IA’S FIRST
FALLEN

UNDERCOVER BARBARA ROBBINS
WAS KILLED IN VIET CONG ATTACK

By Cathryn J. Prince
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arbara Annette Robbins checked her luggage at the

United Airlines desk, passed through the doors and

walked toward the airplane waiting on the tarmac at

Denver's Stapleton airport in August 1964. In film

footage captured by her father, the young woman in

a simple pastel suit turns and waves before boarding
the silver aircraft. He kept filming as the plane took off. Three
layovers later, Robbins touched down at Tan Son Nhut Air Base on
the outskirts of Saigon and was eager to begin her job fighting
communism. There would be no film of her happy return home.
Less than a year later Robbins became the first American woman
and first CIA officer to die in Vietnam and remains the youngest
CIA employee killed on duty.

ROBBINS WAS BORN ON JULY 26, 1943, in Sioux Falls, South
Dakota, to Buford and Ruth Robbins. At the time, her father was sta-
tioned in World War IT’s Pacific theater loading ordnance onto Con-
solidated PBY-FA amphibious flying boat bombers. She grew up in
Denver, with younger brother Warren, in a three-bedroom ranch
house in the West Colfax neighborhood. Her father was a butcher at
King Sooper’s grocery store, and her mother worked in the com-
plaints department at a window factory.

At Thomas Jefferson High School in southeast Denver, Robbins
demanded a lot from herself while also demanding she receive prop-
er credit for her work. “I remember she got a B+ in one class and

thought she deserved an A, and she went to

Barbara Robbins, i:ds“‘“‘ her teacher and made her case,; Warren
i said. “Her grade was changed.”

day with friend Bill McDon- Robbins was determined to do well in

. aldonarentedfishingboat  high school because she had college in her
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:’:::fm:;t“m T{""I sights, unlike many of her peers. Less than
before she was killed. 40 percent of women graduated from col-
lege in the 1960s.

Robbins was “a terribly bright little girl” and “unconventional,’ re-
calls older cousin Dolores Schneider. Although the girl had a taste for
Dairy Queen vanilla ice cream cones, “she didnt always like to eat the
ice cream, but she liked the cones” Robbins was always a little inde-
pendent, Schneider added. “She was like that as a girl, so naturally
she grew up to be that way.”

After high school Robbins enrolled at Colorado State University in
Fort Collins to study French and learn secretarial skills. While there,
she was recruited by the CIA. The Robbins family wasn't especially
political, but it was patriotic. Fourth of July meant large extended
family barbecues and parking alongside Interstate 25 to watch fire-
works burst in the night sky over Denver’s newly built McNichols
Arena. This patriotism that had been imbued in Robbins inspired her
to answer President John E. Kennedy’s call for Americans of all ages
to ask themselves what they could do for their country.

A few semesters before completing her degree, Robbins told her
family she was going to join the State Department and volunteered to
serve in Vietnam. “I remember a conversation about how she wanted
mﬁ:&ﬁm‘:‘g Warren said. “That was her goal, and she was
e e it o e

getto West Colfax, mister, you'll wish
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governed the North. The pro-Western government of
the South was led by President Ngo Dinh Diem, but-
tressed by French and American support. Tensions be-
tween the two sides soon flared into violence.
The attack on the Bien Hoa MAAG-V compound oc-
curred on July 8, 1959. Six of the American advisers were
in the mess hall watching The Tattered Dress, a 1957
crime drama starring Jeff Chandler and Jeanne Crain.
Just as someone flipped on the lights to change the reel,
Viet Cong attackers thrust their weapons through the
open windows and sprayed the room with automatic
fire. The VC killed two South Vietnamese guards and
two Americans—Maj. Dale R. Buis, 37, and Master Sgt.
Chester M. Ovnand, 44, the first U.S. troops killed by
enemy fire during the American war in Vietnam.
The simmering conflict in Vietnam had not yet reso-
nated with most Americans or even found its way into
| US. military classrooms. The attention of the nation’s
| leading military educators and strategists seemed to lay
elsewhere—namely on how best to repel the hordes of
Soviet soldiers seemingly poised to troll through West
Germany if the ongoing Cold War ever turned “hot”
“There was zero attention paid to Vietnam,” said re-

Robbins’ parents, Ruth and World War 1l veteran Buford,

get a family picture with baby Barbara. Their daughter
told them she was going to Vietnam with the State
Department. She didn’t mention it was a CIA cover.

youd done something,” she said.

Robbins concealed the fact that the State De-
partment job was just a cover for her work with
the CIA. She left college in 1963, without a de-
gree. Her parents “were nervous about her deci-
sion to volunteer,” Schneider said. “She wasn't
nervous at all”

THE FAMILY’S NERVOUSNESS was under-
standable. In summer 1959, six Viet Cong guer-
rillas had attacked a compound that housed eight
American advisers with Military Assistance Ad-
visory Group-Vietnam, in Bien Hoa, a few miles
northeast of Saigon.

MAAG-V was formed on Nov. 1, 1955, to
oversee a U.S. military contingent that had been
growing since President Harry S. Truman sent
the first advisers to Vietnam in 1950 to support
colonial ruler France, which had been trying
since the end of World War II to quell a commu-
nist takeover of Vietnam.

In May 1954, communist-led Viet Minh inde-
pendence fighters defeated French forces at Dien
Bien Phu, a small village in northwestern Viet-
nam near the Laotian border, bringing nearly a
century of French rule to an end. In July 1954, the
Geneva Accords sliced Vietnam in half at the
17th parallel. Communists led by Ho Chi Minh
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tired Col. Alan Phillips, a Silver Star recipient who
graduated from West Point in 1959 and did tours in 1963 and 1967. “We
had half a million troops stationed in Germany then, and there was noth-
ing like counterinsurgency plans being developed or taught”

DURING ROBBINS’ TIME at Colorado State, the situation in Vietnam

remained on the periphery. The peace movement did not fully reach the

campus until 1968 when students occupied the agricultural building. The

Rocky Mountain Collegian, the student newspaper, focused on various club
activities, guest speakers and sporting events.

. After leaving the school, Robbins returned to

The Saigon her parents’ house and packed for Washington

station had  whilelistening to Pat Boone on the record play-
an openir 18. er she had bought with her saved allowance.
Rolt,)bins While her parents believed she was working in
volunteered a State Department building, Robbins spent 12

months as a trainee in the CIA’s Directorate of
Plans, the forerunner of today’s National Clan-
destine Service.

If she was
going to make

a di t’ference, t I,n lfate szrir;lg 196t1after the ll]asctl of{ Washilnf-
N ons famed cherry blossoms had fluttered to

she V\T.as gOln.g the ground, an unexpected opportunity ar-
to d.O it where ,icd he Saigon station had an opening. Rob-
it most bins immediately volunteered. If she was going
counted. to make a difference, she was going to do it

where it most counted.

Before she left for Vietnam that summer, Robbins, her parents and
brother piled into the car and drove to the Four Corners Monument in
Monument Valley, Utah. A home movie shows the four skipping, dancing
and smiling their way around the metal marker at the point where Colora-
do, Utah, Arizona and New Mexico touch.

A week later the family returned to their home. Robbins stood in her
bedroom considering her clothes. She laid out airy linen shifts and pastel
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