NLF occurred in War Zone 
D (Event P48). The ARVN launched repeated search and destroy 
missions directed by US advisors against the strongholds in War 
Zone D but failed to dislodge the insurgents. Even more search 
and destroy missions would be launched by US ground forces 
following US intervention, such as Operation Hump, a joint 
US-Australian operation, in November 1965.

P47. Coup Threat VAUN 1962
Officers focus on VC: ARVN free Sweeps or free Assaults in up 
to 2 Provinces.
Palace bombed: Lower Regime Stability by 1. Remove a die 
roll of Troops from Saigon.
Tips: For the unshaded text ARVN may choose separately wheth-
er to Sweep or Assault in each selected Province.
Background: On February 26, 1962, two planes flown by South 
Vietnamese pilots bombed the palace in Saigon, hoping to de-
capitate the Diem regime in one sudden attack. One of the planes 
was shot down by defenses in Saigon and the other escaped to 
Cambodia. Confusion remains over whether the bombing of the 
palace represented an isolated attack, carried out by VC sympa-
thizers, or represented the opening move of a coup that failed to 
materialize. The bombing represents the only major attack on 
Diem by the ARVN between the 1960 paratrooper coup and the 
1963 plotting that eventually overthrew him. During the aerial 
attack on the palace, all other RVN military forces remained 
loyal to Diem, lending support to it being an isolated incident.

P48. PLAF VANU 1962
Rash attacks: In 2 spaces with more than 2 Guerrillas, Activate 
all VC.
Main force units: In up to 2 spaces, VC free Ambush removing 
2 enemy pieces per space.
Tips: The Ambushes granted by the shaded text would require 
the Activation of Underground Guerrillas as usual, and would 
still need to remove pieces in the usual sequence.
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Tips: “Support City” means any City with Active or Passive 
Support.
Background: Henry Cabot Lodge was appointed as US ambas-
sador to South Vietnam to replace Ambassador Nolting (Event 
P3) during the Buddhist crisis (Coup Event P74). Kennedy hoped 
that appointing Lodge would signal a tougher US stance towards 
dealing with Diem. On August 24, Lodge received instructions 
from a cable drafted by US officials that he had authorization to 
contact ARVN officers and offer support in the case of a coup. 
Lodge enthusiastically agreed with the cable; however, it created 
great debate back in Washington within the Kennedy adminis-
tration. The main point of contention was whether the risks of 
removing Diem without a clear successor outweighed the harm 
he and his brother seemed to be committing to the US effort in 
South Vietnam.

P52. Nhu Must Go UAVN 1963
Madame Nhu leaves: Shift 2 Cities each 1 level toward Active 
Support. 
“Selective pressures”: ARVN lowers Patronage by 3 or Regime 
Stability by 1.
Tips: None.
Background: Although significant debate occurred over wheth-
er to remove Diem through a coup by the ARVN (Event P51), 
nearly all US officials agreed that Diem’s brother Nhu “must go”. 
Nhu (Event P42) and his wife (Event P71) were critical of the 
US mission and inflamed the Buddhist crisis (Coup Event P74), 
leading them both to be perceived by US officials as negative 
influences on Diem’s decision-making. To push for their removal, 
Kennedy switched to using more “selective pressures” through 
conditions on US aid.

P53. Lucien Conein UVNA 1963
Coup plotting: Lower Regime Stability by 1. Transfer 3 Patron-
age to ARVN Resources.
Deepens involvement: Increase Washington Track by 1. Remove 
1 in 3 ARVN cubes (round down) from each space.
Tips: None.
Background: Lucien Conein was the United States’ CIA 
connection to the coup plotters against Diem. He played the 
critical role of convincing the officers that the United States 
would support the new regime that replaced Diem, which was 
necessary to persuade more ARVN officers to join the coup. 
The Kennedy administration was divided on whether to support 
a coup, with some disgusted by Diem’s crackdown against the 
pagodas (Event P62) while others argued no one could replace 
Diem (Event P51). The perceived US role in the coup led many 
US officials to believe they had become responsible for the fate 
of South Vietnam. For instance, the soon to be president Lyndon 
Johnson described the coup as “one of the greatest mistakes that 
this country ever made”. 

P54. Opposing Reports UVAN 1963
“Shooting war” progress: ARVN free Sweep in place and then 
free Assault in up to 2 spaces.
Nhu’s “reign of terror”: Shift 2 Provinces each 1 level toward 
Active Opposition.
Tips: The unshaded text allows ARVN to free Sweep in place in 
2 spaces, and then free Assault in the same 2 spaces.
Background: In the fall of 1963, Kennedy sent a fact-finding 
mission to South Vietnam, led by State and Defense department 
officials. Although the Defense officials insisted that there was 
progress with the “shooting war”, State officials were highly 
critical of Nhu’s “reign of terror” in response to the Buddhist 
crisis. Upon hearing these reports, Kennedy famously asked “The 
two of you did visit the same country didn’t you?”

P55. False Figures NUAV 1963
Too cautious: Remove 1 VC Base or place 1 Strategic Hamlet 
in a Province.

Estimates optimistic: Remove 1 Strategic Hamlet or place 1 VC 
Base in a Province. 

Tips: None.
Background: Collecting reliable up to date data during coun-
terinsurgency campaigns is difficult, and even identifying 
quantitative measures that proxy for concepts such as ‘hearts 
and minds’ poses huge challenges. For instance, the number of 
actually completed strategic hamlets varied widely from the 
number of reported strategic hamlets. During the later periods 
of the war, elaborate systems of data collection would be im-
plemented by the US to try to track ‘progress’. However, the 
reliability of these measures varied widely, from body count 
being one of the worst (Event 72), and later versions of the 
Hamlet Evaluation System (HES) doing a pretty good job of 
tracking broad pacification trends.

P56. John Paul Vann NUVA 1963
Loyal ARVN officers: ARVN may remove 1 Troop each from up 
to 3 spaces. For each Troop removed, Patronage +2.
“These people won’t listen”: In up to 2 Provinces, remove half 
(round down) of ARVN cubes. Aid –6.
Tips: ARVN could gain up to 6 Patronage from the unshaded 
text by removing a total of three Troops (one each from three 
different spaces).
Background: John Paul Vann, a US advisor attached to the 
ARVN 7th Division, observed the battle of Ap Bac (Event P68) 
and candidly expressed his discontent with the ARVN’s perfor-
mance to American journalists, raising doubts about the opti-
mism coming forth from MACV (Event P30). Vann particularly 
criticized the poor performance of ARVN officers who seemed 
impossible to improve through advice. Many ARVN officers 
(Event P81) gained their position through political loyalty rather 
than their military effectiveness, and generally wanted to avoid 
aggressive engagements that might generate high casualties. 
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P57. Corps Commanders NAUV 1963
Cao- staunch Diem ally: ARVN conducts 2 free Limited Oper-
ations in spaces adjacent to Can Tho. Patronage +2.
Dinh- opportunist: Remove 1 in 3 ARVN cubes (round down) 
from Saigon and each adjacent space. Patronage –2. 
Tips: None.
Background: The officers leading the coup (Coup Event 
P75) that overthrew Diem had been restricted to positions that 
lacked troops, so they needed to win over at least one ARVN 
Corps Commander. The generals in I Corps and II Corps in 
the north were deemed loyal to Diem and too far from Saigon, 
and the leader of IV Corps (located in the Mekong Delta), 
Huynh Van Cao, was a Catholic and staunchly loyal to Diem. 
Therefore, the plotters focused on the leader of III Corps 
(located in the area around Saigon), General Ton That Dinh. 
Dinh was perceived as an opportunist but also erratic, creating 
serious uncertainty around the success of any coup.

P58. Chinese Aid NAVU 1963
Justifies American aid: Increase Washington Track by 1. Free 
Train in 1 space.
Mao backs armed struggle: Increase Hanoi Track by 1. NVA 
free Infiltrate.
Tips: In Diem’s War the shaded text would just increase the 
Hanoi Track.
Background: In 1963, China switched from cautioning Hanoi 
against backing the insurgency in the South (Event P33) to of-
fering material support to further the expansion of the NLF. The 
switch in China’s policy came from a broader rejection of the 
Soviet Union’s ‘peaceful coexistence’ after the Cuban Missile 
Crisis (Event P31). China’s offer of aid helped embolden militants 
in the politburo (Event P7) who argued that the success at the 
battle of Ap Bac (Event P68) demonstrated the need to provide 
even greater weapons to the southern insurgency. However, 
more open Chinese support for Hanoi helped justify Kennedy 
administration arguments that the insurgency represented external 
backed aggression rather than a genuine domestic movement.

P59. Nguyen Chi Thanh NVUA 1963
Moderates remain: Lower Hanoi Track by 1. VC Resources –3.
Militant promoted: Increase Hanoi Track by 1. NVA free Direct 
in 2 spaces.
Tips: In Diem’s War the shaded text would just increase the 
Hanoi Track.
Background: Nguyen Chi Thanh was a member of Le Duan’s 
militant wing (Event P7), a veteran of the First Indochina War 
who advocated for reunification “at any price”. He became the 
head of communist military forces in the South after the fall of 
Diem (Coup Event P75), and his appointment reflected Hanoi’s 
increased commitment to achieving victory, leading to further 
confrontation with the United States. Thanh continued to direct 
NVA and NLF forces in the South until his death in 1967. He is 
pictured on the card with Vo Nguyen Giap and other generals 
planning the 1953–1954 Spring Offensive (Thanh is on the right).

P60. Special War NVAU 1963
Fears of limited war: VC Resources –6. Remove 1 Cadre. NVA 
Ineligible through next card.
Le Duan ascendant: If Hanoi Track at 4, NVA free Infiltrate, else 
increase by 1. Stay Eligible.
Tips: In Diem’s War the unshaded text would just reduce VC Re-
sources, and the shaded text would just increase the Hanoi Track.
Background: Hanoi described the war in the South as a “spe-
cial war”, to reflect the large US advisory presence without the 
direct intervention of US troops. Many moderates feared the 
consequences for the North of “limited war” if the US directly 
intervened with bombing, or even a possible incursion into North 
Vietnam. Le Duan and his militant wing were confident that by 
increasing assistance to the NLF in the South they could topple 
the RVN before the US could escalate to save the regime. 

P61. Nhu’s Counterplot AUNV 1963
Intimidates generals: Improve Regime Stability by 1. ARVN 
conducts 2 free Limited Operations.
Plots and plotters abound: Remove half ARVN cubes in Saigon 
(round down). ARVN Resources –4.
Tips: None.
Background: Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu (Event P42), 
spread rumors of coups over the course of 1963 in an attempt 
to lure out enemies of the regime. However, in the summer and 
fall of 1963, there were several real coup plots being organized 
against Diem, with at least three plots identified by the CIA. 
Many officers knew that US opinion had turned against Diem 
due to the Buddhist crisis (Coup Event P74) and hoped to secure 
the Kennedy administration’s acquiescence to their plots. One 
of the plots identified by the CIA is attributed to Colonel Pham 
Ngoc Thao (Event P96), a probable communist sleeper agent 
who would later attempt to organize additional coups shortly 
after American intervention. Image source: Flickr user manhai 
(CC BY 2.0).

P62. Pagoda Raids AUVN 1963
Brutal crackdown: Improve Regime Stability by 1. Shift 1 City 
1 level toward Active Opposition.
US disgusted: Lower Washington Track by 1. ARVN Resources 
–4. 
Tips: None.
Background: In August 1963, in response to the continuing 
unrest from the Buddhist crisis (Coup Event P74), Diem ordered 
raids of pagodas across the major cities of South Vietnam. Many 
were detained and the pagodas damaged; however, fatalities re-
mained relatively low. The raids particularly angered US officials 
who had advocated against using violence to handle the crisis. 
Despite widespread condemnations of the raids, Diem and his 
brother Nhu (Event P42) had used similar tactics against their 
opponents in the mid-1950s to consolidate their power and hoped 
repression would work again.



29Sovereign of Discord – PLAYBOOK

© 2023 GMT Games, LLC

P63. Martial Law ANUV 1963
Military restores order: Improve Regime Stability by 1. ARVN 
Resources +6.
Distracts from war: ARVN must Redeploy all Troops as if no 
Bases.
Tips: The shaded text would force ARVN to immediately move 
all Troops in Provinces back to Cities.
Background: Preceding the pagoda raids (Event P62) a state 
of martial law was imposed throughout cities to help restore 
order. Many ARVN officers bitterly opposed how Diem and his 
brother Nhu had placed the army into the role of carrying out the 
unpopular order, and particularly the pagoda raids that followed. 
However, officers planning the coup against Diem hoped to use 
martial law to increase their power before moving on with their 
plot. Image source: Flickr user manhai (CC BY 2.0).

P64. Big Minh ANVU 1963
Popular general: Shift 2 Cities with Troops each 1 level toward 
Active Support.
Leading officer plot: Lower Regime Stability by 1.  ARVN 
Resources –4.
Tips: None.
Background: Duong Van Minh, or “Big Minh”, played a critical 
role in Diem’s military victory over the religious sects and Binh 
Xuyen criminal syndicate in the mid-1950s that helped consol-
idate his rule. Minh was a popular general with both the people 
and US advisors. However, he also resented the Ngo family for 
investigating him after the 1960 paratrooper coup and his sub-
sequent placement in a meaningless administrative position that 
commanded no troops. Minh helped lead the officer coup (Coup 
Event P75) against Diem and is the starting RVN leader in Fire 
in the Lake. Minh was removed from power by Nguyen Khanh 
(Coup Event 125) with approval from the United States, for en-
tertaining the idea of negotiating with communist forces. Minh 
would shortly return to power during the NVA’s Final Offensive, 
surrendering Saigon to their forces and ending the Vietnam War. 

P65. Chieu Hoi AVUN 1963
Open Arms: Replace up to a die roll of  Guerrillas with Police.
Collapse of rural security: Replace up to 3 Police with any VC 
pieces (max 1 Base).
Tips: None.
Background: The Chieu Hoi, or Open Arms Program, began 
in 1963 to attract NLF guerrillas and cadres to defect from the 
insurgency. The program continued until the end of the Vietnam 
War and had its greatest success when the insurgency was placed 
under heavy military pressure, such as during the Accelerated 
Pacification Campaign in 1968–1969 (Event 96). However, the 
Open Arms program and rural security in general took a heavy 
hit in the lead up to, and aftermath of, the chaos from the coup 
against Diem in November 1963. The card image depicts a safe 
conduct pass issued to a Viet Cong deserter later on in the war.

P66. Central Highlands AVNU 1963
Food shortage: Remove up to 4 Guerrillas from Highland spaces.
Backbone of country: In 2 Highland spaces, place up to 3 VC 
pieces (max 1 Base) and then NVA free Direct in each.
Tips: In Diem’s War the shaded text would just place VC pieces.
Background: Beginning in 1962, NLF forces in the rice deficient 
Central Highlands began suffering a food shortage. Their access 
to many highland communities had been removed, either through 
the US community defense programs or Diem’s effort to ‘drain 
the sea’ through bombings and early versions of the strategic 
hamlets (Event P6). The issue of feeding forces in the remote 
highlands would continue to challenge communist forces after 
American intervention (Event P94). In 1963, they regained the 
initiative by moving in more resources from North Vietnam and 
taking advantage of the instability caused by the Buddhist crisis 
(Coup Event P74).

P67. Operation Switchback VUNA 1963
Offensive patrols: Remove up to 4 Guerrillas in Highland spaces 
or replace 2 with Irregulars.
Calls for autonomy: VC free Rally in two Highland spaces. Set 
a Neutral Highland to Active Opposition.
Tips: None.
Background: Operation Switchback consisted of the CIA hand-
ing over the Civilian Irregular Defense Group Program (Event 
81), that began at Buon Enao (Event P6), to US Army Special 
Forces. The US Army’s approach to the highland irregulars 
switched from a defensive community oriented posture to offen-
sive patrols, with the aim of more aggressively challenging the 
NLF build up in the Central Highlands (Event P66). Many have 
argued that these changes lowered the effectiveness of the pro-
gram. The program also suffered from continual interference by 
the South Vietnamese government, due to their fears of an armed 
highland movement demanding autonomy from the central state.

P68. Ap Bac VUAN 1963
Mechanized assault: ARVN free Sweep in place and then free 
Assault in 1 Province.
Prepared defense: Remove a die roll of ARVN cubes and up to 
1 Advisor from 1 Province with VC. US to Casualties. Set the 
space to Active Opposition if 2+ COIN pieces removed.
Tips: The unshaded text allows ARVN to free Sweep in place 
in one Province, and then free Assault in the same Province.
Background: Although the mobility and firepower provided 
by the ARVN’s increased supply of helicopters (Event P15) and 
M113 APCs (Event P39) put the insurgents on the defensive, 
the NLF adapted to a new strategic posture by early 1963. The 
insurgency’s larger combat units adopted a “stand and fight” 
doctrine to dig in and resist assaults by the ARVN before even-
tually retreating. The new doctrine achieved spectacular success 
at the battle of Ap Bac. A smaller NLF force mauled a far larger 
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ARVN force supported by helicopters, APCs, and US advisors. 
The victory played a major role in boosting the insurgency’s 
morale and further refined tactics for blunting ARVN assaults. 
Although US reports tried to report the battle positively, US 
advisors such as John Paul Vann (Event P56) harshly criticized 
the ARVN’s performance.

P69.  Liberated Areas VNUA 1963
Increasing demands: Shift 2 Provinces with VC Bases each 1 
level toward Active Support.
Popular associations: VC free Rally or free Tax (no shift) in 2 
Provinces with VC Bases.
Tips: The shaded text would allow VC to Tax in each Province 
without shifting towards Active Support. VC can choose sepa-
rately whether to Rally or Tax in each selected Province.
Background: As the insurgency continued to expand, increasing 
amounts of territory fell out of government control, allowing the 
insurgents to operate openly. Insurgent governance institutions 
were established in NLF controlled (or ‘liberated’) areas. Popular 
associations (Event P92) were used to mobilize various segments 
of the population, including farmers, women, and youths, to 
carry out duties that aided the insurgency’s further growth. At 
this point in the war many voluntarily joined these associations, 
often with excitement generated by the insurgency’s success, 
land reform, and entertainment cadres. However, by 1963, the 
increasing demands to further develop the armed wing of the 
NLF, the PLAF (Event P48), required the implementation of 
the first formal taxation system (Event P90), deviating from the 
earlier purely contributions based system. The demands on the 
population would only continue to grow, due to the escalation of 
the war following North Vietnamese and American interventions. 
Image source: Flickr user manhai (CC BY 2.0).

P70. Hoa Hao VNAU 1963
An Giang pacified: Set 1 Province adjacent to Can Tho to Active 
Support.
Sect members join VC: Place a VC Base and 2 Guerrillas in a 
Province adjacent to Can Tho. 
Tips: None.
Background: The Hoa Hao is a Buddhist religious sect common-
ly found in the Mekong Delta that originated in the early 20th 
century. The Hoa Hao played a major role in the French Indochina 
War by supporting French forces fighting the Viet Minh, who 
killed their leader Huynh Phu So. However, after Diem assumed 
power in 1955 he targeted the autonomous armed forces of the 
Hoa Hao and other sects such as the Cao Dai. After their defeat 
some members joined the NLF, but most continued resisting the 
insurgency’s expansion. An Giang, the Mekong province with the 
greatest concentration of Hoa Hao, remained the most pacified 
province in South Vietnam well into the American War due to 
the vigilance of Hoa Hao, even though their relationship with the 
central government in Saigon remained strained. Image source: 
Flickr user manhai (CC BY 2.0).

P71. Madame Nhu VAUN 1963
Outspoken critic of US: Patronage +4. ARVN may shift 1 City 
1 level toward Active Opposition.
Worsens crisis: Lower Regime Stability by 1 and shift 1 City 1 
level toward Active Opposition. 
Tips: None.
Background: Tran Le Xuan, known more prominently as Ma-
dame Nhu, was the wife of Ngo Dinh Nhu (Event P42), Diem’s 
brother. She became the unofficial first lady of South Vietnam 
(Diem never married) and played a major role in politics. During 
the unrest of the Buddhist crisis, Madame Nhu criticized the 
US advisory mission calling them “false brothers” and accus-
ing them of using aid “to make lackeys of Vietnamese and to 
seduce Vietnamese women into decadent paths”. Her prescient 
criticism of the threat to traditional values around women posed 
by a large foreign troop presence would become a major social 
issue following American intervention (Event P120). Beyond 
her criticism of the American advisory mission, Madame Nhu 
became perceived as a liability due to her role in worsening the 
Buddhist crisis (Coup Event P74). Her inflammatory denuncia-
tions of Buddhists contributed to the breakdown of negotiations 
between Diem and leaders of the movement.

P72. Thich Quang Duc VANU 1963
Tam Chau negotiates: Improve Regime Stability by 1. Shift 1 
City 1 level toward Active Support.
Shocking self immolation: Lower Regime Stability by 1. Shift 2 
Cities each 1 level toward Active Opposition.
Tips: None.
Background: In the weeks following the beginning of the 
Buddhist crisis (Coup Event P74), Buddhist leaders such as Tam 
Chau tried to reach an agreement with Diem to resolve the crisis. 
However, inflammatory public declarations by Madame Nhu 
(Event P71) worsened the crisis. After the breakdown of nego-
tiations, the Buddhist leaders acquiesced to a proposal by Thich 
Quang Duc to carry out his self-immolation as a protest against 
the regime. The self-immolation occurred on June 11 and was 
famously covered by the American journalist and photographer 
Malcolm Browne, who had been tipped off to the event. Thich 
Quang Duc’s own writings indicate that he hoped the burning 
would lead to a quick resolution between the regime and the 
Buddhist community. However, further instability followed the 
event, including additional self-immolation protests (several 
Americans, most famously Norman Morrison, would carry out 
their own self-immolations in protest against escalating US in-
volvement two years later). In response to the continued protests, 
Diem launched raids of twelve pagodas (Event P62), further 
worsening the crisis and his relationship with the United States
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P73. Coup! NLF Spreads 1961
Widespread resentment: VC selects 3 Provinces with no VC and 
places 1 Guerrilla in each.
Tips: None.
Background: With widespread resentment growing against 
Diem due to his previous policies of the Agroville program 
(Pivotal Event P78), failed land reform (Event P23), and brutal 
repression (Event P17), NLF cadres easily spread the insurgency 
from their initial successes in 1960. In particular, on September 
18, 1961, a NLF force briefly captured the provincial capital 
of Phuoc Vinh, a little over fifty miles from Saigon. The major 
NLF attack helped trigger escalation by the US and RVN in the 
coming year. The United States significantly increased its aid to 
Diem through Project Beefup (Event P27) and the RVN launched 
the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal Event P78) to attempt to 
halt the NLF’s expansion.

P74. Coup! Buddhist Crisis 1962
Beginning of the end: If Support in Cities < 16, lower Regime 
Stability by 2, else by 1. Then, VC may shift that number of 
Cities 1 level each toward Active Opposition. 
Tips: This card will always reduce Regime Stability by one and 
allow VC to shift one City one level toward Active Opposition. 
If the total Support Population in Cities is less than 16 when it is 
played, it will instead reduce Regime Stability by two and allow 
VC to shift two Cities each one level toward Active Opposition. 
Background: The Buddhist crisis is seen by many as the begin-
ning of the end for the Diem regime. The protest and instability 
raised concerns in the Kennedy administration about whether 
Diem should be replaced while also leading to coup plotting 
within South Vietnam. The crisis began on May 8 at the Hue 
Radio station over the raising of a Buddhist flag. The struggle 
over the flag led to further protests and then repression resulting 
in seven protestors dying on the scene and two later from injuries. 
The underlying grievances triggered on May 8 resulted from a 
widespread perception of favoritism by the regime toward the 
Catholic minority. The deaths led to further protests and demon-
strations, famously culminating in the self-immolation movement 
led by Thich Quang Duc (Event P72).

P75. Coup! Officer Coup 1963
“I am trying to reestablish order”: If Regime Stability at Chaotic, 
VC may remove 1 Strategic Hamlet and US shifts 2 Cities each 
1 level toward Active Support; else Patronage +6. 
Tips: In Diem’s War if Regime Stability is Chaotic VC would just 
remove up to 1 Strategic Hamlet. If Regime Stability is Stable 
or Unstable, just increase Patronage by 6. 
Background: The official Kennedy administration position 
on a coup against Diem was received by ambassador Lodge 
(Event P51) on October 9: “While we do not wish to stimulate 
[a] coup, we also do not wish to leave [the] impression that [the] 
U.S. would thwart a change of government or deny economic 
and military assistance to a new regime if it appeared capable 
of increasing [the] effectiveness of military effort”. The ambiv-
alent US position allowed a group of ARVN officers to move 

forward with a coup against Diem. They made their move on 
November 1st. The commander of III Corps, Dinh (Event P57), 
joined with the leading officers of the country (Event P64) and 
overwhelmed pro-Diem forces in Saigon. Diem desperately tried 
to contact Lodge with the call ending with Diem’s famous final 
recorded phrase, “I am trying to re-establish order”. Diem and 
his brother Nhu escaped from the palace but were overtaken and 
captured by ARVN forces. There is still debate over who ordered 
the execution of Diem and Nhu, shortly after their capture on 
November 2nd. Duong Van Minh organized a military junta to 
rule the country in the interim after Diem’s overthrow.

P76. Best and Brightest UAVN
US Pivotal Event—Play after NLF Spreads 
Kennedy’s advisors: Shift Washington Track 1 space in either 
direction. Transfer 4 Patronage to ARVN Resources.
Not if Coup! next. May trump Pivotal ANV

Tips: None.
Background: The phrase “Best and Brightest” is an allusion to 
David Halberstam’s famous book of the same name that focuses 
on how the excellent set of advisors chosen by President Kenne-
dy, and who later advised President Johnson, led the country into 
the quagmire of Vietnam. Advisors such as Robert McNamara, 
Walt Rostow, Maxwell Taylor, Roger Hilsman, and George Ball 
debated many of the major policy decisions during the Diem 
period, including the amount of aid to South Vietnam, the likely 
effects of sending US troops, the phased withdrawal (Event P50), 
and whether or not to support a coup against Diem (Event P51). 

P77. Le Duan NVAU
NVA Pivotal Event—Play after NLF Spreads 
Committed militant: Shift Hanoi Track 2 spaces toward Militants 
Ascendant. VC Resources +5.
Not if Coup! next. May trump Pivotal V
Tips: None. 
Background: Le Duan’s power in Hanoi expanded over the 
early 1960s, allowing a staunchly militant clique to dominate 
decision-making in Hanoi. Le Duan, a southerner, saw Diem’s 
repression that decimated the communist cadres remaining in the 
South as the ‘darkest hour’ of the NLF, and managed to persuade 
the politburo to begin supplying the insurgency by 1959. Le Duan 
would continue advocating for escalating assistance to the NLF 
to overcome US aid and the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal 
Event P78). After the downfall of Diem in November 1963, Le 
Duan succeeded in passing Resolution 9 that advocated for an 
escalation of the military effort in the South to achieve two mil-
itary objectives: 1) the “gradual annihilation” of ARVN forces 
and 2) the destruction of strategic hamlets. From 1964 onward, 
Le Duan dominated decision-making in Hanoi and continued to 
push policies of escalation until the Communist victory in 1975.
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P78. Strategic Hamlets AUNV
ARVN Pivotal Event—Play after NLF Spreads and if Opposi-
tion + Bases ≥ 20
Hamlet defense: All Strategic Hamlets to Available, then place 3 
in any Provinces and shift each affected Province 1 step toward 
Active Opposition.
Tips: Only shift Provinces toward Active Opposition where a 
Strategic Hamlet was placed.
Not if Coup! next. May trump Pivotal NV

Background: In early 1962, Diem implemented the Strategic 
Hamlet Program to expand the state’s control into the coun-
tryside, sever the connection between the people and the NLF 
insurgency, and bring about a ‘social revolution’. The Strategic 
Hamlet program originated from an earlier ‘Agroville’ program 
that resettled peasants into strategic sites. The relocation and 
forced labor necessary to construct agrovilles was deeply re-
sented by the peasants affected. Strategic hamlets often did not 
require forced relocation, but did commonly rely on forced labor 
to construct defenses. A major debate occurred over where the 
program should be launched. Some officials like Robert Thomp-
son (Event P41), the British advisor with experience of the New 
Village program in Malaya, advocated starting in a secure area 
of the populace and resource rich Mekong Delta. Others, such 
as Nhu, recommended NLF dominated areas to cause more 
immediate harm to the insurgency by moving their supporters 
into guarded sites. Ultimately the latter won out, with Operation 
Sunrise (Event P37) being launched in a NLF dominated area. 
Evidence suggests that the Strategic Hamlet program harmed 
and worried the NLF insurgency, but simultaneously undermined 
Diem’s support in the countryside. By mid-1963, the program 
began to show signs of weakening due to overextension, RVN 
corruption, instability from the Buddhist crisis (Coup Event P74), 
and concerted efforts by NLF to attack hamlets (Pivotal Event 
P79). However, the major collapse of the program occurred after 
the officer coup (Coup Event P75) against Diem in November 
1963. Following the chaos of the coup, many strategic hamlets 
were attacked or simply dismantled by peasants. The new military 
government led by Duong Van Minh (Event P64) announced the 
end of support for the program. 

P79. Summer Offensive VNUA
VC Pivotal Event—Play after NLF Spreads and 20+ VC Guer-
rillas in South
Coordinated assault: VC free Marches, then free Attacks, re-
moving Strategic Hamlets first.
Tips: VC may March and Attack for free in as many spaces as 
they wish. All successful Attacks must remove Strategic Hamlets 
before any other pieces.
Not if Coup! next.
Background: Communist leadership in the South and North 
acknowledged that the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal Event 
P78) possessed the “definite potential” to threaten the revolution’s 
success and began devising means to challenge it. In the summer 
of 1963, to combat the increasing logistical difficulties from 
the strategic hamlets, the NLF launched a major offensive that 

specifically targeted strategic hamlets in an effort to topple the 
program. These measures halted the program’s growth and retook 
the initiative from the ARVN. However, the gravest damage to 
the strategic hamlet program would occur in the chaos after the 
fall of Diem (Coup Event P75).

P80. Coup! Ngo Dinh Diem
Isolated nationalist: Each Support Phase, Patronage +3 and VC 
may Agitate in one extra space. 
Tips: This ARVN leader card is in play throughout all three 
campaigns of the game, and will allow VC to Agitate in up to 
five spaces total, or three total if the unshaded Pᴀʀᴛʏ Mᴇᴍʙᴇʀs 
(P21) Capability is in effect.
Background: Ngo Dinh Diem was a divisive figure in South 
Vietnam and among US officials at the time, and remains so 
among historians today. Diem’s worst critics depict him as an 
aloof, isolated autocrat oblivious to the grievances of his people, 
completely dependent on US aid, and fueling the NLF insur-
gency through repression and unpopular policies. His strongest 
advocates claim that he had the best nationalist credentials 
of any anti-Communist leader in South Vietnam, stood up to 
American demands that often infringed on Vietnamese autono-
my, and implemented a number of initiatives that significantly 
hampered the communist insurgency. Although scholars debate 
whether South Vietnam would have done better had Diem not 
been overthrown, all of them acknowledge the instability that 
followed his downfall and the failure to find a strong replacement. 
Neither opposing caricature completely captures Diem, because 
as a complex political figure some evidence can be found for 
both perspectives. I suggest curious players make their own 
decision after experiencing the expansion and pursuing some 
of the recommended readings, and only then decide whether 
Francis Fitzgerald’s famous title for Diem, the “Sovereign of 
Discord”, was warranted.

P81. ARVN Officers UNAV 1964
Advice and reforms: In 1 Assault space, ARVN may lower Patron-
age by 1 to remove 1 Active enemy piece for each ARVN Troop.
Coup-proofing: ARVN Govern must also remove ARVN Troops 
from the map equal to Patronage gained.
Tips: The unshaded text could be used even during an ARVN 
Assault performed as part of a US Assault Operation, at the 
ARVN player’s discretion. The shaded text may remove ARVN 
Troops from anywhere on the map.
Background: Nearly all ARVN officers began their careers under 
French command during the First Indochina War. ARVN officers, 
particularly Corps Commanders (Event 117), were often appoint-
ed for political and family connections rather than their skill at 
leading military forces. Although these appointments undermined 
the military effectiveness of the ARVN, the appointments served 
to ensure loyalty in the coup-prone environment of South Viet-
namese politics. During the years of escalation, with American 
military support flowing into the country, military coups posed 
a more immediate threat to RVN leaders than the insurgency. 
Many of the officers focused on personal enrichment through 
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a variety of means: trading with the NLF, protecting criminal 
activity, and collecting pay from ‘ghost soldiers’. US advisors 
and officials pushed for more appointments based on meritocracy 
to improve the ARVN’s contribution to the war effort. During 
periods of crisis, such as after major Communist offensives, RVN 
leaders would appoint more competent military leaders such as 
Ngo Quang Truong, and ARVN forces fought fiercely on several 
occasions, such as the battles of An Loc in 1972 (Event 71) and 
Xuan Loc in 1975. 

P82. 9th MEB UVNA 1964
“Active combat” authorized: US Sweeps and then Assaults in 
1 space with a US Base.
Restricted to bases: Relocate all US Troops in Provinces to 
spaces with US Bases.
Tips: US Assault from the unshaded text could pay to add ARVN 
Assault as usual. The shaded text allows the executing Faction 
to move all US Troops in Provinces to any spaces of their choice 
with US Bases.
Background: In early 1965, following the Tonkin Gulf incident 
(Event 1) and the Communist attack on the US base at Pleiku, 
the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade were the first American 
ground-combat troops deployed to Vietnam. The unit’s initial 
mission was to guard US bases and could only sweep directly 
around the base. However, their mission gradually expanded, 
allowing them to engage in more “active combat” against NLF 
and NVA forces. 

P83. Binh Gia VAUN 1964
Rangers turn the tide: Remove all VC Guerrillas in 1 space with 
ARVN Rangers.
VC 9th Division strikes: VC free Attacks twice in 1 space. Set 
the space to Active Opposition if 3+ enemy pieces removed.
Tips: None.
Background: If the battle of Ap Bac (Event P68) proved that 
the NLF could hold off an ARVN assault, the battle of Binh Gia 
in December 1964 proved that the NLF main force units (Event 
104) could beat the ARVN. Regiments from the 9th NLF Divi-
sion fought a major battle with ARVN forces, inflicting heavy 
casualties on some of their best troops, the Marines and Rang-
ers. As with Ap Bac, the battle of Binh Gia had major political 
ramifications for the two sides. The NLF and North Vietnam 
played up the win in their propaganda to convince many reluctant 
supporters that they possessed a real possibility of defeating the 
ARVN. Similarly, the battle helped push the Johnson adminis-
tration toward committing American ground forces, given the 
dire state of the ARVN.

P84. Market Time VNAU 1964
Blockade of South Vietnam: In each coastal Province in South 
Vietnam, remove 1 Guerrilla from each Insurgent Faction.
Maritime trail: Place a Guerrilla in each coastal space with an 
Insurgent Base. Improve Trail by 1 or VC Resources +3. 

Tips: The shaded text could place either a VC or NVA Guerrilla 
in each space.
Background: Alongside the main Ho Chi Minh trail, Hanoi 
created a maritime ‘trail’ (Event P45) to help transport additional 
supplies and personnel, particularly to the areas farthest from 
North Vietnam, such as the Mekong Delta. The South Vietnamese 
navy struggled to interdict this supply line. However, following 
American intervention, Naval Task Force 115 commenced 
Operation Market Time, a blockade of the South Vietnamese 
coast to prevent resupply by sea. Operation Market Time largely 
consisted of tedious searches of junks and trawlers, with rare 
instances of ambushes or seizures of arms caches. The coastal 
defense provided by Operation Market Time received support 
by Task Force 116 (Event 25) conducting Operation Game 
Warden, riverine interdiction in the Mekong Delta. Although 
determining the amount of supplies that got past the blockade 
is difficult, significant evidence suggests that Operation Market 
Time forced the Communist to rely even more on the land trail 
for resupply and infiltration. 

P85. Chinese Nuclear Test NUVA 1964
Soviet Union cautions Hanoi: Remove NVA Troops equal to 
three times the Trail value. Degrade Trail by 1.
Emboldens Le Duan: Place up to 8 NVA Troops in Central Laos, 
Southern Laos, or North Vietnam.
Tips: The unshaded text removes NVA Troops before degrading 
the Trail. NVA Troops placed by the shaded text could be split 
between the indicated spaces.
Background: In October 1964, China conducted their first nucle-
ar test. The Chinese nuclear program had begun in the mid-1950s 
in response to repeated confrontations with the United States, 
and the success of their first nuclear test emboldened China to 
escalate aid to North Vietnam and convinced Le Duan (Pivotal 
Event P77) to pursue a strategy of “going for broke” by com-
mitting regular North Vietnamese troops to South Vietnam. Le 
Duan hoped to topple the RVN regime before the United States 
was able to intervene in force. In contrast, the Soviet Union 
continued to advise caution in mid-1964, and even decreased 
aid out of frustration with Hanoi. 

P86. George Ball NAUV 1964
McNamara prevails: US Limited Operations may select up to 
2 spaces.
MOMENTUM
Against escalation: US Operations may only select up to 3 spaces.
MOMENTUM
Tips: US Limited Operations may still only select 1 space if the 
shaded Momentum effect is in play.
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Background: Under Secretary of State in the Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations, George Ball was known for being a 
major dissenter, or at least devil’s advocate, against major US 
escalation in Vietnam. The shaded Momentum effect would mean 
that Ball’s arguments and memos have successfully slowed the 
escalation of US forces into a more active combat role in 1964, 
while the unshaded effect reflects Robert McNamara’s more 
hawkish attitude that historically prevailed. 

P87. Freedom Summer AVNU 1964
Distracts from escalation: Aid +8. US may conduct 2 free Lim-
ited Operations.
Domestic issues prioritized: Aid –8. US Ineligible through next 
card.
Tips: The two free Limited Operations granted by the unshaded 
text may be of different types, are carried out one after the other, 
and may potentially use the same pieces twice.
Background: With the 1964 presidential election looming, 
Lyndon Johnson became reluctant to militarily escalate in South 
Vietnam until after the election. Domestic issues could convince 
Johnson to slow escalation, but could also serve as a distraction 
from developments in Vietnam. For instance, in the summer of 
1964, the Freedom Summer movement aimed to increase voter 
registration among African-American voters in Mississippi. 
Three activists associated with the movement disappeared, and 
a major search eventually uncovered the bodies and their KKK 
killers. Additional waves of civil rights activism and violent 
backlashes occurred, further pressuring Johnson to focus on 
passing the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act, and shifting 
attention away from Vietnam. 

P88. “Many Flags” AUVN 1964
Asian allies join war: Move 4 US Troops from Out of Play to 
US Bases on map. Aid +3.
European allies reject war: Aid –6. Shift Saigon 1 level toward 
Neutral.
Tips: None.
Background: America’s allies in Europe refused to join the 
intervention into South Vietnam and expressed their concern 
with America’s escalating role. De Gaulle of France became 
particularly outspoken about the dangers of intervention and 
sought a neutralist solution. However, his warnings were largely 
ignored by the Johnson administration. Instead, President John-
son launched the “many flags” program to assemble a coalition 
of smaller allied nations, most from Asia, to join the American 
intervention in Vietnam. These included: the Republic of Korea, 
Philippines, Thailand, Australia, and New Zealand. The Republic 
of Korea (Event 70) sent the largest number of troops, followed 
by Thailand (Event 65), and then Australia and New Zealand 
(Event 98). The Philippines sent civic action personnel, and Thai 
forces also served in the Laotian Civil War (Event 58).

P89. Resettlement VUAN 1965
Good Neighbor program: Shift a Highland space with a US 
Base 2 levels toward Active Support. Place 2 Police in the space.
Edap Enang failure: Set a Highland space with COIN Control 
to Passive Opposition. Place 2 Guerrillas in the space.
Tips: The shaded text could place either VC or NVA Guerrillas, 
or one of each.
Background: While the Strategic Hamlet Program (Pivotal 
Event P78) of the Diem era often relied on forcibly relocating 
peasants to controlled sites, Allied forces later on in the war 
generally sought to deny NLF access to the population by en-
couraging refugees to leave NLF liberated areas (Event P97). 
However, localized forced relocations were also carried out 
during the American war, with especially significant relocations 
occurring among the Montagnard communities in the Central 
Highlands. In 1967 the US 4th Division assisted the South 
Vietnamese government in relocating over 8,000 Jarai to the 
Edap Enang site. The site was poorly defended and plagued by 
squalid conditions, and many highlanders quickly left. The 4th 
Division also conducted a more successful strategy of regrouping 
highlanders near their division base of Camp Enari, known as the 
Good Neighbor program. The division carried out the regrouping 
with the consent of the villagers, conducted civic action projects, 
and helped them organize defenses against the NLF.

P90. Progressive Taxation VANU 1965
VC CAPABILITY
War strains revenue: VC Tax may only select spaces with VC 
Bases or LoCs.
Less onerous system: Each Tax space, VC may instead add Pop 
to Resources without shifting toward Support.
Tips: If the shaded Capability is in effect, VC may choose sep-
arately how to Tax in each selected space, and may still Tax on 
LoCs as usual.
Background: Beginning in 1964, the NLF implemented a sophis-
ticated system of progressive taxation of agricultural production 
in liberated areas to meet the rising needs of the expanding PLAF. 
Taxes were also levied on trade, income, businesses, plantations, 
and other forms of economic activity. The progressive scale ini-
tially softened peasant hostility to the demands. However, as the 
war escalated and the needs of the Communist forces continued 
to rise (Event 105), peasants found themselves trapped between 
declining agricultural production and higher demands from the 
NLF. The difficulty of the situation undermined support for the 
NLF and contributed to the flight of refugees from liberated areas. 

P91. H&I Fire VNUA 1965
Interdicts enemy supplies: Remove 1 Underground Guerrilla 
from each space with a US Base.
Supplies VC with mines: Remove 1 US Troop to Casualties from 
up to 3 spaces with US Bases. 
Tips: None.
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Background: US forces used harassment and interdiction (H&I) 
fire, particularly in free fire zones (Event P97), as a way to harass 
known communication and logistical lines, disrupt the activities 
of Communist units, and lower their morale. By definition, H&I 
fire consisted of unobserved fire, at random time intervals to avoid 
predictability, and often based on outdated intelligence. Nearly 
half of artillery expenditure in 1966 and 1967 came from H&I 
fire, but by 1970 the tactic had almost been eliminated. As the 
historian John Hawkins demonstrates, the decline of H&I fire 
had less to do with concerns over collateral damage than it did 
with budgetary concerns over the “costs of artillery”. Many shells 
fired by H&I ended up being duds and became repurposed by 
the NLF into mines to use against Allied forces. Image source: 
Flickr user manhai (CC BY 2.0). 

P92. Women’s Association VAUN 1965
VC CAPABILITY
Associations fall apart: VC may only Agitate in spaces with a 
VC Base.
Face-to-face struggles: If Active Opposition, US Assault re-
moves 1 VC piece per 2 Troops (even if US Base).
Tips: If the unshaded Capability is in effect VC may still only 
Agitate during the Propaganda Round, unless the shaded Cadres 
(Event 116) Capability is also in play.
Background: The NLF organized popular associations to 
mobilize various segments of the population in liberated areas 
including the Farmers’ Association, Women’s Association, and 
Youth Associations. The associations helped organize peasant 
support for the NLF by assisting with the collection of taxes, 
motivating youths to join the army or transport supplies, and 
constructing ‘combat villages’. One of the main tasks of the 
Women’s Association was conducting ‘face-to-face’ struggles in 
government controlled areas. The goal was to organize political 
protests against bombings, shellings, defoliation, sweeps, and 
conscription. Although ‘face-to-face’ struggles had only partial 
success in limiting Allied operations, the combined effect of 
popular associations made the NLF more resilient. However, as 
the war escalated after 1965, the devastation of liberated areas and 
refugee flows undermined membership in popular associations. 
Pictured on the card is Nguyen Thi Dinh, one of the founders 
of the NLF who later served as the deputy commander of NLF 
forces and head of the Women’s Association. 

P93. Local Defense Units NUAV 1965
Relentless bombing: US rolls a die. Degrade the Trail by half 
the result (round up).
Protect North and trail: Improve the Trail by 2 then free Infil-
trate in North Vietnam. Then, if possible, flip unshaded AAA to 
its shaded side.
Tips: None.
Background: With the steady infiltration of NVA troops to the 
South and more serving in the Laotian (Event 58) and Cambodian 
Civil Wars (Event 62), North Vietnamese women were instructed 
to help carry out wartime duties. While the men served in the 

NVA, women had to keep up agricultural production in the North. 
In addition, thousands of women served in the North Vietnamese 
panhandle and southern Laos, maintaining the flow of supplies 
coming down the Ho Chi Minh Trail (Event 46). Finally, they 
also played a major role in the air-defenses of the North (Event 
31) and helped capture downed US airmen (Event 40).

P94. Agent Blue NVUA 1965
Rice shortage in highlands: Remove half (round down) of Guer-
rillas and NVA Troops in Highland spaces.
Starving communities: Set up to 2 Highland spaces to Neutral.
Tips: The unshaded text would remove half Guerrillas and NVA 
Troops separately in each Highland space, and the acting Faction 
could choose which Guerrillas to remove.
Background: The use of chemical herbicide spraying by United 
States forces had two primary objectives: defoliation to deny 
cover, and crop destruction in areas under NLF control. The 
infamous Agent Orange (Event 111) was used for the defoliation 
missions. Crop destruction used a different chemical compound 
known as Agent Blue, designed to kill rice plants rather than 
foliage. Crop destruction missions were prohibited in the food 
rich Mekong Delta and instead primarily conducted in rice deficit 
highland regions in I and II Corps. Agent Blue affected many 
of the remote Montagnard communities in these areas, driving 
them close to starvation. In 1967, the effectiveness of crop de-
struction became a topic of debate after reports by RAND (Event 
52) argued that the missions were counterproductive. Available 
evidence suggests that crop destruction did cut off a source of 
food supply to Communist units and caused temporary shortages. 
However, the missions only targeted a narrow source of the total 
food supply available, and most of the harm of crop destruction 
fell upon civilians in the targeted areas.

P95. Border Battles NAUV 1965
Repulse NVA at Dak To: Remove up to 6 NVA Troops within 1 
space of a US Highland Base.
Draw US to highlands: NVA Bombard then free Attack a High-
land space with US, ignoring Attrition.
Tips: NVA Troops removed by the unshaded text could come 
from several different spaces in or adjacent to one Highland 
space with a US Base.
Background: The purported rationale of the ‘border battles’ in 
late 1967 was for the NVA to assist the infiltration of NLF guer-
rillas into the major cities of South Vietnam in preparation for the 
Tet Offensive (Pivotal Event 124), by drawing American forces 
away from the cities and toward the border with Cambodia and 
Laos. Many posts along the border experienced intense clashes 
between NVA and US forces: Khe Sanh (Event 37), Con Thien 
(Event P111), and Dak To. The battle of Dak To between the 
NVA 1st Division and the US 4th Division and 173rd Airborne 
Brigade involved some of the heaviest conventional fighting of 
the war. Hill 875 became a particularly infamous site during the 
battle. The battle resulted in heavy casualties for both sides, but 
particularly for the NVA.
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P96. Pham Ngoc Thao NAVU 1965
Traitors eliminated: Cancel the effect of the next Coup card. 
Patronage +2.
MOMENTUM
Communist sleeper agent: ARVN removes 1 in 3 of its cubes 
per space (round down).
Tips: The unshaded Momentum effect just cancels the Event text 
written on the next Coup card – place the card underneath the 
current ARVN Leader (or Failed Coup card) and then conduct 
the Coup Round as normal.
Background: Pham Ngoc Thao remains a controversial figure in 
the history of the Vietnam War. Many claim Pham Ngoc Thao, 
an ARVN officer, was a Communist agent who intentionally 
sought to destabilize the RVN government through coup-plotting. 
Others are more skeptical and point out that despite the NLF 
posthumously claiming credit for his acts as a Communist spy, 
they provided little concrete details of his espionage in com-
parison with similar figures. Pham Ngoc Thao held significant 
decision-making positions within the Diem regime and led one 
of the coup-plots against Diem in the summer of 1963 (Event 
P63). He became involved in several more coup plots during the 
tumultuous period of 1964–1965, until a failed attempt against 
Nguyen Khanh (Coup Event 125) forced him to flee into hiding 
until his murder in June 1965.

P97. Free Fire Zones UVAN 1965
US CAPABILITY
Depopulate liberated areas: Air Strike shifts spaces 1 level 
toward Neutral where any piece removed.
Refugees to cities: Air Strike at Active Opposition instead shifts 
an adjacent City 1 level toward Active Opposition.
Tips: The unshaded Capability effect replaces the usual shift 
toward Active Opposition with a shift toward Neutral. The 
Faction conducting the Air Strike (usually US) would choose 
which adjacent City is shifted by the shaded Capability effect.
Background: Free fire zones (FFZs), later renamed to specified 
strike zones (SSZs), became assigned to large portions of the 
South Vietnamese countryside during the war. Free fire zones 
allowed commanders to relax the rules of engagement, because 
theoretically only Communist forces remained in the area. How-
ever, in reality, many civilians initially refused to move out of 
FFZs, despite warnings often delivered through leaflets, because 
of a reluctance to give up their land and home. Widespread fear 
also existed about the availability of economic opportunities in 
urban areas or refugee camps, a fear the NLF exploited in its 
effort to convince people to stay in liberated areas. Although 
the application of free fire zones in liberated areas was ethically 
unjustifiable, the strategy hurt the NLF movement by generating 
a refugee crisis that largely depopulated liberated areas, deci-
mating the NLF’s tax base (Event P90) and popular association 
support (Event P92). Prior to 1964, 80% of Vietnamese lived in 
rural areas, but by 1970, 40–50% of the South Vietnamese pop-
ulation lived in cities. Saigon alone went from 400,000 residents 
in 1946 to more than 3 million by 1972. The refugee generation 

from free fire zones and other US tactics (Events P89, P91, P94) 
overwhelmed cities and supporting relief agencies. Much of the 
economic aid that could have gone to civic action or development 
projects in the countryside became devoted to managing the 
“refugee problem” (Event P114). The NLF also began targeting 
refugee camps with indirect fire (Event P107) and attacks to 
motivate refugees to return to their homes in liberated areas. 

P98. Militarized Landscape UNAV 1965
Fire bases constructed: Place a US Base from anywhere (includ-
ing Out of Play) in 1 Province with US Troops.
Bases disrupt economy: Lower ARVN Resources by 2 for each 
US Base on map. 
Tips: None.
Background: The direct military intervention of the United 
States shaped the landscape of South Vietnam in a number of 
ways. From base construction, the extensive use of bombing 
cratering the land (Event 8), or the application of chemical 
herbicides (Events 111 & P94), the United States military’s 
presence created a ‘militarized landscape’, to use the phrase of 
environmental historian David Biggs. I highly recommend either 
of Biggs’ books for a unique angle on Vietnam War history that 
cannot be found anywhere else. In addition to changing the nature 
of the environment, the deployment of hundreds of thousands 
of US troops in the South and the bases needed to supply them 
resulted in sharp disruptions to the South Vietnamese economy. 
Some of the disruptions resulted from the black market (P118) 
and corruption around the massive influx of US aid (Event 85), 
but the bases also disrupted the economy by creating new jobs 
while undermining others. The withdrawal of US forces in the 
early 1970s also contributed to the economic crisis facing South 
Vietnam in its final years.

P99. Task Force Oregon UVNA 1965
Secures southern I Corps: US may conduct up to 2 free Limited 
Operations within 1 space of Quang Tin.
Widespread devastation: Set a Province with US Troops to 
Neutral. Place 2 Guerrillas in the selected space.
Tips: The two free Limited Operations granted by the unshaded 
text may be of different types, are carried out one after the other, 
and may potentially use the same pieces twice.
Background: In the spring of 1967, with the steady buildup of 
NVA forces in I Corps, the US Marines needed to shift more 
forces north toward the DMZ. To fill the hole in southern I Corps, 
Westmoreland put together a composite force of three indepen-
dent brigades known as Task Force Oregon. Task Force Oregon 
experienced heavy fighting against entrenched NLF strongholds 
in Quang Ngai province, particularly Duc Pho district. The heavy 
application of firepower and declaration of “free fire zones” 
(Event P97) to dislodge communist forces led to a severe refu-
gee crisis in the province. The journalist Jonathan Schell in The 
Military Half (1968) reported that nearly 40% of the province’s 
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population had become refugees and nearly 70% of the houses 
had been destroyed. Although a US Army investigation found 
the latter figure to be slightly exaggerated, they concurred with 
the majority of Schell’s reporting. Task Force Oregon would 
become the Americal Division in September 1967 (Event 21). 

P100. Army Nurse Corps UNVA 1965
Tireless medical attention: Return all US pieces in Casualties to 
COIN Controlled spaces on map.
Overwhelmed with casualties: Add 1 Available US Troop to 
Casualties for every 3 in Casualties. 
Tips: None.
Background: The Defense Department reports the number of 
American women who served in the military in Vietnam at 7,500, 
while the Veterans Administration estimates 11,000. The majority 
of women served as part of the Army Nurse Corps (ANC), with a 
smaller proportion working in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
in clerical and administrative roles. ANC nurses worked in all 
types of hospitals in Vietnam, from the more fixed ones in Saigon 
to temporary ones in the field. Nurses had to witness directly the 
aftermath of battles and, at times, the pace of incoming casualties 
could be overwhelming. Nurses also treated wounded Vietnam-
ese, whether civilians, allies, or enemy POWs. 

P101. Officers’ Wives AUVN 1965
“High placed ladies”: Patronage +4. Shift a City without a US 
Base 1 level toward Active Opposition.
Corruption drives unrest: VC may add 1 Guerrilla to a different 
City for every 5 Patronage. 
Tips: The shaded text must select a different City for each 
Guerrilla placed.
Background: ARVN officers were involved in a number of 
private businesses, and some engaged in corruption for personal 
enrichment (Event P81). The wives of many prominent officers 
participated in organizing these activities. South Vietnamese gen-
erals reflecting on the war lamented these ‘high-placed ladies’, 
noting that “Officials in general conveniently pretended knowing 
nothing about their wives’ wheeling and dealing…Naturally the 
wives’ ability to make money depended on their husbands’ clout. 
These ladies formed their own cliques, rivaled among themselves, 
and were a major cause of rivalry among their husbands” (Hinh 
and Tho 1980). Although the wives’ efforts helped enrich their 
families, widespread corruption undermined the population’s 
faith in the government and assisted the NLF’s ability to spread. 

P102. Urban Terrorism AVNU 1965
Backlash against terror: Shift a City with VC or Terror marker 
1 level toward Active Support.
Attempted revolution: Place a VC Guerrilla in up to 2 Cities with 
or adjacent to a VC Base. 
Tips: The unshaded text may shift a City with a Terror marker 
or any VC piece.
Background: The NLF utilized urban terrorism throughout the 
war. Although at times the terror targeted Americans (Event 97), 

the NLF generally sought to use terrorism to destabilize cities, 
especially Saigon. Given the massive influx of population into 
Saigon due to the refugee crisis (Event P120), NLF cells could 
infiltrate into the city and plot their attacks despite the large 
presence of Allied forces. In 1966, the NLF launched a broader 
urban strategy seeking to use terrorism and agitation to encour-
age a “1966 Revolution” in the major cities of South Vietnam. 
However, the cities repeatedly failed to rise up despite the NLF’s 
efforts. Later attempts during the Tet Offensive (Pivotal Event 
124) and again in 1971 failed to mobilize much urban support, 
suggesting that while the terrorism might have made cities more 
chaotic it did little to convince people to support the NLF. Image 
source: Flickr user manhai (CC BY). 

P103. Saigon Student Union AUNV 1965
Supports regime: Increase Patronage by 1 for each City at Active 
Support.
Protests US involvement: Shift each City with a US Base 1 level 
toward Active Opposition. 
Tips: None.
Background: Beyond coup-plotting and NLF terrorism (Event 
P102), mass student protests contributed to the unrest in Saigon. 
The Saigon Student Union (SSU) led much of the protest efforts, 
and the US presence became one of the major issues triggering 
protests. The negative reaction to US involvement stemmed from 
concerns over its threat to South Vietnamese political autonomy, 
economy (Event P98), and social values (Event P120). Although 
the NLF had some success infiltrating the student movements by 
the late 1960s, they never exerted complete control over them. 
Part of the NLF’s failure to control the student movement is 
rooted in the movement’s own disunity. Although many students 
protested against the regime, others opposed communism and 
were more suspicious of the NLF. 

P104. Frances Fitzgerald ANVU 1965
“You don’t belong here”: Aid +2 for each City with Support.
Reports on war’s effects: Aid –3 for each City without Support. 
Tips: None.
Background: In 1966, the journalist Frances FitzGerald arrived 
in South Vietnam. FitzGerald wrote extensively on the war’s 
effect on South Vietnamese society, such as the impact of US 
operations on villages and the experiences of refugees in Saigon 
(Event P120). Her experiences in Vietnam formed the source for 
her famous book Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and Americans 
in Vietnam (1972), which served as inspiration for Mark and 
Volko’s original game design and title. FitzGerald was only one of 
many women who covered the war in Vietnam. Often dismissed 
by their male peers with phrases like “you don’t belong here”, 
their work offered excellent coverage and unique perspectives 
missed by other journalists. Those looking for more background 
on their role in breaking down barriers on war reporting should 
seek out Elizabeth Becker’s You Don’t Belong Here (2021).
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P105. Speedy Express VUAN 1968
Aggressive delta operation: US may Sweep and Assault a space 
adjacent to Can Tho. Set the selected space to Neutral.
“Kill anything that moves”: Set a Lowland space with US Troops 
to Neutral. Place a Terror marker there.
Tips: None.
Background: Operation Speedy Express consisted of an offen-
sive across the Mekong Delta in late 1968 to mid-1969. The most 
famous portion of Speedy Express is the conduct by two brigades 
of the US 9th Infantry Division (Event 9) in the provinces of Dinh 
Tuong and Kien Hoa. The 9th, led by Julian Ewell, launched ag-
gressive operations to disperse the larger NLF units and penetrate 
liberated areas. Their efforts succeeded in supporting the spread 
of RVN control over a large number of villages and significantly 
weakening the NLF’s ability to counter-attack. For the first time, 
NVA replacements (Event P109) infiltrated into the provinces 
to help prevent further encroachment of NLF areas. Despite the 
immediate pacification success of Speedy Express, controversy 
arose over the methods used by the 9th. Other commanders 
and rank-and-file of the 9th accused Ewell of being obsessed 
with body counts (Event 72), and subordinate commanders put 
pressure on soldiers to “kill anything that moves” in order to 
achieve higher counts. The operation reported a body count of 
nearly 11,000 killed but only 751 weapons captured, a number 
far less than their ARVN counterpart during the same period. 
From his experiences in the area, journalist Kevin Buckley 
estimated that around half the body count had been civilians. 
An anonymous letter by a ‘concerned sergeant’ of the 9th and 
Buckley’s reporting generated an internal investigation by the 
Army. The Army investigation put the civilian deaths at several 
thousand and acknowledged widespread firepower had been used 
in NLF controlled areas, leading to significant destruction. The 
9th Division became the first unit to be withdrawn from Vietnam; 
however, the predicated immediate collapse of RVN control in 
those provinces did not occur, with the ARVN consolidating its 
position there until the Easter Offensive (Pivotal Event 122).

P106. Nguyen Thi Binh VNAU 1968
Directed by Hanoi: Replace a VC Base in South Vietnam with 
an NVA Base. Shift the space 1 level toward Neutral.
PRG Foreign Minister: VC Resources +6 or Aid –6.
Tips: The unshaded text shifts the space where a Base was re-
placed 1 level toward Neutral.
Background: Nguyen Thi Binh, sometimes referred to as Ma-
dame Binh in US press, became the Foreign Minister of the NLF’s 
Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG). She represented 
the NLF abroad and also at the Paris Peace Talks (Event 3). She 
was the only woman to sign the Paris Peace Accords and became 
one of the most recognizable figures on the Communist side in 
the West after the death of Ho Chi Minh in 1969. After the war 
ended, Nguyen Thi Binh became the first woman to serve as a 
cabinet minister in Vietnam.

P107. 122mm Rockets VAUN 1968
Sweeps against launchers: US or ARVN free Sweep in place in 
each Province adjacent to a COIN Controlled City.
Terrorize cities: VC may Terror in a City using an adjacent VC 
Guerrilla at a VC Base.
Tips: The shaded text would Activate a VC Guerrilla at a VC 
Base in order to shift an adjacent City one level toward Active 
Opposition and place a Terror marker there (if none).
Background: To harass Allied bases and cities while preserving 
their own forces, NLF and NVA units increasingly relied on indi-
rect fire methods. One of the most common was the use of Soviet 
supplied 122mm rockets. With a maximum range up to 11,000 
meters and a quick firing time, insurgents could launch and then 
retreat before retaliation. However, many of the rocket attacks 
relied on rushed indiscriminate targeting, often resulting in civil-
ian deaths. The major Allied response was to conduct sweeps of 
‘rocket belts’ out to the maximum range from installations. The 
larger sweeps were accompanied by smaller patrols and civic 
actions programs, such as the Combined Action Platoons (Event 
18) and the Good Neighbor Program (Event P89), to gain local 
cooperation with identifying threats within the rockets’ range. 
Image source: USMC Archives (CC BY). 

P108. Women Strike for Peace VUNA 1968
Withdrawal expedited: US may return Troop Casualties to Avail-
able rather than map next Commitment Phase.
MOMENTUM
Pressure to end war: Remove half (round down) of US Troop 
Casualties to Out of Play.
Tips: If playing 2nd Edition, US Casualties returned directly to 
Available by the shaded text would not allow VC to shift Pop-
ulation toward Active Opposition. US could then still move up 
to 10 Troops from the map to Available if desired.
Background: American women participated in the Vietnam War 
not only through direct service in the military (Event P100) or 
reporting on the war (Event P104), but also by protesting the 
war back in the United States. Founded in 1961, Women Strike 
for Peace (WSP) preceded US escalation in Vietnam and had 
already played a role in demonstrations against nuclear weapons 
testing. Their activities picked up following Johnson’s escalation 
of America’s role in 1965. Women Strike for Peace members 
not only protested in the United States but also went on fact 
finding missions to North Vietnam and coordinated efforts with 
their Vietnamese counterpart, the Vietnamese Women’s Union 
(VWU) based in Hanoi. 
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P109. NVA Replacements NAUV 1968
NVA CAPABILITY
Recruitment dries up: VC Rally may only place Guerrillas up 
to Population.
Replenish VC Ranks: NVA Rally may select 1 space with VC 
Bases as if NVA Bases.
Tips: The unshaded Capability effect would prevent VC Rally 
from placing any Guerrillas in 0 Population Provinces (although 
it could still place a Base there as usual). NVA Rally using the 
shaded Capability effect would be able to place Guerrillas up to 
the combined total of NVA+VC Bases and the Trail value in one 
space with a VC Base.
Background: Due to severe losses during the Tet Offensive and 
the exhaustion of their rural base in liberated areas, the NLF strug-
gled to keep up recruitment after 1968. To compensate for the 
lack of recruits, the NLF increasingly relied on conscription and 
replacements from North Vietnamese Army units, broken down 
into smaller units. For instance, the population-dense provinces 
in the Mekong Delta such as Dinh Tuong and Ben Tre, which 
had previously exported recruits, received NVA replacements 
for the first time in 1969. In other areas, NVA personnel began 
to make up over 70 percent of fighters in NLF main force units.

P110. Resolution 9 NVUA 1968
Facilitates pacification: US or ARVN may free Pacify in up to 
2 COIN Controlled Provinces without NVA.
Main forces pulled back: NVA may relocate all NVA Troops in 
South Vietnam to NVA Bases then free Infiltrate.
Tips: The unshaded text would allow US or ARVN to remove all 
Terror markers and shift up to two levels towards Active Support 
in two COIN Controlled Provinces without NVA. In order to 
Infiltrate using the shaded text NVA must choose to relocate all 
their Troops back to spaces with NVA Bases.
Background: Following the heavy losses during the repeated 
Tet Offensives (Events 96, P112, & Pivotal Event 124) in Jan-
uary, May, and August of 1968, Hanoi passed Resolution 9 in 
the summer of 1969. Resolution 9 recognized the losses and the 
futility of continued offensives to achieve a decisive outcome, and 
pulled back main force units to regroup in Laos and Cambodia. 
However, the time of respite for the main force units coincided 
with Allied Pacification campaigns in 1969 and 1970, and the 
lack of main force units to protect guerrilla and local forces fa-
cilitated the expansion of RVN Control in the rural countryside. 

P111. Con Thien NUAV 1968
Artillery duel at DMZ: Executing Faction may roll a die and 
remove that many Troops from within 1 space of a US Highland 
Base with or adjacent to NVA Troops. US Troops to Casualties. 
ARVN or NVA Troops to Available.  
Tips: The executing Faction would choose which Troops to 
remove, but must remove as many Troops as possible.
Background: Con Thien, an American base near the DMZ sepa-
rating North and South Vietnam that served as a critical point in 
the McNamara Line (Event 38), saw fierce fighting as part of the 

“border battles” (Event P95). Much of the fighting at Con Thien 
consisted of dueling artillery between the 3rd Marine Division 
and the NVA guns across the DMZ (Event 32). 

P112. May Offensive NAVU 1968
Allied forces prepared: Remove all Active Guerrillas in or ad-
jacent to Saigon.
Tet Offensive continues: NVA may free March any adjacent 
Guerrillas into Saigon then free Attack with them. 
Tips: The free March granted by the shaded text may move 
both VC and NVA Guerrillas. The free Attack may only use 
Guerrillas that just Marched into Saigon, but uses both VC and 
NVA Guerrillas.
Background: In May of 1968, Communist forces launched a 
smaller version of the earlier January Tet Offensive (Pivotal 
Event 124), with much of the fighting concentrated on Saigon. 
Although Allied forces were better prepared for the May Offen-
sive, the fighting in Saigon resulted in large sections of the city 
being destroyed. An estimated 30,000 homes were destroyed and 
80,000 people made homeless. 

P113. Campaign Z UNVA 1968
Battle for Skyline Ridge: US and NVA each roll a die. NVA 
may then add 1 to their roll for every 2 NVA Troops removed 
from Central Laos. US may then add 1 to their roll for every 3 
Aid removed. The Faction with the higher roll may improve or 
degrade the Trail up to 3 spaces. If a tie, no change.
Tips: Both players should roll a die, then NVA must first choose 
whether to remove any Troops, before US chooses whether to 
remove any Aid.
Background: In late 1971, the NVA launched Campaign Z in 
northern Laos to knock out the Royal Laotian Army (RLA) and 
seize the strategically critical Plain of Jars. The major battle of 
the campaign occurred at Skyline Ridge, where repeated assaults 
by NVA troops  nearly overwhelmed the Laotian troops and came 
close to capturing their objective of Long Tieng, which served 
as the CIA’s base in Laos and the main stronghold of the Hmong 
irregulars. Although the NVA succeeded in attritioning the RLA, 
the enormous amounts of American air sorties, including B-52 
Arc Light strikes (Event 8), helped assist Hmong irregulars re-
take Skyline Ridge, forcing an NVA retreat and postponing the 
collapse of the Laotian government for several years. 

P114. Refugee Program UVAN 1968
Returned to secure areas: Shift 2 COIN Controlled Provinces 
each 1 level toward Active Support. Remove shaded Free Fire 
Zones.
Drains economic aid: Aid –6. US Ineligible through next card. 
Remove unshaded Free Fire Zones.
Tips: None.
Background: The United States’ extensive use of firepower 
in the countryside generated a massive refugee crisis in South 
Vietnam (Even P97). After its formation in 1967, CORDS (Event 
19) formed a Refugee Division to help manage the “refugee 
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problem”. Given the overwhelming flow of refugees, CORDS 
advisors pressured military commanders to slow the pace of 
refugee generation. The Refugee Program drained much of the 
economic and relief aid to South Vietnam, particularly when the 
Tet Offensive (Pivotal Event 124) and May Offensive (Event 
P112) generated even more urban refugees. With the expansion 
of RVN control into the countryside starting with the Accelerated 
Pacification Campaign (Event 96), the Refugee Division began 
assisting the resettlement of refugees back into their home vil-
lages. The expansion of RVN control also reduced the amount 
of refugee generation, at least until the major conventional 
offensives toward the end of the war, since the population and 
territory of NLF areas subjected to heavy bombing declined. 

P115. Communist Atrocities UNVA 1968
Mass graves uncovered: Shift a space with a Terror marker and 
COIN Control 1 level toward Active Support.
Intimidates population: Shift a space with or adjacent to a Terror 
marker 1 level toward Active Opposition.
Tips: None.
Background: Much of the civilian victimization by Communist 
forces during the Vietnam War occurred through either selective 
violence against government officials and those perceived to be 
collaborating with the enemy, or civilian deaths from indiscrimi-
nate indirect fire (Event P107) and urban terrorism (Events 97& 
P102). However, Communist forces also perpetrated larger scale 
massacres on some occasions. The most infamous occurred at 
Hue during the Tet Offensive (Pivotal Event 124), after which 
mass graves containing approximately 2,800 bodies were dis-
covered. Another massacre occurred in the Montagnard village 
of Dak Son, with over 250 killed. Although these incidents could 
arguably have intimidated civilians away from collaborating 
with the RVN, there is considerable evidence that they had the 
opposite effect, galvanizing segments of the population against 
the Viet Cong. 

P116. Rear Area Tensions UANV 1968
Orderly withdrawal: US may remove a US Base and up to 2 US 
Troops there to Available.
Riots and unrest: Remove a US Base and up to 2 US Troops 
there to Casualties.
Tips: None.
Background: Many of the discipline problems, drug abuse, 
fragging, and racial tensions attributed to the final years of US 
military involvement in Vietnam occurred in rear areas, such as 
throughout the system of support bases. Boredom characterized 
much of the time spent in rear areas, and soldiers on support fa-
cilities faced considerably less, though not zero, threat of facing 
combat. In 1968, after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, racial animosity in rear areas particularly grew. One major 
incident was the riot at “Long Binh Jail”, where a prison breakout 
developed into a larger riot that seized temporary control of the 
facility. Additional smaller confrontations occurred at supply 
bases in the rear. 

P117. General Mobilization Law ANVU 1968
ARVN CAPABILITY
RVN draft expands: Train may also place up to 4 cubes when 
placing 1–2 Rangers.
Manpower exhausted: Train that places cubes may only place 
up to 4 cubes per space.
Tips: Both Capability effects would apply to both US and ARVN 
Train Operations.
Background: In 1968, following the Tet Offensive (Pivotal Event 
124), the RVN declared a general mobilization to further expand 
the size of the ARVN. An exhausted population, who had experi-
enced years of draft calls by either side, found ways of avoiding 
the draft. Even with draft evasion, the general mobilization law 
succeeded in finding recruits, in part due to the expansion of the 
ARVN recruitment base following the Accelerated Pacification 
Campaign (Event 96) that put much of the countryside back 
under RVN control. 

P118. Black Market AVNU 1968
Corruption around bases: Transfer 1 Aid to Patronage for every 
2 COIN Bases on map.
Infiltrated by Viet Cong: VC may place 1 Guerrilla each in up to 
3 Cities or COIN Base spaces. 
Tips: VC could use the shaded text to place Guerrillas in a mix-
ture of Cities and spaces with COIN Bases.
Background: The massive influx of American aid and spending 
in South Vietnam led to a large black market where individuals, 
including RVN and American officials, sought to profit from the 
war. PX goods from American bases (Event P98) flowed into 
local black markets. However, the black market also allowed 
the NLF to acquire much needed supplies, not only weapons but 
also other essentials such as medicine. Black market and corrupt 
RVN officials also allowed the NLF to often  circumvent Allied 
resource denial strategies (Event P94) by simply buying food in 
cities and then transporting it to base areas, sometimes by truck 
load. Image source: Flickr user manhai (CC BY 2.0). 
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P119. Con Dao Prison AVUN 1968
Viet Cong prisoners: +1 Patronage for every 2 VC Bases in 
Available (round down).
Controversial site: VC may shift 1 City Pop toward Opposition 
for every 2 VC Bases in Available.
Tips: VC could use the shaded text to shift the same City multiple 
times if sufficient of their Bases were in Available.
Background: The prison on Con Dao island, located off the 
coast of the Mekong Delta, held many of the NLF prisoners 
captured during the war. Many of the prisoners had to experi-
ence the infamous ‘tiger cages’ that shackled a few prisoners 
to the floor in a tight cage-like cell. The RVN held over 30,000 
political prisoners, with about 10,000 at Con Dao, by the time 
of the Paris Peace Talks. Whether or not to push for their release 
as part of the accords became a source of disagreement between 
Hanoi and the NLF. Prisoners at Con Dao experienced abuses 
and mistreatment, making the site controversial in South Vietnam 
and the United States. Accusations of beatings and torture are 
common among former prisoners. 

P120. “American Brothel” AUNV 1968
War drives urbanization: Shift a Province 1 level toward Neutral 
to shift an adjacent City 1 level toward Support.
Social values undermined: Shift a 1 Pop City 1 level toward 
Active Opposition for every 2 US Bases on map. 
Tips: The shaded text could only shift each City a maximum of 
one level toward Active Opposition.
Background: The phrase “American Brothel” comes from the 
quote by Senator Fulbright (Event 93) in 1966, “Saigon has 
become an American brothel”. His comment highlighted the 
dramatic increase in prostitution in Saigon and many other South 
Vietnamese cities with a major American presence. The fighting 
and extensive use of firepower in the country (Event P97) in-
creased urbanization by driving refugees into the RVN controlled 
cities. Refugees struggled to find work in the overcrowded cities. 
Many women worked in a variety of careers created by the war, 
such as prostitutes, bar girls, secretaries, and other staff on US 
bases. The “corrupting” nature of American influence on social 
norms around women’s roles and attire became a controversial 
issue in South Vietnam and was exploited in NLF propaganda.

Design Notes
Designing the End of the Diem Regime 
(1961–1963)
The motivation to design Sovereign of Discord came from the 
complete lack of games on the years preceding American inter-
vention into the Vietnam War, outside of a few tactical game 
scenarios covering battles such as Ap Bac. Nearly every game 
on the war begins in 1964 or 1965. Given Fire in the Lake’s 
heavy emphasis on the insurgency and political aspects of the 
conflict, I thought a prequel expansion for the game would be 
the perfect opportunity to cover this period. Major differences 
between the earlier Diem era (1955–1963) and the later American 
War (1965–1973) meant I was less worried about whether there 
would be enough mechanical differences, and more worried about 
whether I could capture all the important aspects of the period 
within the existing COIN system.

The first obvious difference in Sovereign of Discord is the lack 
of a conventional part of the conflict. There are no American or 
NVA Troop cubes to create the mix of conventional and insurgent 
conflict famous during the period covered by the base game (and 
certainly not the Armor pieces of the major offensives covered 
in Fall of Saigon). Instead, the expansion needed to tighten the 
focus on the fight between the ARVN and the VC insurgency. The 
Strategic Hamlet pieces and mechanics helped add an additional 
strategic element to the war in the countryside, by allowing the 
ARVN to block the expansion of the VC through a means other 
than Support. However, the Strategic Hamlets mechanics also 
needed to capture the wide variation in the program’s effec-
tiveness: seriously hampering the insurgency in 1962, but then 
fueling resentment toward the regime when the program fell 
apart by the end of 1963. Players will often find themselves in 
the same dilemma faced by Diem. It will be tempting to rapidly 
place Strategic Hamlets to block the VC player, but overextension 
also makes the pieces vulnerable to VC removal, adding to their 
Opposition score. We’ve found in testing that the battle over the 
Strategic Hamlets becomes particularly fierce in the 2-player 
Diem’s War scenario, and astute players of the 2-player scenario 
may notice some similarities with the fight over the New Villages 
in The British Way: Malaya. One of my favorite aspects of Sov-
ereign of Discord is the ability to demonstrate why the Strategic 
Hamlet program struggled despite being partially influenced by 
the far more successful New Village program in Malaya.

The second major difference with Fire in the Lake is the lack 
of RVN leader turnover. The Coup! card mechanic of the base 
game offered an elegant way of including the instability of RVN 
politics. However, Diem remained in power throughout the whole 
period of 1961–1963. Despite the continuity of his leadership, 
his regime became increasingly plagued by instability, leading 
to the coup against his family at the end of 1963. Sovereign of 
Discord captures these dynamics with two mechanics borrowed 
from other COIN games. First, I needed a way of modeling the 
fact that the Diem regime more effectively used resources than 
the ARVN in Fire in the Lake when stable, but less effectively 
once the regime fell into chaos due to the Buddhist Crisis and 
coup plotting. To model the increasing ineffectiveness of the 
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ARVN due to regime instability, I adapted the US Aid Track from 
Cuba Libre, which elegantly models the increasing difficulties of 
the Batista regime’s fight against the insurgent faction, into the 
Regime Stability Track. Second, to help provide some structure 
to the growing threats to Diem’s leadership, I used scripted events 
on the Coup! cards of Sovereign Discord to model the explosion 
of the NLF insurgency, the beginning of the Buddhist Crisis, and 
the historically successful coup in the fall of 1963. I borrowed this 
idea from Fall of Saigon’s Coup! Cards, which are used to pro-
gressively model the decline in American aid for the struggling 
South Vietnamese state between 1973–1975. Borrowing useful 
aspects from Fall of Saigon also had the advantage of creating 
at least some continuity in mechanics across Fire in the Lake’s 
two expansions, lowering the rules burden of an extended 1961 
to 1975 grand campaign scenario.

The final major difference with Fire in the Lake, and the biggest 
departure, involved the entire reworking of the US and NVA 
factions. The US and NVA did not have a major ground presence 
during the Diem years and instead operated as external sponsors, 
providing aid and advisors rather than using their own forces 
to shape the war. Here the US in Fall of Saigon and similar 
factions in other previous COIN volumes, such as the French in 
Liberty or Death, could only provide limited design inspiration. 
Both games include ways of transitioning a single faction from 
a heavy board presence to a more limited support role (or vice 
versa), but don’t provide a fully fleshed out external sponsor 
faction with a roughly comparable level of decisions and agency 
to other factions in the conflict. The challenge of designing the 
US and NVA factions and their accompanying Washington and 
Hanoi Tracks was how to demonstrate their critical influence 
over the course of the conflict, but also not exaggerate their role 
given each faction’s limited presence on the ground. This became 
particularly tricky for the NVA, who didn’t have nearly as large 
of an advisory presence in the South as the United States with 
its nearly 16,000 advisors in-country by the end of 1963. The 
solution came from what I believe is the best method of solving 
most educational game design problems: returning to the source 
material. After carefully identifying all the tools historically at 
the US and NVA’s disposal, new actions and decisions could 
be added to their factions. In the end, I think the US and NVA 
factions add a new multiplayer dynamic to the COIN series of 
dual patron-client relations on both sides (rather than only on one 
side as in many volumes), which leads to greater negotiations 
between players than even in the original Fire in the Lake.

Bonus Content for Fire in the Lake
Besides the prequel content, Sovereign of Discord also comes 
with two types of bonus content for the base game: forty new 
Event cards and two new short scenarios (as well as the possibility 
of continuing a Sovereign of Discord game into Fire in the Lake). 
I had two main motivations for including this bonus content. 
First, plenty of new scholarship on the Vietnam War has come 
out since the release of Fire in the Lake in 2014. For instance, 
sixteen books in the source list included at the end of this play-
book were released after 2014. My hope is that the new Event 
cards inspired by these works help cover aspects of the war that 
Volko and Mark could not fully explore in the events included in 

the base game. The other motivation for the bonus content is more 
gameplay oriented. As Fire in the Lake approaches its tenth-year 
anniversary, many veteran players have become familiar with the 
base game Event deck. One hope of the game’s two expansions 
is that veteran players will explore the entire war (from 1961 to 
1975) in the extended campaign scenarios, and the bonus Events 
are intended to help breathe some fresh air into the game for those 
who think they’ve explored everything there is to learn. However, 
with the recent reprinting of the game in 2022, new players are 
also still picking up Fire in the Lake. I designed the two bonus 
scenarios to also offer additional experiences with a shorter 
playtime for newer players (or for experienced players looking 
for a quicker game). The “Long 1964” scenario, with its limited 
starting setup, is perfect for introducing players interested in 
jumping into the best COIN volume (I might be slightly biased).

Aspects of the Vietnam War outside of Fire in 
the Lake’s scope
Inspired by the academic practice of explicitly identifying the 
scope conditions of one’s theory, I’ve increasingly come to appre-
ciate when designers explain the limitations of what their designs 
can teach about a topic. In other words, although Sovereign of 
Discord might seem to complete any gamer’s Vietnam War ex-
perience by extending Fire in the Lake and Fall of Saigon, below 
I outline several aspects of the war that Fire in the Lake and its 
expansions, if not the wargaming hobby in general, neglects. The 
goal is not to criticize the games, but instead to outline what the 
limits of a specific model are and to identify where more design 
work still needs to be done.
First, the COIN series games provide great overviews of the 
conduct of civil wars and insurgency, but don’t offer much help 
in explaining the origins of these conflicts. For instance, although 
Sovereign of Discord dials the start date back to 1961, the start-
ing setup still begins with the National Liberation Front already 
formed and established in many areas of South Vietnam. To fully 
understand the origins of the NLF insurgency, one would need a 
game that begins earlier to cover the period between Resolution 
15 in January 1959 and the formation of the NLF in December 
1960. More importantly, to understand the process of insurgent 
group formation, one would likely need a far lower scale of 
design than the countrywide approach presented in the COIN 
series. This problem extends beyond Vietnam. There is a general 
lack of games on the micro-processes of how insurgencies begin, 
despite a significant academic literature on the topic in political 
science. I’d highly recommend anyone interested in exploring 
this strategic space to seek out Janet Lewis’ How Insurgency 
Begins: Rebel Group Formation in Uganda and Beyond (2020).
Second, the COIN series excels at demonstrating the inter-fac-
tional dynamics of irregular conflict. Fire in the Lake and, I 
hope, Sovereign of Discord illustrate the frustration experienced 
by external powers hoping to get a local actor to adhere to their 
vision of counterinsurgency. Any US players who have played 
alongside an ARVN player that builds up Patronage with Govern 
every chance they get understands the challenges faced by the 
United States in most of its counterinsurgency campaigns involv-
ing local allies. However, by focusing on the specific scale of 
inter-faction dynamics, the series often neglects the more detailed 



43Sovereign of Discord – PLAYBOOK

© 2023 GMT Games, LLC

lower scale processes of counterinsurgency and insurgency at 
the organizational level, and the higher-scale decision-making 
characterized by diplomacy and escalation. For instance, I’ve 
attempted to include, with several bonus Events, more attention 
on the dynamics of refugee generation and management that sig-
nificantly impacted the NLF insurgency and the Allied war effort. 
However, at Fire in the Lake’s scale and level of abstraction there 
are limits to the game’s ability to model important counterinsur-
gency issues of unity of command, resource management and 
denial, and fine-grained shifts in the demographic and geographic 
operational environment. Likewise, a major aspect of the Vietnam 
War is the decision-making in Washington and Hanoi using the 
various foreign policy tools to achieve their preferred outcome. 
Although Fire in the Lake and its expansions incorporate some 
aspects of that scale of decisions, by focusing its complexity 
on the “Insurgency in Vietnam” it heavily abstracts them with 
Event cards and ‘Track’ or ‘Available’ mechanics. GMT’s 2022 
reprint of the far more complex Vietnam: 1965–1975 arguably 
attempts to address all these scales at once with its mix of oper-
ational and campaign scenarios, but with the resulting tradeoff 
of a high barrier to entry, legibility issues, and at times a narrow 
focus on military matters.
Finally, although the COIN series’ multiplayer approach has 
placed players into factions often neglected by dyadic approaches 
to the conflict, there remains many perspectives necessarily left 
out by COIN’s chosen scale and focus. First, despite an encour-
aging rise of games on social movements, such as Taylor Shuss’ 
Stonewall Uprising (2022) or Tory Brown’s Votes for Women 
(2022), there is not yet a game on the evolution of the anti-war 
social movement or with a focus on the American domestic pol-
itics of the war. In addition, many perspectives remain neglected 
within South Vietnam, such as the highland communities (often 
referred to as ‘Montagnard’). Highland communities had to navi-
gate the complexities of competing demands from the insurgents 
and counterinsurgents, while also pushing for greater autonomy 
and resisting RVN efforts to assimilate them. Although we could 
debate the exact model that should be used, one could imagine a 
“Pax Highlands” in line with Cole Werhle’s Pax Pamir (2019).
A topic as complex and multifaceted as the Vietnam War deserves 
a “many-model” approach. I hope that players see Fire in the 
Lake and its expansions as the start rather than the conclusion 
of their learning about the war, and that designers continue to 
explore many different aspects of the war.
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Sovereign of Discord was the first project that I worked on for 
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with Stephen has been inspiring in a number of ways, not only in 
being able to observe first-hand the speed and skill with which 
he adapts and innovates old game systems for new conflicts, but 
also in being able to share the depth and breadth of his knowledge 
about civil wars, civilian victimization, and the broader social 
history that is all too often missing in games about these con-
flicts. I have learned a lot about both game design and real-world 
history while working with Stephen, and I am looking forward 
to continuing our collaborations on many of his future designs.
Of course, every working relationship has its ups and downs, 
and this project in particular was a steep learning curve for 
both Stephen and me. As Stephen mentioned in his own notes, 
there was a time when he considered giving up on Sovereign of 
Discord, and while I’m glad that I was able to persuade him to 
persevere with it, I’m even more glad that we’ve now found a 
way of working that is comfortable and sustainable for both of 
us—I think Stephen has a bright future in game design, and I’m 
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someone else’s design work really shine, and I am confident that 
Stephen’s designs will shine bright!
Fire in the Lake is both my and Stephen’s favourite entry in the 
COIN series, and so it is a great pleasure to be able to bookend 
this fantastic game with a prequel expansion that tells the story 
of the early days of the war. I suspect that this period is less well-
known even to those with a strong interest in the Vietnam war, 
but it is essential to understanding the rise of the NLF and the 
increasing militancy in Hanoi that led to Northern intervention, 
as well as the structural issues that continued to plague the RVN 
for the next decade and drove the US to prop them up with rapidly 
escalating aid and eventually military personnel. Combined with 
the Fall of Saigon sequel expansion, it is now possible to play 
through a full campaign from 1961 to 1975, seeing the develop-
ment of the war from its early beginnings as a more traditional 
insurgency, right through to the fully conventional final days of 
the 1975 spring offensive. Sovereign of Discord also includes 40 
new ‘bonus’ events for Fire in the Lake that further add to this 
compelling narrative, and I hope that you will enjoy exploring 
it as much as we have enjoyed creating it.
Joe Dewhurst
Glasgow, Scotland
February 2023

Game Credits
Game Design: Stephen Rangazas
Original Fire in the Lake Design: Mark Herman 
and Volko Ruhnke
Development: Joe Dewhurst
COIN Series Development: Jason Carr

Minh Mạng Solitaire Design: Joe Dewhurst
Minh Mạng Solitaire Development: Kevin Crooks 
Jacquard Solitaire System Design: Bruce Mansfield
Jacquard Solitaire System Development: 
Kevin Crooks

Playtesters: Jon Carter, Kevin Crooks, 
Maurice Engels, Cory Graham, Bart de Groot, 
Hesy, Calvin Kirkpatrick, Aman Matthews, 
Eddie Rakete, Robert Reese, Shaun O’Keeffe, 
Fred Serval, and Thompson Stubbs

Art Director: Mark Simonitch
Counters, Cards, Player Aids, & Package Design: 
Justin Martinez
Proofreading: David Bauer, Michael Neubauer, 
Brent Pollock
Vassal Module: Joel Toppen
Producers: Tony Curtis, Rodger McGowan, 
Andy Lewis, Gene Billingsley, and Mark Simonitch



45Sovereign of Discord – PLAYBOOK

© 2023 GMT Games, LLC

1961 Setup Map



46 Sovereign of Discord – PLAYBOOK

© 2023 GMT Games, LLC

1963 Setup Map
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1967 Setup Map
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