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Foreword

This volume covers the period from the Tet offensive and the opening of
the road to Khe Sanh in 1968 through the final collapse of South Vietnam in
1975. 1t deals with the role of the Air Force in advising the South Vietnamese
Air Force and waging war in South Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. Until the Tet
offensive of 1968, the United States hoped to compel North Vietnam, through
military operations and negotiations, to call off its war against South Vietnam
thus ensuring the survival of an independent South Vietnam. However, the 1973
peace agreement accepted the presence of North Vietnamese forces on territory
seized from South Vietnam, and the survival of the Saigon regime depended on
the forbearance of the communist leadership or the willingness of the United
States to vigorously respond to a new attack. This history includes the so-called
Vietnamization of the war, the withdrawal of American forces, American and
South Vietnamese operations in Cambodia, the South Vietnamese attack in Laos
toward Tchepone, the containment of the invading North Vietnamese forces in
1972, the provision of additional aid from the United States, the military impact
of the peace settlement, and the successful communist offensive of 1975. These
events took place against the background of deepening American disenchant-
ment with the war, initially voiced by a clamorous antiwar movement but even-
tually shared by a sizeable segment of the general populace. The unpopularity
of the war influenced the decision of the administration of President Richard M.
Nixon to minimize American casualties by increasing Vietnamese participation
in the fighting and substituting air power, wielded largely by military profes-
sionals or volunteers, for American ground troops, who were mostly draftees.

This, in short, is a story of frustration, disillusionment, changing goals, and
eventual disengagement that can teach an important lesson to those who would
impulsively commit American might without ensuring that the nation's vital
interests are involved and that the populace, which supplies the troops and
treasure needed for the effort, understands and supports the intervention. The
author, Bernard C. Nalty, devoted some thirty years to the Air Force history
program.

RICHARD P. HALLION
Air Force Historian
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Preface

The nature of the Vietnam War changed over the years, reflecting a radical
shift in U.S. objectives and prompting an adjustment in the mission of the Air
Force. Earlier histories in the United States Air Force in Southeast Asia series
describe the shift from a war fought by proxies — the armed forces of the Re-
public of Vietnam, trained and supplied by the United States, fighting to achieve
the American purpose of checking the spread of communism by maintaining an
independent South and communist North Vietnam supporting the Viet Cong
guerrillas seeking to destroy South Vietnam — to a struggle between the United
States and North Vietnam, with the South Vietnamese and Viet Cong relegated
to lesser roles.

The Tet offensive of February 1968 altered the nature of the conflict by
shaking public confidence in the ability of the United States to force the North
Vietnamese, through a combination of military and diplomatic pressure, to
abandon their campaign to absorb the South into a unified, communist Vietnam.
Disillusionment with the war began to surface during the mid-1960s in two
widely different groups — those who argued that the United States was wasting
lives and resources in Southeast Asia and those who believed that the nation
was not adequately supporting its men sent to fight a decisive battle in the strug-
gle against communism. The sudden and violent attacks that erupted during the
Tet holidays of 1968 followed official assurances of progress, timing that in-
creased the corrosive effect of the offensive on national resolve. Negotiation
loomed larger in U.S. policy and while military operations continued, South
Vietnamese forces began to assume responsibility for fighting the war.

This transfer of the burden of combat, which began in earnest after the
inauguration of President Richard M. Nixon in January 1969, came to be called
Vietnamization. The United States would supply South Vietnam with weapons
to defend itself, provide training, and maintain a shield behind which the South
Vietnamese could expand their armed forces. Because the Nixon administration
was determined to reduce U.S. casualties, especially among ground troop draf-
tees, Vietnamizing the ground war took priority. Air power, applied by military
professionals and volunteers, would have to provide the shield.

The Tet offensive changed the tactics of the war fought by the North Viet-
namese, though not Hanoi's ultimate goal of conquering the South. A failure
either to exploit the initial successes of the Tet offensive or to break off the
fighting and regroup brought crippling losses to Viet Cong units. North Viet-
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Air War over South Vietnam

namese troops, deployed and sustained by means of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, took
over the war, much as the Americans had taken over from the South Vietnamese
between 1965 and 1968. The expanded North Vietnamese role resulted in a shift
from unconventional tactics based on mobility and surprise to conventional
warfare by massed forces tied to extended supply lines far more fragile than the
Ho Chi Minh Trail. An invasion of South Vietnam, launched in March 1972,
proved vulnerable to overpowering U.S. aerial strength and ground to a halt
with the Saigon government still in at least nominal control of a large portion
of the South.

By this time, bringing home the troops took precedence over the survival
of an independent South Vietnam in American policy objectives. Even the
invasion of Cambodia in 1970 and the U.S.-supported South Vietnamese attack
on the Ho Chi Minh Trail a year later served principally to ensure that North
Vietnamese forces did not disrupt troop withdrawals. The departures continued,
even during the fighting that followed the North Vietnamese invasion of 1972.
Over the years, U.S. ground forces left at an accelerating pace that bore scant
relationship to the ability of the South Vietnamese to take over their duties.

By late 1972, the United States concentrated on obtaining a cease-fire and
the release of American prisoners of war, whatever the cost. To gain Saigon's
consent to a settlement that would leave North Vietnamese forces in control of
territory captured in 1972, the Nixon administration combined the threat of
abandonment with a promise of decisive aerial intervention in the event North
Vietnam renewed the war. But when the fighting resumed in the spring of 1975,
the United States stood aside as North Vietnam conquered the South, ending,
finally, the active involvement of the United States in this long and bloody
conflict.
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I ntroduction

A Turning Point

From the establishment of the Republic of Vietnam in 1954 until 1965, the
United Statesgradually increased itseffortsto hel p that nation resist subversion
or military attack from communist North Vietnam. Thevolumeof Americanaid
expanded; the number of U.S. troops stationed there grew from fewer than 700
to 23,000; and the distinction between advising and providing combat support
blurred, then disappeared. The Air Force, which sent its first detachment to
South Vietnam late in 1961, proceeded in a matter of months from training
South Vietnamese crews to actual bombing and strafing, though atrainee usu-
ally was on board during these first combat missions. By January 1965, Air
Force aircraft in South Vietnam had increased from one squadron of thirty-two
airplanes— North American T-28trainers, Douglas B—26 bombers, and Doug-
las C—47 transports— to 218 aircraft of varioustypes, including twin-jet Martin
B-57B bombers.*

In spiteof expanded American aid, the South Viethamese government stag-
gered from one crisis to another. Early in 1965, Air Force and Navy planes
began bombing North Vietnam, both to punish the communist enemy and to
shore up thediscouraged and divided |eadershipin the South. Shortly afterward,
American combat troops arrived on the scene. Although initially assigned to
protect airfields and supply depots, the Marines and soldiers had by year’send
assumed responsibility for waging war throughout the country, shunting the
armed forces of the Republic of Vietnam into a subsidiary role. At the begin-
ning of 1968, American combat and logistics operations involved more than
400,000 soldiers, sailors, and Marines and required awide range of activity by
aVietnam-based Air Force contingent numbering 56,000 men and almost 1,100
planes. Other Air Force units flying from Guam, Okinawa, or Thailand also
took part in the conflict.?

Because of the limited nature of the war — the objective was to preserve
South Vietnamese independence rather than to subjugate the North— the Air
Force did not exercise all its normal functions during operations in South
Vietnam. For example, as long as the enemy husbanded his aerial strength to
defend hishomeland, instead of using air power to support hisground forcesin
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the South, air superiority over the South posed no problem. Therefore, the
function of maintaining air supremacy over South Vietham required no more
than the presence of a few fighter-interceptors in case North Vietnam should
change its longstanding policy and launch an aerial foray. Another primary
function— formulating doctrines and procedures for organizing, training,
equipping, and employing forces— continued with Vietham in mind. New or
modified aircraft and other equipment arrived in the battle area, and the senior
Air Force officer in the country, who doubled as deputy for air operationsto the
Army general in overall command, campaigned for the adoption of Air Force
doctrine on issues such as the centralized control of tactical aviation, both
American and South Vietnamese.

The Vietnam War interfered with afunction that had come to dominate Air
Forcethinking during theintensification of the Cold War — providing strategic
forcesto deter or, if necessary, to fight anuclear war. The Air Force had to shift
Boeing B-52 bombers and KC-135 tankers from strategic assignments to de-
liver firepower for the Army and Marine Corpsin Vietnam. Theworldwide air
transport service, yet another Air Force function, rushed men and equipment to
Southeast Asiain times of buildup and evacuated the sick and wounded. Be-
cause much of South Vietnam was poorly charted, aerial mapping, also an Air
Force responsibility, proved essential. So, too, did the intelligence function
during aconflict in which rain, cloud, forest, and sometimes the noncombatant
populace concealed enemy movement.

The most important function, in terms of effort expended, came to be de-
scribed as close combat and logistical support to the Army. It included tactical
reconnaissance, close air support, tactical airlift, the support and resupply of
airborne operations, and theinterdiction of enemy lines of communication. The
unusual characteristicsof the Vietham war — the absence of strategictargetsin
South Vietnam, the lack of aerial opposition there, and Army tactics that em-
phasized finding and destroying hostile troops— compelled the Air Force to
concentrate upon the combat and logistic support of ground troops.®

Therole of the Air Force— not attacking hostile troopsin South Vietham,
but bombing urban military targetsin the North — created the image of a vast
nation using advanced technol ogy to bully, though unsuccessfully, asmaller and
comparatively backward nation and aroused the wrath of a group of articulate
critics of U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia. The actual number of persons
opposing the war was small at the end of 1965, but grew rapidly as U.S. cas-
ualty lists grew longer, attracting a varied following. Some adherents saw the
war as an immoral effort to uphold a puppet regime at Saigon, while others
opposed foreign entanglements as a matter of principle, and still others were
dedicated pacifists. Themost numerousand active el ement consi sted of college-
age people whose lives and careers seemed threatened by military service.*

By late 1967, as demonstrations against the war grew larger and more
frequent, Alain Enthoven, a systems analyst in the Office of Secretary of
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Defense, warned, We're up against an enemy who just may have found adan-
gerously clever strategy for licking the United States. Hanoi, he said, might
continue the war over anumber of years, keeping its commitment at an accept-
able level but forcing the United States to expend lives and money until a
disillusioned American public rejected the war.®

AstheAir Forcecarried out its several rolesin South Vietnam, the massive
infusion of U.S. men, equipment, and money that began in earnest during 1965
seemed to be bringing the war effort to the threshold of success, whatever the
antiwar activistsmight say. Early in 1967, Robert W. Komer, aspecial assistant
to President Lyndon B. Johnson, returned brimming with confidence from a
visittoSouthVietnam. Wastefully, expensively, hereported, wearewinning
the war in the South. Few of our programs— civil or military — are very effic-
ient, but we are grinding the enemy down by sheer weight and mass. °

At year's end, prospects seemed, if anything, even brighter. Ellsworth
Bunker, U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam, told the Overseas Press Club at
New Y ork City of steady, though not spectacul ar, progressonthebattlefield and
elsewhere. South Vietnam verged on becoming a true nation. Representative
government seemed to be taking root, and, in Bunker’sopinion, Theenemy’s
attempt to impose a solution by force has run into astone wall. ’

Gen. William C. Westmoreland, Commander, U.S. Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam —the Army officer responsible for directing American
combat, support, and advisory activity in South Vietham — shared this con-
fidence. A few days after Bunker’s New Y ork speech, Westmoreland told the
National Press Club at Washington, D.C., In 1965 the enemy was winning,
today heis certainly losing. Although General Westmoreland, like Bunker,
refused to predict when the war would end, he did say that January 1968 would
mark the beginning of a new phase in the conflict, during which the United
Stateswould strengthen South Vietnamese forces, assign them agreater rolein
defending their country, and in general set the stagefor afinal phase, sometime
in the more distant future, when a strong and stable republic would crush the
last communist opposition on its soil.

The year 1968, Westmoreland warned, would see heavy fighting, for the
North refused to give up. Even though enemy forces had not won amajor battle
in more than ayear, they continued to infiltrate from sanctuaries outside South
Vietnam in an attempt to gain control of the rural populace and rebuild local
guerrillaunits. He acknowledged that the enemy remained confident of victory,
but insisted that atransition to the final stage of thewar lay within our grasp.
North Vietnam’ s hopes of conquest, he declared, were bankrupt.?

President Johnson's publicly expressed views coincided with those of his
principal subordinates, diplomatic and military, in the conduct of the war. On
the same day that Ambassador Bunker spokein New Y ork, Johnson outlined for
the White House press corps the goals of the Vietnam conflict. The main pur-
poses, he suggested, were to demonstrate that the United States intended to
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honor its commitments in Southeast Asia and elsewhere; to resist aggression
against the South and thus discourage all would-be aggressors; and to enable
South Vietnam to chart its own future without fear of domination by the North,
agoal that the United States proposed to achieve by doing, in hiswords, what-
ever wethink is necessary to protect the security of South Vietnam. ThePres-
ident insisted that American efforts over the years had made progress toward
these objectives, though hard work lay ahead. Thelevel of U.S. military power
in South Vietnam at last seemed adequate, however, and Johnson told the press
that General Westmoreland . . . anticipates no increase in that level. °

Within a few months, claims of progress took on a hollow ring, as the
enemy at the end of January and beginning of February 1968 unleashed aseries
of attacksthroughout South Vietham. The entire American war effort underwent
reassessment in the light of arequest that General Westmoreland receive sub-
stantial reinforcements. The U.S. government, in the process, reached a cross-
road and turned onto atortuousrouteleading, despiteflurriesof savagefighting,
toagradually reduced Americaninvolvement and ultimately to anegotiated set-
tlement.®

For the Seventh Air Force, the principal Air Force command in South
Vietnam, these sudden attacks plunged airmen, many of them off duty, into the
midst of a ground war, as communist infiltrators raided billets in towns and
shelled or stormed crowded air bases. Security troops, including specially
trained Air Force detachments, rallied to protect the airfields, so that after only
brief disruptions, the strike, reconnaissance, and transport aircraft wereback in
the skies, giving close combat and logistical support to embattled ground units.

-~

President Johnson and his military advisersin the White House early in 1968.



Chapter One

TheTet ffensive egins

From thewindowsof their villanot far from Tan Son Nhut Air Base, 1st Lt.
David C. Brown and other off-duty officersof the 12th Tactical Reconnaissance
Squadron watched fireworks begin bursting throughout Saigon, welcoming to
South Vietnam’ s capital thelunar new year that began on January 31, 1968. The
holiday saluted by thesejoyousexpl osionstraditionally beganwith thefirst new
moon after January 20, lasted for three days, and drew together families sepa-
rated for therest of the year. During Tet, asthistime of celebration was called,
atruce normally prevailed between the contending Vietnamese forces, and the
Saigon government took advantage of the cease-fireto grant liberal leaveto the
armed forces.

When the sound of fireworks died away, the airmen went to bed, securein
the knowledge that their quarters, in one of the many buildings leased for
American use because the air base had become so crowded, were being pro-
tected by South Vietnamese guards. Within a few hours, however, the harsh
crack of small-arms fire from the direction of Tan Son Nhut jolted Brown and
the others fully awake.

To the south, enemy forces had gathered undetected near the air base, the
busiest in South Vietnam and the site of Seventh Air Force headquarters. Across
the runways from the Seventh Air Force area, near the civilian air terminal,
stood the buildingsthat housed the headquarters of theU.S. Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam, including the command post from which the commander,
Gen. William C. Westmoreland, directed U.S. ground forces, obtained air sup-
port for them, and maintained communication with his military and civilian
superiors. Near the compound of the assistance command lay the headquarters
of the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff, patterned after the American Joint
Chiefsof Staff. A tempting target for the enemy, Tan Son Nhut and itsenvirons
came under attack at about 3:20 a.m. local time on the first day of Tet, when a
group of Viet Cong— the communist guerrillas in South Vietham — opened
firefrom the darkness beyond the east end of one of two parallel main runways.
Besides awakening Lieutenant Brown and the other officers hilleted at the
nearby villa, this attack diverted attention from the main enemy thrust.
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Shortly after the firing broke out, several men materialized from the shad-
owsto hurl hand grenades at abunker manned by Air Force security policethat
guarded a gate at the west end of that same runway. At about 3:40 am., ataxi
stopped not far from the gate and disgorged a Viet Cong assault team that
quickly assembled a bangal ore torpedo — threaded sections of pipe filled with
explosive— ignited the fuse, and blasted a hole in the chain-link fence sur-
rounding the base. Other attackers rushed through the gap to open fire with
rocket-propelled grenades that shattered the wall of the bunker, driving out the
defenders. The airmen forced from this position had done their assigned job,
however, holding off vastly superior numbers until other Air Force security
policecouldjoin American and South Vietnamese soldiersin setting up adefen-
sive line between the gate, now in enemy hands, and the end of the runway.

TheAir Forceunit responsiblefor halting the enemy advancewasthe 377th
Security Police Squadron, on aert since the previous afternoon because of at-
tacksagainst South Vietnamesetownsfar to the north of the capital. The squad-
ron had readied its eight thirteen-man quick reaction teams, while U.S. Army
signal and transportation battalions stationed on the base prepared to execute
their part of the defense plan, organizing three improvised rifle platoons, each
numbering about 40 men, to fight alongside the airmen. These soldiersand Air
Force security police, numbering fewer than 250in all, formed the cutting edge
of a 900-man security force, composed of South Viethamese as well as U.S.
troops, that now tried to contain and kill the well-trained assault troops entering
through the gap blown in the perimeter fence.

The American soldiers and airmen succeeded in stopping the Viet Cong,
thanks in part to three light tanks dispatched by the South Vietnamese base
commander, who bore formal responsibility for protecting Tan Son Nhut, even
though his U.S. tenants had made their own security arrangements. Rocket-
propelled grenades disabled two of the armored vehicles, but fire from the
survivor hel ped the Americanshol d their ground through the night. Dawn found
the attackersin control of an areathat measured approximately 1,000 by 2,000
feet, including thewest gate but stopping short of the runway. Meanwhile, other
groups of Viet Cong were probing the southeastern perimeter of Tan Son Nhut
and attacking the Joint General Staff compound, but theseforayspresented only
aminor threat to base security.?

Since so many of his own units were short-handed, the South Vietnamese
officer responsiblefor security at Tan Son Nhut and the surrounding areacalled
for help, and elements of the 25th Infantry Division promptly responded. The
component closest to the base, not quite eight miles distant, boarded vehicles
and drove through the night, its commander dropping flaresfrom his helicopter
to illuminate the roadway and reveal any ambush attempt. The relief column
encountered no opposition until it approached Tan Son Nhut shortly before
dawn, where it clashed with enemy forces massed just outside the base. When
additional units arrived, it joined in attacking toward the airfield.?
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Air Force Security Police and South Vietnamese soldiers
guard the perimeter fence at Tan Son Nhut Air Base.

The arrival of the first contingent of American soldiers triggered savage
fighting around Tan Son Nhut, causing expl osionsthat reverberated through the
building where Lieutenant Brown wasstaying. The soundsof battle drew closer
until, as he and his fellow officers watched, the enemy occupied a warehouse
just ahundred yards from the villaand began setting up machinegunsto defend
against therapidly devel oping American counterattack. Sincetheairmenliving
away from the base relied on locally recruited guards for protection, they had
no more than a pistol or two among them and could only pile up furniture for
abarricade in case the Viet Cong tried to storm the building.

By mid-morning, South Vietnamese troops advanced upon the enemy-held
warehouse across the street. Army helicopters laid down a barrage of rockets
and machinegun fire, but before being killed or forced to fleg, Viet Cong gun-
ners knocked out several vehicles approaching the warehouse. Asthe fighting
neared aclimax, sniper firetoreinto that wing of thevillawherethe Americans
had taken refuge. A bullet struck Lieutenant Browninthe head. After giving the
wounded man what first aid they could, two of the other officers braved stray
shots that still came from the direction of the warehouse, commandeered a
South Vietnamese truck, and drove him to a U.S. Army field hospital. There,
despite the efforts of a neurosurgeon, he died.*

Shortly after noon on January 31, at about the time Lieutenant Brown suf-
fered his fatal wound, a mixed force of American and South Vietnamese sol-
diers and Air Force security police were attacking the Viet Cong’'s Tan Son
Nhut foothold from inside the base, while the recently arrived units from the
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25th Infantry Division closed in on the enemy-held western gate. Viet Cong
mortar barragesimpeded the counterattacks, as enemy gunnerstried invainto
screen an orderly withdrawal . An assault that might have crippled, at least tem-
porarily, avital air base thus ended in failure.®

Although over within ahalf-day, the struggle on Tan Son Nhut airfield had
been fierce. The retreating enemy left behind 157 bodies and almost that num-
ber of individual and crew-served weapons. Four of the Air Force security
police died in the battle and eleven were wounded, while nineteen of the U.S.
soldiers fighting beside the airmen lost their lives and seventy-five suffered
wounds. South Vietnamese base defense forces sustained comparable losses:
five airmen killed and twelve wounded, with twelve soldiers killed and sixty-
seven wounded. Despite the shelling that accompanied the Viet Cong assault,
only thirteen American planes— eleven Air Force and two Navy — sustained
damage; not one was destroyed.®

Elsewherein Saigon and vicinity, other Viet Cong attacks |ost momentum
and collapsed in defeat, even though the enemy retained control of some resi-
dential sections of the city. When thefirst hostile roundsfell on Tan Son Nhut,
shattering the early morning quiet there, an assault team blasted an opening in
the masonry wall surrounding the U.S. Embassy and attacked the recently com-
pleted chancery building, asuicidal gamblethat had far greater impact on public
opinion in the United States than on the outcome of the Tet fighting in South
Vietnam. None of the attackers— apparently five in number — entered the
chancery structure, though one was killed inside a residence within the com-
pound. Thefight ended after about four hours, with two wounded Viet Congin
custody and three others dead.’

The air base at Bien Hoa, about 15 miles northeast of Tan Son Nhut, also
came under attack, as enemy forces converged on Saigon from the north, east,
and southwest. A rocket and mortar barrage shook the base only moments be-
fore araiding party penetrated the security fence guarding Bien Hoa's lightly
manned eastern boundary. A sentry dog detected the presence of the enemy, and
the animal’ s handler alerted the command post, which sent Air Force security
police and additional dog teamsto the threatened sector. The Viet Cong, how-
ever, bypassed the bunker sited to defend in this direction and rushed onward
to occupy an engine test stand located by the near end of arunway overrun.®

Whiletheenemy consolidated itshold onthetest stand, ahard-surfaced pad
protected on three sides by sandbag revetments, a North Vietnamese regiment
infiltrated the Bien Hoaperimeter at three different places. Assoon asit became
light enough to aim, some of theinfiltrators began firing into the I11 Direct Air
Support Center, which controlled aerial activity intheIll Corps area of central
South Vietnam. The center’s deputy director, Air Force Lt. Col. John E. Fitts,
grabbed a rifle and blazed away at an enemy soldier lying prone on a roof
nearby. The North Viethamese weapon soon fell silent, but Pitts never dis-
covered if he had killed the marksman.®
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Rubble from the 1968 Tet attack on the U.S. Embassy in Saigon.

However those under fire may have felt, the sniping around the direct air
support center was mere harassment compared to the fighting that raged around
the engine test stand. Air Force security police worked their way to within
grenade-throwing distance of enemy troopsfiring from behind sandbag barriers
and the huge benches upon which jet engines were mounted for testing. At this
juncture, unfortunately, an Army helicopter strafed the test stand forcing the
airmen to retreat, but inflicting no friendly casualties. The incident occurred
becausethe Army officer assigned to coordinate helicopter support lay wounded
inside the bunker and could not contact the aircraft he was supposed to direct.
The Air Force security troops then stormed the test stand a second time, killing
or driving away the enemy.

The battle now shifted roughly a hundred yards to a shed, protected by an
embankment, where Air Force ordnance specialists disarmed live bombs that
strikeaircraft had been unableto drop. A South Vietnamese security contingent,
armed with a 57-mm recoilless rifle, blasted the shed to splinters, Army heli-
copters strafed the position, but the North Viethamese and Viet Cong held out
until U.S. airmen and South Vietnamese troops killed them with hand grenades
and rifle fire.

Asat Tan Son Nhut, the first U.S. Army units reached Bien Hoa at about
dawn to begin driving the enemy from the outskirts of the airfield. For the Air
Force, the battle at Bien Hoa proved more costly than the struggle for the other
base. Four airmen were killed in action, another died of a heart attack induced
by exertion during the fighting, and twenty-six were wounded. Enemy |osses
within the base perimeter amounted to 137 killed and 25 captured. Hostile fire
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Bunker at Bien Hoa bears the scars of the Tet attack.

destroyed a Cessna A-37 attack plane being evaluated for possible use by the
South Vietnamese and aNorth American F-100 fighter-bomber, whilethe attack
damaged seventeen other planes, four of them heavily.*

Although mopping-up continued at Bien Hoainto the afternoon of January
31, limited flight operations got underway by sunrise on that day. Among the
first aircraft into the sky was a Cessna O-1 observation plane flown by Maj.
James Grant, aforward air controller. He spent three hours searching out enemy
unitsand calling in air strikes or artillery concentrations, then refueled at Bien
Hoa for a second sortie. During the afternoon mission, his airplane suddenly
heeled, struck by the force of a detonation on the ground more than two miles
away. The explosion, he later reported, resembled a small nuclear blast— a
gigantic flash and a rising mushroom cloud that reached 8,000 to 9,000 feet.
The enemy had destroyed the ammunition stored by U.S. forces at avast dump
near Long Binh.*?

Nor werethe Tet attackslimited to such vital installations asthe Long Binh
Army base, Bien Hoa, Tan Son Nhut, and the embassy compound at Saigon. An
estimated 67,000 enemy troops, almost 45,000 of them Viet Cong and the
remainder North Vietnameseregulars, shelled or tried to seize military facilities,
towns, and government administrative offices from Khe Sanh in the north, a
base already surrounded by North Viethamese troops, to Ca Mau in southern-
most South Vietnam. Among the objectives were five mgjor cities, including
Saigon, the capitals of 27 of the nation’s 44 provinces, 58 lesser towns, and
some 50 hamlets.™
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Of the ten major bases used by the Air Force in South Vietnam, only
four — Cam Ranh Bay, Phu Cat, Phan Rang, and Tuy Hoa— emerged un-
scathed from theinitial Tet attacks. Enemy troops broke through the defensive
perimeters guarding Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa, but were expelled, killed, or
captured within theday. At other air bases— Pleiku, NhaTrang, DaNang, and
Binh Thuy — the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong merely shelled theinstalla-
tions, using rocket launchers, mortars, or recoilless rifles.**

Airmen stationed at Binh Thuy, southernmost of the ten air bases, may not
have redlized at first that Tet 1968 marked a special enemy effort. Located
among the rice fields irrigated by the Bassac River, the airfield had already
proved so inviting atarget for shells and rockets that explosions shattered the
night three or four times each week. Not until February 13 did the Viet Cong
launch aground attack at Binh Thuy, but that effort failed. Air Force security
police, two receiving wounds during the skirmish, drove off ademolition team
that approached the fence. Heavy defensive fire discouraged other infiltrators
who had crept through tall grassto hurl grenades over the barbed wire at a pair
of armored personnel carriers parked near the edge of the base perimeter.*

From amilitary standpoint, the enemy achieved his greatest success of the
Tet offensive at Hue, formerly the royal capital of Vietnam, a city that sym-
bolized past greatness. At the heart of modern Hue lay the Imperial City or
Citadel, walled around with earth and masonry and protected on three sides by
amoat. Patterned after the Imperial City at Beijing, China, the Citadel contained
almost ahundred buildings, including the palace from which Vietnam oncewas
ruled. Because of its status as a shrine, Hue seemed immune to attack and was
lightly held by South Vietnamese units, further reduced in strength by holiday
leave. Lax security enabled enemy soldiers, who had arrived amid the Tet
throng, to exchangecivilian clothesfor uniforms, break out conceal ed weapons,
and seize amost al the objectives assigned them. Except for the military
assistance command compound inthenew city and aSouth Vietnamesedivision
headquarters inside the Citadel, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soon
controlled all of Hue.*

Only at DaNang, one of six places attacked on the morning of January 30
rather than on the 31st, did the enemy fail completely. Since General West-
moreland had rejected a Tet cease-fire in the northern provinces, the Marines
protecting the town and its airfield remained on full alert. As a result, they
intercepted the main North Vietnamese force advancing on DaNang and, aided
by South Vietnamese and U.S. Army units, repulsed a two-pronged thrust
toward that city and nearby Hoi An. Enemy forces did not stage an infantry
assault, although arocket barrage temporarily closed one runway. Since flight
operations continued without interruption, the Tet attack on the airdrome
amounted to little more than a nuisance raid."

In suddenly lashing out against towns and installations throughout the
country, the enemy had taken advantage of U.S. preoccupation with the border
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regions, areaction to recent battlesat Loc Ninh, Dak To, and Bu Doc and to the
encirclement of the Marine combat base at Khe Sanh. The military assistance
command hoped to seal the borders with U.S. troops, leaving the South Viet-
namese— along with the South Koreans, plus the few Australians and New
Zealanders serving in the country — to protect the interior, including the vital
installations at Tan Son Nhut, Bien Hoa, and Long Binh. Had the enemy been
ableto conceal the military buildup around the cities more thoroughly, the Tet
offensive might have caused far more damage.™®

Asearly asmid-December 1967, aninformal intelligencegroupin the base-
ment of the White House had become convinced, mainly on the basis of trans-
lationsof prisoner of war interrogations and captured documents, that an enemy
offensive was in the making. Four individuals made up this group: Walt W.
Rostow, special assistant to the President for national security affairs; Brig.
Gen. Robert N. Ginsburgh, an Air Force officer serving as a senior member of
Dr. Rostow’ sstaff; Art McCafferty, director of the White House situation room;
and Mary Lee Chatternuck, secretary for the team, who screened the transla-
tions, calling attention to pertinent items. The available evidence indicated an
impending winter/spring campaign — which turned out to be the Tet offen-
sive— with two possible objectives, either Khe Sanh in the far northwest or

towns like Hue. Although alert to the possibility of an attack, the White
House group, like most analysts elsewhere, simply could not believe that the
enemy could maintain pressure on the Marine outpost and launch simultaneous
assaults throughout South Vietnam.™

Meanwhile, isolated bits of intelligence were surfacing in South Vietnam,
revealing the possibility of assaultson Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa. These clues
proved to be fragments of a plan to take advantage of the Tet holiday and seize
major U.S. air bases and military installations.”’ Since reports pointing toward
an offensive formed but asmall fraction of the 600 itemsthat might reach intel -
ligence specialists in a single day, they disappeared in the torrent of data and
caused no particular alarm. The assistance command continued planning to use
South Vietnamese troopsfor protecting Saigon, for example, while U.S. forces
normally based near the capital took the offensive inthemoreremoteareas. #
Early inJanuary 1968, however, General Westmoreland reconsidered thepolicy
of entrusting the defense of Saigon to South Vietnamese units.

His change of plan apparently resulted from a conference on January 10
with Lt. Gen. Frederick G. Weyand, the Army officer in command of Il Field
Force, who was schedul ed to shift the bulk of hisforcesfrom thevicinity of the
capital to an operating areanear the Cambodian border. Intelligence reportsre-
ceived over the weeks had convinced Weyand that Saigon was in danger. He
outlined for General Westmoreland the evidence he had found so persuasive,
and the senior commander decided to cancel part of the planned deployment, so
that about fifteen U.S. Army battalions would be available to defend the city
and the nearby installations.?
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President Lyndon Johnson, Brig. Gen. Raobert N. Ginsburgh, and Walt
W. Rostow (l€ft to right) examine aterrain map of the Khe Sanh area.

At the approach of Tet, other signs of impending action appeared, as the
enemy recruited porters and made his final troop dispositions.” Although the
various elements of intelligence now gleam like newly washed nuggets, at the
time they lay buried among tons of gravel — interrogation reports, captured
documents, and other information, some of it contradictory and much of it local
in scope. A team of Department of Defense systems analysts, who studied the
role of intelligence in the Tet offensive, concluded, While there were reports
of coordinated attackson cities prior to the commencement of the Tet offensive,
they were morelike voicesin the crowd than awarning of disaster. Indeed, the
analysts sympathized with thoseintelligence specialistswhose attention had re-
mained focused on Khe Sanh and the border region. According to the findings
of theinquiry, an officer reading the pertinent intelligence documents, though
he would have expected some sort of significant effort by the communists,
could not have known where, when, or in what strength. He probably would
have guessedtheDMZ — thedemilitarized zone north of Khe Sanh— asthe
marshaling area, and shortly after Tet asthe time, but he would have had no
idea of the extent and scope of the effort. Whether in the White House
basement, at the Pentagon, or at Westmoreland’ s headquartersin Saigon, most
of thosewho studied theintelligence datadid not grasp the magnitude or timing
of the planned offensive.*

The military assistance command'’ s attitude toward the 1968 Tet truce re-
flected an order of priority that emphasized the threat to Khe Sanh. In agreeing
reluctantly to aholiday truce, in part to help sustain South Vietnamese morale,
General Westmoreland specified that military operations continuein | Corps,
where Khe Sanh was|ocated, and in the demilitarized zonejust to the north. In
the region excluded from the Tet cease-fire, troops and air crews were to take

every precaution toensure anabsoluteminimum of danger to or involvement

15



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

of any civilian populace. Westmoreland tried to limit the cease-fire, where it
applied, to just twenty-four hours, but, as a concession to South Vietnam’'s
President, Nguyen Van Thieu, he accepted a 36-hour truce to last from 6:00
p.m. local time on January 29 to 6:00 a.m. on January 31.%

Already concerned that the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong would attack
Saigon during their self-proclaimed seven-day truce, scheduled to last from
January 27 to February 3, General Weyand took note of the continuing hostile
activity near the capital and on the evening of the 29th alerted histroops. When
theenemy did strike, however, hisfirst blowsfell not on Saigon, asWeyand had
anticipated, but on Da Nang, Nha Trang, Kontum, Hoi An, Qui Nhon, and
Pleiku, all to the north of the capital. These attacks, launched some twenty-four
hoursbefore the main effort, prompted the South Vietnamese high command to
order an aert throughout the country. Unfortunately, the nation’ sarmed forces
had no way to recall the thousands of men given holiday |eave, many of whom
did not have access to radio or telephone. Most units remained at about half
strength when the Tet offensive erupted in full fury. As aresult of the early
attacks, General Westmoreland summoned all U.S. forcesto maximumalert, is-
suing a last-minute warning that called attention to the danger of raids upon
supply depots, troop billets, and population centers.?

The full extent of the Tet offensive gradually revealed itself to eyes fixed
upon Khe Sanh. Indeed, the belief lingered that the North Vietnamese intended
to make Khe Sanh a second Dien Bien Phu, storming the Marine combat base
in an attempt to deliver the same devastating blow to American resolve that the
fall of Dien Bien Phu, somefourteen yearsearlier, had inflicted on the French.
Aslate as mid-February, for instance, President Johnson spoke of enemy plans
to overrun Khe Sanh and attack eastwardto plant hisflag on thefreesoil of the
Republic of Vietnam.

The allocation of air strikes during the crucial first three days of the Tet
offensive reflected the importance placed on Khe Sanh. The number of sorties
flown in support of the Marine base increased by eighty-eight — fifty-one by
fighter-bombersand thirty-seven by B-52s— over the three days preceding the
urban attacks.? Theisol ated bastion required alarge share of the aerial transport
available at thistime, for the 6,000 defenders relied aimost exclusively on Air
Force cargo planes to fly in the food, munitions, and medicine that normally
would have come by truck convoy. Luckily, an emergency airlift had already
replaced the 1,500 tons of ammunition destroyed on January 21 when North
Vietnamese shells detonated the main munitions dump.®

Though American planners considered an assault on K he Sanh understand-
able, abeit foolhardy, in view of the aerial might available for its defense, the
objectives established by the enemy for the Tet offensive all but defied belief.
In his Tet exhortation to the Vietnamese, Ho Chi Minh, North Vietnam'’s chief
of state, vowed to restore power to the people, completely liberate [the] 14
million people of South Vietnam, [and] fulfill our revolutionary task of estab-
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Hue, during the Tet fighting, from across the Perfume River.

lishing democracy throughout the country. These spectacular accomplish-
ments— whichto American eyesappeared impossible— would result fromthe

greatest battle ever fought in the history of our country, an engagement re-
quiring many sacrifices. The victory gained through these efforts, Ho de-
clared, would decide the fate and survival of our fatherland and . . . shake the
world and cause the most bitter failure to the imperialist ringleaders. *

North Vietnamese military doctrine, rooted in communist ideology rather
than military experience, looked to ageneral uprising in Vietham’ s towns and
cities, athunderclap to signal thetriumph of communist arms. Accordingtothis
mythology, which ran counter to actual experienceinthewar with France, con-
ventional combat units and citizen guerrillas would isolate the population cen-
ters, and the oppressed urban masses would then rise up to effect their liber-
ation. This certainly had not happened against the French, who realized after
their defeat, largely by regular troops, at Dien Bien Phu in the far-off north-
western highlandsthat they could not win thelong, bloody, and expensive war.
Perhaps the enemy, in mounting the 1968 Tet offensive, sought deliberately or
instinctively to duplicate the effect of Dien Bien Phu, demoralizing the Ameri-
can people by attacking a number of towns simultaneously instead of over-
whelming a single bastion.*

If the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong who suddenly appeared on the
streets of Saigon actually expected a spontaneous uprising, they encountered
cruel disappointment, for few citizens took up arms beside them. On the other
hand, government authorities received few warnings of the secret gathering of
North Viethamese and Viet Cong soldiers. Some families sought to ingratiate
themselveswith the attackers by giving them token assistance, such asfood and
water, whileothers shunned any involvement and simply barricaded themsel ves
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in their homes. The communists harangued the citizenry to rise up and some-
times kidnapped or executed previously identified government officials, but
neither speeches nor terror had much impact. In general, the inhabitants of
Saigon displayed apathy toward both sides, withholding support from the as-
sault forces but also refusing to turn them in.®

Although the enemy at Saigon seemed indecisivein trying to marshal pop-
ular support, relying mainly on rallies reinforced by occasional terrorism, at
Hue he quickly established leadership committeesto rule the captured city and
then set about killing those who might oppose him. Throughout the Tet offen-
sive, even at Saigon, the attackers seemed to know precisely where to find
members of the opposition, but only at Hue did communist cadres systemati-
cally ferret them out — American nonmilitary officials, South Viethamese sol-
diersor police, severa Roman Cathalic priests, or other influential persons—
and herd them off for re-education, in this case aeuphemism for murder. During
the weeks that communist forces ruled Hue, executioners killed some 2,800
people, most of them listed by Viet Cong intelligence as being enemies of the
new order. In addition to these carefully chosen victims, the number executed
almost certainly included relatives or associates of persons on the list, along
with somewho simply were misidentified. This bloodshed, instead of consoli-
dating the power of the city’s conquerors, created a climate of fear and hatred
that resulted in acts of revenge after the recapture of Hue, when the communist
cadre members in turn became prisoners.®

Assisted by underground sympathizers who kept quiet about infiltrating
troopsand singled out those South Vietnamese hostileto the communist revol u-
tion, North Vietnamese regularsand Viet Cong guerrillas suddenly brought the
war to South Vietnam’stowns and principal cities. No general uprising occur-
red, however, and Air Force security police helped beat back theinitial assaults
onkey air bases, although hostile gunnerscontinued to harasstheseinstallations
through February and March. Suddenly caught up in battle, the officersand air-
men in these security detachments helped defeat attacks on Tan Son Nhut and
Bien Hoathat could have delayed and weakened the Air Force response to the
Tet offensive. As it turned out, despite casualties and aircraft losses, the
reconnaissance, tactical fighter, observation, bombardment, and transport
squadrons promptly carried the war to the enemy, locating and attacking his
forces and shuttling troops and cargo among the embattled towns.
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The nem epulsed

Once the American and South Vietnamese forces had beaten back the sud-
den attacks onthe air bases, General Westmoreland sought to defeat the enemy
country-wide, systematically using air power to support counterattacks designed
to regain total control of Saigon, Hue, and the other cities. To help him achieve
his objective, the Seventh Air Force devoted roughly 70 percent of its sorties
during February to those activities later categorized as close combat and logis-
tics support of ground forces.

Of some 56,000 operational sortiesflown in South Vietnam that month by
fixed-wing aircraft of the Seventh Air Force, 43,000 supported the war on the
ground, support that included tactical reconnaissance, combat support, airlift,
and attack. Tactical reconnaissance accounted for about 10,000 sorties, pro-
ducing visual sightings by forward air controllers aswell asaeria photographs
andinfraredimagery. Not quite 2,500 wereclassified ascombat support, limited
at the time to battlefield illumination, defoliation, and psychological warfare
missions. Another 19,000 airlift sorties flown by Air Force transports carried
men or material needed by tactical units. The number of attack sorties flown
during February exceeded 10,000 — almost oneoperational sortieinsix — with
70 percent of them providing close air support to ground units and the rest
attempting to interdict enemy movement. In addition, the 3d Air Division flew
1,291 B-52 sorties against targets in South Vietnam, missions designed to kill
enemy troops, destroy supplies, or disrupt lines of supply and communication.

The Tet attacks thus triggered a month of sustained aerial warfare in
support of ground operationsthroughout South Vietnam. Besidesthe squadrons
of the Seventh Air Force, tactical fighters, attack planes, and light bombers of
theNavy, Marine Corps, South VietnameseAir Force, and Royal Australian Air
Force participated in the February fighting. The 10,000-odd attack sortiesflown
by the Air Force represented slightly more than half the monthly total for Feb-
ruary. Marine aviators flew about 27 percent of the February attack sorties,
Navy airmen 8 percent, the South Vietnamese 11 percent, and the Australians
1 percent. During the response to the Tet offensive, support of ground
forces— whether with aerial transport, reconnaissance, dropping flares or
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propaganda leaflets, close air support, or aeria interdiction— served as the
focal point for American air power.!

Before joining in this response to the Tet offensive, many Air Force units
had to recover from thefirst stunning blows delivered by the North Vietnamese
and Viet Cong. Although a nationwide alert had gone into effect after the Jan-
uary 30 attacks on Da Nang and five other cities north of Saigon, the street
fighting that broke out in the capital and elsewhere some 24 hours later
prevented airmen who had not yet returned to their posts from getting there.
Moreover, some aircraft crews, especially those delivering cargo or on routine
courier missions, found themselves either trapped on the ground at bases under
attack or unable to land at destinations raked by hostile fire.

Key staff officersin Saigon could not reach Seventh Air Forceheadquarters
at Tan Son Nhut. Such absences hampered the work of the tactical air control
center in preparing thedaily operationsorder that specified the number and type
of tactical air sorties, the kinds of ordnance, and thetimes over target. For three
days, while fighting raged in Saigon, no more than three officers handled this
essential job.?

On January 31, Air Force and South Vietnamese airmen attacked their first
target, atextile mill not far from Tan Son Nhut that the enemy had converted
into afortress. After the structure had been bombed and recaptured, the battle
shifted to an enemy stronghold in the residential areaaround the Phu Tho race-
track, within striking distance of the air base. Throughout most of February,
communist forces clung to the race course and its environs, launching thrusts
from thisregion into Saigon proper and into Cholon, the Chinese quarter south
of the airfield. By the end of the month, however, U.S. and South Vietnamese
troops had eliminated the pocket and regained control of Saigon and nearby
hamlets.®

Becausethe conflict had envel oped popul ated places, Air Forceforward air
controllersfaced the unpleasant task of directing attacks against enemy forces
that had taken over and fortified the homes of South Vietnamese civilians. One
Air Force officer acknowledged that he had been reluctant to direct his first
strike against a suburb of Saigon. He described thetarget as anicelittletown,
apretty place, very picturesque, where the Viet Cong had dug in. He exper-
ienced this uneasiness even though he was following rules of engagement that
required him to have clearance from South Vietnamese authorities before
calling down bombs or artillery fire on any inhabited place. In this case, an
American ground commander assured him that the local South Viethnamese
province chief had evacuated the town, but even so hefound it wasdifficultto
start putting in. .. ordnance, for he knew, before the day was out we were
going to make alot of people homeless. *

Around Saigon and elsewhere, U.S. airmen observed complicated rules of
engagement that, among other things, required that an appropriate South Viet-
namese authority approve air strikes or artillery firein or near population cen-
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A Royal Australian Air Force Canberra over South Vietnam.

ters or in close proximity to South Vietnamese troops. Even though the rules
placed responsibility on officials expected to be concerned about the lives and
welfare of their fellow citizens, the enemy had converted the citiesinto battle-
fields, at least in part to demonstrate the weakness of the Saigon government,
and urban destruction proved unavoidable. Within most of the towns or cities
attacked at Tet, American firepower contributed comparatively little to the
devastation, for South Vietnamese troops, supported by their own artillery and
aviation and acting with the consent of their own authorities, did the greater
share of the fighting.®

A widely publicized example of urban destruction — the battle for Ben
Tre—involved American, rather than South Vietnamese, artillery and air
power. Two Viet Cong battalions infiltrated the town, roughly 35 miles
southwest of Saigon, and attacked on the morning of January 31, taking the
South Viethamese defenders completely by surprise. When dawn broke, the
only friendly forces in Ben Tre were seventy or eighty U.S. advisers and a
handful of South Vietnamese soldiers, holding out near the center of town. An
Americaninfantry brigade went to the rescue, but became pinned down by Viet
Cong troopsfiring from the cover of houses and other buildings. Realizing that
hismen had to have additional firepower to fight their way through, the brigade
commander obtained approval for the use of mortars, artillery, and air strikes
against enemy strongpoints within the town.

One of the forward air controllers working with the brigade, Mgj. James
Gibson, shared the normal reluctance to attack a populated area. We would
have preferred not to operate within the cities, he said, and our choice has
never been to operate in the cities— that is the philosophy of our brigade, and
from what | have been able to read and understand, it is the philosophy of the
United States military services in this country. At Ben Tre, however, the
enemy had sel ected the battl eground, | eaving the brigade commander and South
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Vietnamese authorities the choice, in Gibson’s opinion, of either using over-
whelming firepower or allowing the leading elements of the relief force to be
pretty well wiped out.

As Magjor Gibson remembered the battle, parts of Ben Tre already lay in
ruinswhen he arrived above thetown. He and hisfellow forward air controllers
promptly directed seven strikes against enemy emplacements within an eight-
block area in the comparatively untouched eastern section of the city. These
attacks, hebelieved, killedtheVC[Viet Cong] offensiveinthat part of town.
Gibson and the other forward air controllersalso called down artillery fire, since
they could, from their slow-moving planes, keep track of the advance on the
ground and pinpoint the centers of enemy resistance. By the evening of Feb-
ruary 2, the Americans controlled the ruins of Ben Tre, but two days of mop-
ping up lay ahead.®

After the recapture of Ben Tre, where 500 or more noncombatants may
have died, an anonymous U.S. mgjor declared: It became necessary to des-
troy thetown in order to saveit. Thiswidely quoted comment, which seemed
to summarize the contradiction between American aims and accomplishments
in the Vietnam war, riveted attention upon Ben Tre and the death or dis-
placement of civilians. Indeed, at Ben Tre more noncombatants perished than
soldiers, though the exact number of civilian deaths could not be verified.
Although subsequent news stories challenged the first estimates of property
destroyed and spoke of Ben Tre's recovery, the officer’s words raised the
guestion whether the United States could build a nation, the Republic of South
Vietnam, by waging a destructive war on its territory. At Ben Tre, if not else-
where, bombs and shells seemed to be destroying the very thing the United
States claimed to be trying to nurture, a self-sustaining society. The path to
independence dead-ended at the refugee camp.’
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Air power, whether American or South Viethnamese, alsolentitsdestructive
might to the recapture of other towns, among them Phuoc Le, the capital of
Phuoc Tuy, a coastal province southeast of Saigon. Although the Viet Cong,
some 700-strong, did not attack here until the early morning of February 1, air
support responded slowly, for by thistime it was needed throughout the coun-
try. Before dawn, an Air Force O-1 based at the Phuoc Le airstrip took off on
aroutine patrol and began dropping flares, and soon discovered the approaching
enemy, whosefire prevented the aircraft from landing. Meanwhile, hostilefire
began grazing thepath fromthe pilots’ quarterstotheir parked planes, apassage
that oneofficer describedas DeathValley. Despitethedanger, thecontrollers
crossed Death Valley to reach their O—1s, take of f, and continue the battle from
amore secure flying field.

The early reports proved so vague that South Vietnamese authorities and
American commandershesitated to approveair strikesonthetown. Thedefend-
ers had to wait some three hours before their request for air support produced
a handful of Army helicopter gunships. These aircraft used their multi-barrel
machinegunsto strafe the Viet Cong who had closed the airstrip and laid siege
to the American and South Vietnamese headquarters in the heart of town. For
much of the day, one Army and two Air Force observation planescircled over-
head, directing both armed helicoptersand thefighter-bombersthat joined them
in attacking targets in and around the provincial capital. Late in the afternoon,
the Viet Cong, battered from the air and prodded by South Vietnamese troops
entering the town, began to retreat.’

Elsewhere, an eleven-day battle raged for control of Da Lat, some 135
miles northeast of Saigon. Since Da Lat had never before come under commu-
nist attack, even though it wasthe site of the national military academy, the Tet
assault had shocked theirregular troopsand military police defending the town.
Before the startled eyes of this small garrison, Viet Cong seemed to appear
simultaneously throughout Da L at, but the attackers could not take full advan-
tageof surprise. Between themand victory stood thefirst-year studentsfromthe
military academy, the only class that had not received holiday leave. These
young men set up ablocking position in the city, causing the enemy to hesitate
long enough for thelocal commander, Maj. Dao Mong Xuan, to organizetheill-
trained students. Legend has it that several American soldiers, spending the
night on the upper stories of adowntown bordello, heard firing from the streets
below, reached themajor by telephone, and alerted himto thedirectioninwhich
the attackers were moving, enabling him to deploy his force appropriately.

Whether or not he benefitted from this particular intelligence source, the
South Viethamese commander’ s hurriedly organized defense stopped the Viet
Cong, forcing them to dig in and await reinforcements, which unaccountably
proved latein arriving. By setting up aperimeter inside the city, the enemy pro-
vided awell-defined target for air power and artillery, but forward air control -
lersto direct thisfirepower were scarce. To meet the need, Col. Philip Erdle, a

23



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

pilot aswell asaprofessor at the Air Force Academy, volunteered to help. Erdle
had come to Da L at to advise the staff of the South Viethamese military acad-
emy on organizing an engineering curriculum, but in this emergency he com-
mandeered an O—1 and hel ped handl e the seventy-four sortiesflown by Seventh
Air Force and South Vietnamese planes.

Aided by these strikes, South Vietnamese rangers and infantrymen drove
the Viet Cong from DaL at. The bombing destroyed about 200 homes and other
structures, and perhaps fifty noncombatants died in the battle. The destruction
and loss of civilian life here proved far less than at Ben Tre, but more than at
Phuoc Le in Phuoc Tuy Province.’

If thefighting at Dal at seemed typical of the Tet offensive— suddenly be-
gun, bitterly fought, but involving comparatively few troopsand over in ashort
time— the battle at Hue more closely resembled the urban combat of World
War |l intermsof duration, ferocity, and numbersinvolved. American Marines
and soldiers, along with South Vietnamese troops, waged a struggle that began
on January 31, the first day of Tet, but did not end until February 24 and the
elimination of the last pocket of Viet Cong resistance within the walled city.
Theunfurling of South Vietnam' sred-and-yellow flag over the recaptured pal -
ace verified the failure of the entire Tet offensive, though mopping up in and
around Hue continued for another week.*

During the early days of the fighting at Hue, South Vietnamese officials
sought to minimize damage to the city and casualties among its inhabitants by
forbidding the use of artillery, napalm, and high-explosive aerial bombs.
Through the evening of February 3, the counterattacking forcesrelied on direct-
fire weapons — rifles, machineguns, tank guns, and recoillessrifles— supple-
mented by tear gas, in a house-by-house battle. The exhausting and bloody
struggle, however, prompted the South Vietnameseto lift these restrictionsfor
much of the modern city. Two days later, they lifted restrictionsfor the ancient
Citadel. After February 5, air power could joinwith artillery in engaging targets
throughout most of the city, although certain structures— temples and public
or historic buildings— could not be bombed or shelled.

Despitethe change of policy, theweather prevented air power from playing
adecisiverolein the fighting at Hue. Daytime cloud cover and low-lying fog
that persisted through most morningslimited the total number of combat sorties
by tactical aircraft to about 150, one-third of them by Marine aviators. At night,
when fog and cloud usually abated, Marine and Air Force planes flew almost
50 strikes, usually following instructions from radar operators on the ground.
To avoid endangering American and South Vietnamese troops fighting in the
midst of the city, where only the thickness of awall might separate friend from
enemy, the night strikes engaged targets on the outskirts of Hue where clearly
defined radar checkpointsexisted or theenemy could otherwise be pinpointed.™*

Progress on the ground remained slow, however, and South Vietnam’'s
leadersgrew impatient. On February 10, Vice President Nguyen CaoKy, former
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The Imperial Palace in Hue, damaged during the Tet fighting.

commander of the South Vietnamese Air Force, and a dozen of the country’s
military and civilian leaders visited the strife-torn city, where they talked with
the U.S. officersdirecting the battle— Gen. Creighton W. Abrams of the Army
and two Marines, Lt. Gen. Robert E. Cushman, Jr. and Brig. Gen. Foster C.
LaHue. The discussion focused on the enemy’s practice of fortifying schools
such as Hue University, public buildings like the city post office, and even
historic or religious shrines. Vice President Ky weighed the lives of American
and South Vietnamese sol diersagainst the val ue of such structuresand accepted
responsibility for the damage that would result from using whatever supporting
weapons might be needed to dislodge the enemy. Within the week, the South
Vietnamese corpscommander for the northern provinces, Lt. Gen. Huong Xuan
Lam, specifically authorized air strikes against the historic palaceitself, which
served asaViet Cong redoubt. Most of the bombs dropped within the Citadel,
however, exploded on targets between the palace and the southwest wall.*
The battle for Hue helped alienate an individual uniquely able to shape
American public opinion. The members of the press visiting the city included
Walter Cronkite, a popular and influential television commentator, who had
initially accepted the idea that the United States was successfully waging war
to help the South Vietnamese create a nation. By the outbreak of the Tet offen-
sivein 1968, however, he had begun to doubt reports of steady progress, and the
house-by-house fighting that he saw at Hue further disillusioned him. He came
away convinced not only that the enemy wasfar more tenaciousthan American
officials had been willing to admit, but also that the conflict was destroying,
rather than building, a South Vietnamese nation. His televised Report from
Vietnam, broadcast on February 27, struck apessimistic note, emphasizing the
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surprise achieved by the enemy, detailing the havoc caused by the Tet fighting,
and predicting that the bloody experience of Vietham would likely endina
stalemate.

Although the destruction that Cronkite reported, along with the remarks
about Ben Tre attributed to the anonymous major, might imply otherwise, U.S.
forces continued to observe rules of engagement prescribing the circumstances
in which various weapons could be used. As before, South Vietnamese author-
ities had to approve specific targets, though they might designate general areas
subject to aerial attack without further review. Both the South Vietnamese corps
commander and his American counterpart had to agree before air strikes could
take place within an inhabited place. Psychological warfare planes had to warn
civiliansto flee, either by dropping leaflets or making loudspeaker broadcasts,
before the first bomb fell. The rules also specified that aforward air controller
in contact with forces on the ground direct the bombing. If the enemy, ashe had
during the Tet offensive, took refuge in shrines, temples, or similar buildings,
senior American or South Vietnamese commanders on the scene might approve
air attacks without consulting a higher headquarters. Should the war return to
the Citadel at Hue, however, the alies were to use tear gas and direct-fire
weapons before resorting to aerial bombardment or artillery fire.

Such in general werethe revised rules of engagement governing combat in
towns. Sincecommandersand local officialshad to apply themto specific situa-
tions, the regulations could not in themselves prevent the death of noncombat-
antsand the destruction of their property. Ashad happened during the Tet fight-
ing, the safety of friendly forces or the need to destroy the enemy might again
outweigh a genuine desire to protect the civilian populace.**

A concern for South Vietnamese noncombatants kept General Westmore-
land from using Boeing B-52s in the urban battles, where their large, devas-
tating bombing pattern would have endangered not only civilians but friendly
troops, sometimes just a grenade’ s throw from the enemy. As a result, these
planes supported the counteroffensive on the ground by flying some 200 sorties
during February against troop concentrations, base areas, and supply routes a
safe distance from South Vietnamese towns and villages.

K he Sanh remained thefocus of B-52 activity in South Vietnam during the
month. More than 1,000 of the 1,500 sorties flown against targets in the South
hit the enemy forces massed in the vicinity of that base. In addition, most of the
170 targets bombed in Laos contributed directly to the security of Khe Sanh.™®

A key individual in selecting B-52 targets at thistimewas Marine Lt. Gen.
John R. Chaisson, the director of General Westmoreland' s combat operations
center, ajoint organization with Air Force representation. The major ground
combat units sent their requests for air support to Chaisson and his staff, who
arranged them in order of priority and apportioned the total available sorties,
beginning with the most important targets. Although encirclement of Khe Sanh
and attacks on the cities triggered additional target nominations, the assistance
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command had at its disposal agreater number of B-52 sortiesthan ever before.
From 800 per month, the number of sorties authorized by the Joint Chiefs of
Staff increased to 1,200 (40 per day) on January 22 and to 1,800 (60 per day)
on February 15. In order to fly the approved 60 sorties each day, the Strategic
Air Command had to place at General Westmoreland' scall aforce of 26 B-52s
deployed to the Pacific after North Korean motor gunboats captured the U.S.
communicationsintelligence ship Pueblo on January 23. By mid-February, 104
B—52 bombersstood ready to support ground operationsin Southeast Asia— 66
on Guam; 23 in Thailand; and 15 on Okinawa.'

Although under the command control of the Strategic Air Command,
which could reconvert them in amatter of hoursto carry hydrogen bombsinthe
event of nuclear war, the B-52s stationed in the Far East served as Westmore-
land’s flying artillery, battering area targets too large for tactical fighters and
usually beyond reach of the heaviest guns. After Chaisson’s combat operations
center had completed aslate of recommended targetsfor the B-52s, it submitted
them for Westmoreland’ sapproval. Therecommendationsreflected intelligence
produced by Seventh Air Force, which in turn benefitted from advice given by
the Strategic Air Command Advance Echelon, aliaison agency located at Tan
SonNhut. A list containing proposed timesof attack, thetargets, and therecom-
mended weight of effort then went to Andersen Air Force Base, Guam, where
the 3d Air Division — later redesignated the Eighth Air Force— planned mis-
sionsthat normally hit the sel ected targets about forty-eight hoursafter they had
been proposed to General Chaisson.”

Normally, Westmoreland readily approved the slate of targets presented by
Chaisson. In the event the schedule of strikes had to be adjusted in the middle
of the night, Chaisson usually did not awaken Westmoreland but made any nec-
essary ateration on his own initiative, waiting to explain the change in the
morning when the commander arrived at headquarters. Thethreat to Khe Sanh,
however, and the Tet offensive persuaded Westmoreland to movefrom hisresi-
dence to the headquarters, where he began closely supervising B-52 activity.
Each evening, after abriefing that covered all four tactical zonesor corpsareas,
he approved a schedule of B-52 strikes, and on the following morning, he re-
viewed thelatest intelligence on previous attacks. In short, Westmoreland was,
in Chaisson’ sphrase, personaly ... fingeringthetargets. Although Chaisson
could offer side comments and all that, Westmoreland usually would just
say ...thesearetheoneswearegoingon. Occasionally, hemight establish a
flat priority, directing Chaisson to concentrate the available sorties for a
specific purpose— the defense of Khe Sanh, for instance— but allowing his
subordinates to select the exact targets.*®

Upon receipt of the compilation from Westmoreland’ sheadquarters, the 3d
Air Division, commanded at the time of the Tet fighting by Maj. Gen. Selmon
W. Wells, began planning the attacks, even as higher headquarterswerereview-
ing the targets. The same list that General Wells received, called a strike
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request, went also to the Commander in Chief, Strategic Air Command, Gen.
Joseph J. Nazzaro; to the Commander in Chief, Pacific, Adm. U. S. Grant
Sharp; and to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. For some overriding reason, such as
interference with another more critical activity, any of the reviewersmight veto
a strike. If they remained silent, and they usually did, the 3d Air Division
headquartersissued an operations order for the specific day, formally authori-
zing the attacks and establishing takeoff times.

Radar operators in Southeast Asia directed the actual bombing, using the
Combat Skyspot radar targeting equipment and techniques devel oped over the
years. After the arrival of the day’s operations order issued by the 3d Air
Division, the Combat Skyspot radar teams made the necessary cal cul ationsthat
would enable the ground controllers to tell each mission when and where to
release its bombs. The considerations in determining a release point included
the speed and altitude of the aircraft, ballistic characteristics of the bombs, and
nature and location of the target.

The B-52 crews reported the results of their missions— those fires and
secondary explosionsvisiblefour milesinthe air — but the magnitude of effort
proved easier to calculate than results, and that sort of data proved essentia for
logistics and manpower planning. A record of munitions dropped and hours
flown entered the maw of a computer in the Pentagon, forming an automated
data base used in supplying the 3d Air Division with bombs, fuel, spare parts,
and replacement crews.™

To help General Westmoreland bring the B-52sto bear agai nst enemy con-
centrations around Khe Sanh, the Strategic Air Command on February 15
adopted so-called Bugle Note procedures, capabl e of focusing asmany asforty-
eight sorties per day against targets near the base. To do so, the 3d Air Division
designated two pre-initial points where approaching three-plane B-52 cells
came under control of a Combat Skyspot radar that routed each cell to one of
several initial pointsand then to atarget. Thailand-based bombers approaching
Khe Sanh from the west checked in at one pre-initial point, while those coming
from the east, dispatched from Guam or Okinawa, used the other. Cellstook off
aternately from western and eastern airfields so that the bombers arrived at
their pre-initial points about ninety minutes apart throughout the day. By
carefully selecting initial points, a radar controller could vary the interval
between strikes so that one might follow another by aslittle as half an hour or
as much astwo hours, thus avoiding an overly rigid, easily predictable pattern.

Asanticipated, BugleNotedemonstrated that maintai ning asteady, around-
the-clock launch rate eased the burden of arming, fueling, and servicing the
bombers, but minor changes in the procedure proved necessary. For example,
the arrival at the pre-initial point of two cells every three hours, instead of one
every ninety minutes, not only doubled the weight of explosives that could be
dropped on asingletarget box but allowed time to evaluate a strike before the
next cells of B-52s arrived. General Westmoreland expressed pleasure with
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Khe Sanh combat base. The cratersin the hills at the top of the picture
attest to the intensity and accuracy of the air bombardment at Khe Sanh.

Bugle Note, and soon other pre-initial points were designated for radar con-
trolled B-52 strikes elsewhere in South Vietnam.®

In spite of General Westmoreland' s satisfaction with B-52 effectiveness,
guestions persisted concerning the results of their use. After more than two
years of bombing, the evidence of success remained tenuous at best, consisting
of air crew reports, aerial photographs, some prisoner of war interrogations, and
occasional reportsfrom friendly troops following up araid. Unfortunately, the
bombing usually took place deep in enemy territory where ground reconnais-
sancewasimpossible or in junglethat impeded photography, and the testimony
of thoroughly shaken survivors of B-52 attackswas contradicted by statements
from prisoners whose units had evaded the bombers. One Viet Cong defector
told an Air Force interrogator, We always get atwo-day warning. %

Although that may well have been an exaggeration, several hours' advance
notice could have come from agents among the thousands of Vietnamese em-
ployed at Tan Son Nhut wherethetarget list was prepared, at basesin Thailand
that launched B-52s or those in South Vietnam that provided support aircraft,
or at the various American and South Vietnamese headquarters that received
notice of B-52 attacks. Theenemy, moreover, had other meansof learning from
thirty minutesto several hours ahead of time that a B-52 strike wasimminent.
Soviet trawlers off Guam, for instance, reported the takeoff times and numbers
of bombers. North Viethamese or Viet Cong communications analysts might
pick up radar jamming signals, indicating that the cells and their escort would
pass near radar-controlled guns or missiles. Intercepted radio traffic, using
infrequently changed call signs, might reveal the approach of the bombersand
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their location at the moment, while the presence of any radar suppression escort
was an additional clueto the general course the B-52s were following. Intelli-
gence such asthis, combined with the enemy’ s redlization that certain units or
base areaswere especially vulnerableto pattern bombing, probably enabled the
enemy to evade at least some B-52 strikes, provided he was not in actual con-
tact with American or South Vietnamese ground forces and could move.?

Photo reconnaissance proved more helpful in defeating the Tet offensive
than in obtaining day-to-day evidence of B-52 effectiveness. Reconnaissance
crews based at Tan Son Nhut, for example, flew twenty-one missions on Feb-
ruary 1, seeking out enemy activity within about an eight-mile radius of the
base. Coverage expanded, even as the Tet offensive collapsed, as U.S. intelli-
gence continued to watch for another series of urban attacks. By late April,
these Tan Son Nhut airmen had flown ninety-two missions in South Vietnam
and produced more than 180,000 feet of film. To help process and analyze this
photographic data, along with that obtained outside the country, Seventh Air
Force requested the assignment of sixty-four additional technicians, thirty-five
of them photo interpreters. These specialists began arriving about March 1 and
remained at Tan Son Nhut for sixty days.

Picturestaken during the weeksfollowing Tet revealed hundreds of hastily
dug emplacements in the vicinity of Saigon, ranging in purpose from storage
pits to individual foxholes, but ground patrols found that some were the work
of friendly troops, who had deployed in response to the initial Tet attacks and
then moved on. The photo interpretersdid, however, detect new hostile deploy-
ments, including 37-mm antiaircraft gunsdug in along the A Shau Valley infil-
tration route and around Khe Sanh. In March, after the Tet offensive had ended,
General Westmoreland' s troops discovered a cache of ammunition for the So-
viet-built 23-mm antiaircraft gun, a further indication that the enemy in South
Vietnam no longer relied upon concealment, supplemented by light automatic
weapons, for defense against air attack.?

Before the photo reconnaissance crews had begun systematically seeking
out the Tet attackers, forward air controllers went a oft in search of the enemy.
Unfortunately, hostilefireforced some controllersto abandon theairstripsfrom
which they usually operated and to find bases|ess vulnerable to attack. All for-
ward air controllers in the northern provinces of Thua Thien and Quang Tri,
where Khe Sanh was|ocated, had to retreat briefly to the comparative safety of
Da Nang. As aresult, the twin-engine Cessna O—2A observation plane, with
five-hour endurance, had to spend two hoursflying to and from the surrounded
Marine base.?*

Like the forward air controllers in northernmost South Vietnam, a large
number of transport crewsfound themselves caught up inthe fury of the Tet of -
fensive. M. Billy G. Gibson, a Lockheed C-130 pilot, took off from Cam
Ranh Bay on January 30 to carry men and cargo to several airfields. He arrived
over Ban Me Thuot, site of the earliest Tet attack, as enemy fire was scourging
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therunway. The control tower operator warned him not to descend bel ow 6,000
feet, an dtitude safely beyond the effective range of Viet Cong heavy machine-
guns. Unable to compl ete the scheduled mission, Gibson returned to the quiet
of Cam Ranh Bay and unloaded. For the next few days, he flew from Cam Ranh
Bay, easily the most secure of South Vietnamese air bases, to Qui Nhon, Da
Nang, and Chu Lai. During each landing, herecalled, hiscrew could see explos-
ionson theground and hear artillery at the perimeter, but the airmen were never
close to the explosions.”

Cam Ranh Bay, where Gibson’'s plane was based, became a refuge for
C-130sthat normally operated from Tan Son Nhut. The new arrivalsincluded
atransport flown by Capt. Lloyd J. Probst, which had been approaching Tan
Son Nhut when the Tet attack began. After circling for what seemed like hours,
Probst received instructionsto fly to Cam Ranh Bay, which served ashis opera-
ting base for the next few days.

Crewsaloft when the Tet fighting erupted fared better than those who were
off-duty in their quarters at hotels like the Marlin, a short distance from the
airfield itself. After receiving reports of gunfire near the hotel, aduty officer at
Tan Son Nhut told theairmento returnimmediately to theairfield. Four officers
at the Marlin failed to get the word, however, and were trapped when the Viet
Cong attacked the building. Although the enemy killed one guard, others kept
the assault team from advancing beyond the lobby, saving the lives of the un-
armed crew members barricaded behind a door on an upper floor.

Scattered among several billets in Saigon, the crews of the Fairchild
C-123soperating out of Tan Son Nhut did not receive arecall notice and were
cut off by the January 31 fighting. Relief crews had to be flown in from Phan
Rang for the C—123s, sincethe834th Air Division, the headquartersresponsible
for airlift in South Vietnam, had decided to transfer these aircraft and all other
Tan Son Nhut-based transports not parked in protective revetmentsto safer air-
fields. Within forty-eight hours, the stranded crewmen made their way to Tan
Son Nhut and caught flights to Phan Rang where they rejoined their assigned
airplanes.

On the eve of the Tet offensive, a squadron of seventeen UC-123 spray
planes stood ready to scatter herbicide that either stripped away the enemy’s
jungle concealment or destroyed cropsthat fed Viet Cong guerrillas. When the
Tet offensive began, most of the South Vietnamese who pumped herbicideinto
the aircraft were on holiday leave, and the fighting— Bien Hoa, like Tan Son
Nhut, was the objective of direct attack — kept them from returning. Even
though defoliation missions might have proved hel pful by depriving the enemy
of thefoliagethat screened him, air transport seemed moreimportant. Air Force
mechani cstherefore began removing therubber chemical tankssothe UC-123s
could again carry suppliesand ammunition. By February 5, all had been recon-
verted to transports, and by the end of the month they had delivered some 3,500
tons of cargo among the various airstrips in South Vietnam.*
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Reconversion of the UC-123s represented one means of coping with the
disruption of tactical airlift caused by the Tet onslaught. Shelling or ground
attack forced transports to evacuate or avoid certain airfields at the very time
that widespread fighting required the rapid movement of men and cargo
throughout the country. In these circumstances, the airlift control center
scrapped its usual practice of devoting 90 percent of all cargo missionsto rou-
tinely scheduled resupply and the remaining 10 percent to emergencies. So
many crisesaroseimmediately after the Tet holiday that the center had to estab-
lish degreesof emergency. By February 2, however, high priority itemsjammed
theterminal's, and organizationsfilling emergency requests began to assign top
priority to every order, frustrating the arrangement. The passage of time and
diminution of backlogs, rather than arbitrary priorities, finally sorted thingsout.

Thevolume of cargo delivered and number of passengers carried declined
sharply intheimmediate aftermath of the Tet offensive. Crews could not get to
their planes, airfields came under attack and shut down for hours at a time,
preventing transports from reaching their destinations, and schedules meant
nothing. On January 30, the airlift system had transported the usual 3,500 tons,
but on the following day, as widespread fighting disrupted planned flights, the
amount of cargo declined by almost 1,500 tons, and the number of passengers
underwent asimilar reduction. Within four days, however, aerial transport had
rebounded, though this recovery did not signal areturn to peak efficiency.

With many roads closed, fighting all over the country, and speed of move-
ment the main consideration, Air Force transportstook off partially loaded with
critical cargo or shuttled frantically between bases instead of making longer
flights, touching down at several airfields in succession to unload or take on
shipments. Thenumber of sortiesthereforerose, althoughflying hoursdeclined,
a combination that indicated inefficient operation. Y et, until the crisis passed,
efficiency remained asecondary consideration. C—130sand C-123sweredoing
the work of trucks, as demonstrated early in the Tet fighting when transports
carried troops a mere fourteen miles, flying from Tan Son Nhut to Duc Hoa
because the enemy had cut the road.”®

The need to move troops and cargo as rapidly as possibleincreased the de-
mand for C-130s, the largest tactical transport flown by the Air Force. Under
normal conditions, sixty-odd C-130s could have flown the necessary logistical
and troop carrier sorties, operating in a manner that avoided overcrowding air
bases, cargo terminals, or aircraft maintenancefacilities. Thefrenzied response
to the Tet offensive disrupted efficiency, however, imposing a burden that this
number of C—-130s simply could not bear.

As a result, a total of ninety-six of these transports operated in South
Vietnam during March. The additional C—130s from Japan and the Philippines
caused overcrowding and further inefficiency, but in the tactical situation
following Tet, more of the planeswere needed, regardless of operating theory.
Of theMarchtotal, sixteen flew down from Tachikawa, Japan, wherethirty-two
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A load of cargo ispulled from an Air Force C-130 at Khe Sanh by a
cable attached to the load that has snagged the runway’s arrester cable.
Using this system, the transport delivered cargo without landing.

C-130shad arrivedin February. Half the Tachi kawacontingent served in South
Vietnam, changing places with the others, so that half remained available in
Japan to support the U.S. buildup in South Korea following the North
Vietnamese capture of the intelligence ship Pueblo.?

The South Vietnamese Air Force shared in the airlift and other missions
flown in responseto the Tet attacks. Fortunately, the headquarters staff heeded
a January 31 alert, returning to Tan Son Nhut before the enemy struck. Such
was not the case in most tactical units, however. The method of recall used for
the squadrons at Tan Son Nhut, for instance, consisted of dispatching couriers
on motor bikes, but because of Tet, many South Viethamese airmen had |eft
their listed billets to attend family reunions at unknown locations. As aresult,
U.S. Air Force advisers had to take over some maintenance and even flight
duties during the three daysthat elapsed before most South Vietnamese squad-
rons returned to near-normal strength. Among those rejoining his unit was a
squadron commander at Bien Hoa who had been taken prisoner by the Viet
Cong, but managed to escape.®

South Vietnam’s fighter-bomber squadrons, with almost ninety aircraft,
entered the battle on the afternoon of January 31, helping U.S. Air Force North
American F-100s attack enemy units dug in not far from Tan Son Nhut. By the
end of February, South Vietnamese Douglas A—1sand Northrop F-5shad flown
some 2,500 operational sorties, about 2,200 close support or interdiction and the
othersflak suppression or other formsof escort. Using roughly seventy helicop-
ters, the South Vietnamese flew amost 3,200 operational hours during the
month, carrying approximately 11,500 men and 220 tons of cargo. Especially
valuable during the counterattacks were twenty-eight Douglas C—47 transports
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that flew 800 sorties, shuttling 7,600 men and 320 tons of cargo among various
airfields. These same transports flew an additional 200 sorties, dropping flares
to illuminate battlefields at night or, if suitably modified, engaging in radio
direction finding. One AC—47 gunship, used to train South Vietnamese crews
in the use of side-firing machineguns, saw extensive action around Saigon.*

A high accident rate— during 1967 roughly ten timesthe U.S. Air Force
rate— had become almost a hallmark of South Vietnam’s Air Force,* but the
problem subsided during the Tet counteroffensive, only to emerge again later
in the conflict. During the hectic weeks following the enemy attacks, the South
Vietnameseflew on weekends— normally atimefor relaxation — at night, and
in bad weather. Although such conditions might be expected to increase acci-
dents, wrote Brig. Gen. Donavon F. Smith, chief of the Air Force Advisory
Group, he found that the reverse was true. He attributed the improved perfor-
manceto increased motivation stimulated by the crisis. * Perhaps the impor-
tance of these missions prompted inexperienced, careless, or overly bold pilots
to fly with greater precision.

Allin all, the South Vietnamese sustained few aircraft |osses as aresult of
the Tet offensive. Of some 300 combat and administrative types on hand when
it began, seventeen werelost during the following thirty days and two received
major damage. Also destroyed wasone C—119 transport used for training, while
asecond plane of thistype sustained severe damage. The maximum effort made
in response to the Tet offensive did, however, disrupt scheduled training.®

South Vietnamese UH-1 helicopters landing to pick up
South Vietnamese troops for an airmobile assault operation.
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TheTet offensivelasted until the end of February, when South Viethamese
and Americantroopsat | ast regained control of Hue, itsCitadel, and itssuburbs.
Beating back the enemy had required savage fighting, a fact reflected in the
number of U.S. Air Force officers and men killed or wounded during that
month, contrasted with the totals for earlier periods. Casualties within South
Vietnam for February 1968 were 260, 39 of them killed, compared to 120 killed
and wounded during the preceding month and 130 in February 1967. Theinitia
Tet attacks and the fighting that ensued claimed thirty-two U.S. Air Force
planes, more than twenty of them destroyed on the ground, compared to a
monthly average of seven losses during 1967. Also during February, some 300
Air Force planes sustai ned battle damage, roughly eighty morethanin atypical
month of the previous year.®

Air Force casualties, though higher than usual, formed but asmall fraction
of the 450 Americans killed and more than 2,000 wounded each week during
the month-long Tet battles.* The South Vietnamese, moreover, whether civil-
iansor members of the armed forces, bore an even greater share of the suffering
caused by the Tet offensive. After two weeksof fighting, for example, the South
Vietnamese army had lost more than twice as many killed as the American
ground forces. Although the number of noncombatant casualtiesremained elus-
ive, an estimated 600,000 personsfled the ruins of their homes during February
and sought shelter in refugee camps, some of them forced from one such make-
shift haven to another.*’

From amilitary standpoint, the enemy suffered grievously during the Tet
offensive, gaining no permanent tactical advantageinreturn. Withinthirty days,
the South Vietnamese once again controlled the cities and were beginning to
reassert their authority in the countryside. Ho Chi Minh’sbid for victory might
well have cost him half the attacking force, morethan 30,000 regul arsand guer-
rillas killed or made prisoner.*®

Indeed, the Central Officefor South Vietnam, the communist headquarters
for operations in the South, acknowledged that the Tet offensive had failed to
ignite the urban uprising that would have ended the war. Although confident
that the South Vietnamese revolution-minded masses stood ready to make
any sacrificeinreturn for the country’ sgenuine freedom and democracy, Ho's
lieutenants reluctantly conceded that, when confronted with the enemy’siron
grip and oppressive control, the urban populace proved hesitant and fright-
ened. Asmight be expected, headquarters maintained that the offensivewould
havesucceeded, if carried out with the proper military disciplineandideological
zeal, and fixed the blame on those who had executed the plan. The cadres as-
signed to foment the uprising had lacked revolutionary zeal, the critique stated;
military operationshad received too much emphasis, political indoctrinationtoo
little, and control of both had been lax.*

Although the overall military results of the Tet offensive disappointed the
enemy, the attacksat Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa came close enough to success
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to dramatize a number of weaknessesin air base defenses, including the poor
protection afforded parked aircraft. Although existing revetments could absorb
shell fragments in their earth-and-steel walls, a rocket or mortar round might
plunge through the open top and destroy the airplane within. To correct this
deficiency, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Nitze on March 6 approved the
construction of 165 roofed shelters capable of withstanding hits from mortar
shells and from all but the largest rockets. This decision launched a program
that completed 373 steel-roofed shelters in South Vietnam by January 1970,
whenwork cameto an end. The evidence indicated that the shelters had repaid,
in terms of damage prevented, the $15.7 million invested in them. Also 1,000
open revetments, better constructed than those in place at the time of the Tet
attacks, complemented the more expensive roofed shelters.®

To prevent repetition of the frenzied activity of the morning of January 31,
when Army truck driversand radio technicians had grabbed riflesand deployed
in provisional platoonsto fight alongside lightly armed security police, the Air
Force moved swiftly to strengthen its base defense forcesin numbers and fire-
power. Reinforcementsswelled thevariousbase security detachments— at Tan
Son Nhut, for example, the number of combat teams more than doubled — and
the airmen assigned to them now received mortars, recoillessrifles, and similar
light infantry weapons, as well as dependable radios. In April 1968, at Phan
Rang Air Base, a 500-man quick reaction force took shape. Besides defending
this airfield, its components could deploy by air to any other base in South
Vietnam within two hours.**

Despite additional men, better weapons, and the construction of aircraft
shelters, some aspects of air base security received only a short-lived impetus
from the Tet offensive. The building of personnel shelters and the placement of
sandbag revetmentsaround thelower floorsof barracksproceeded sporadically,
prodded along by occasional shellings of aparticular base. Other projects, such
asinstallation of floodlights around defensive perimeters, waxed and waned in
responseto changing perceptionsof thethreat. The absence of acontinuing pro-
gram reflected the policy of short toursin Southeast Asia, which usually lasted
only one year. Base commanders changed frequently and each had to learn for
himself thedanger ontheground. Also, construction prioritiesemphasized such
moral e-sustaining projects as theaters or exchanges, sometimes at the expense
of base security.*

Besides demonstrating weaknesses in air base defense, the Tet offensive
dramatized the importance of local intelligence, such as that provided by the
area source program, administered since 1964 by the Air Force Office of
Specia Investigations. Within an eighteen-mileradius of each base used by the
Air Force, the local program director recruited South Viethamese agents to
report suspicious occurrences, such as the sudden appearance of crude aiming
stakesthat might herald a nighttime rocket or mortar attack. The assaults upon
air bases during the 1968 Tet holidays and the frequent shelling of theseinstal-
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Revetments built before 1968 (top) were open on top and susceptible to
rocket attacks from overhead. Shelters built after the 1968 Tet attacks
had steel arches on top, covered with eighteen inches of concrete.

lations in the weeks that followed demonstrated the need for such a program
which, at its peak in late 1969, included some 400 civilian sources.”

The Tet offensive affected the civic action program, inwhich U.S. officers
and enlisted men carried outinexpensiveandinformal welfareprojectsdesigned
to create among the South Vietnamese a sense of loyalty to their government.
Air Force personnel provided encouragement, instruction, financial aid, and
even labor for avariety of self-help projects undertaken by South Vietnamese
living near the air bases. These venturesranged from aiding refugeesto making
souvenirsto sell to American troops to assisting in the construction of schools
and dispensaries. In the field of medicine, however, emphasis rested on giving
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basic care to the sick and injured rather than training othersto do so, although
some South Vietnamese received rudimentary instructionin public health prac-
tices like disposing of waste and ensuring clean water.*

TheTet fighting, sinceit brought destruction to many communitiesnear the
Air Force bases, created an overriding need for emergency relief, usually inthe
form of food, cash, medical care, and building materials. American airmen, who
recently had been shelled from some of the same villagesthat now needed their
help, at first proved less than eager to volunteer their time or donate money for
local relief projects sponsored by their units. Commanders, moreover, showed
reluctanceto allow those who did volunteer to go very far from base, especially
at night, until South Vietnamese authorities restored security. Also, the South
Vietnamesegovernment inadvertently del ayed recovery by enforcing draft laws
so rigidly that many English-speaking interpreters and able-bodied laborers,
essential elementsof successful civic action, ended upinmilitary unitsfar from
their war-ravaged villages.*®

Although thousands of homesremained in ruinsand hundreds of thousands
of refugeeswere being cared for in camps, the military situation in South Viet-
nam at the end of February 1968 had turned against the North Vietnamese and
Viet Cong. The enemy had persisted in fighting pitched battles when he could
have pulled back and regrouped, as aresult suffering staggering losses without
gaining a permanent hold on the towns and cities. In much of the countryside,
the South Vietnamese government seemed to befilling apower vacuum created
by the Tet attacks, with the bloodied Viet Cong going underground. In the Uni-
ted States, however, theimpact of Tet proved more severe, causing the nation’s
leaders to seek means of limiting the American role in the conflict, thus re-
ducing casualties, even asthey dispatched reinforcements, including Air Force
squadrons, to meet the immediate threat.
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Facing Some ard ecisions

Although the Tet offensive caught the U.S. armed forces at a time when
they were straining to meet their world-wide obligations, the Air Force had
greater depth in terms of readily available units than the other services. To
reinforce General Westmoreland, the Army could call on just onefully trained,
combat-ready division, the 82d Airborne. The Marine Corps had elements of
onedivision and its aircraft wing available for servicein South Vietnam; once
these had departed, any further Marinereinforcementswould haveto comefrom
adivision-wing team serving with the Atlantic Command. The Navy could dis-
patch five aircraft carriers and five cruisersto Southeast Asian waters, but only
by redeploying ships committed to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. In
contrast, the Air Force had adozen tactical fighter squadronsimmediately avail-
able for service in South Vietnam.*

Had it not been for North Korea's recent capture of the intelligence ship
Pueblo, the Air Force could not have tapped this reservoir of trained units, for
President Johnson had mobilized eight Air National Guard tactical fighter
squadrons as part of his reaction to that emergency. The eight were among
twenty-two Air National Guard and Air Force Reserve units summoned to ac-
tive duty in response to the Pueblo crisis. The mobilization took place on Jan-
uary 26, only three days after North Korean naval forces seized the ship and,
providentialy, five daysbeforethe main Tet attacks. The eight squadrons, each
with twenty-five F=100Cs, reconstituted an Air Force strategic reserve depleted
by the redeployment to the Far East in the wake of the Pueblo incident. Three
tactical fighter squadrons, totaling seventy-two McDonnell Douglas F4Ds,
flew from the United States to South Korea, and one squadron of eighteen
F—100Ds deployed to South Vietnam, so that an equal number of F—4Cs, better
suited than the F—100Ds to the kind of aerial combat likely to erupt over the
Korean peninsula, could depart for South Korea.?

TheTet offensive, to the surprise of General Westmoreland’ ssuperiors, did
not trigger a sudden request for air, ground, or naval reinforcements. After a
week had passed with no request for more men and machines, Army Gen. Earle
G. Wheeler, Joint Chiefsof Staff Chairman, telephoned Saigon and |earned that
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An aircraft destroyed during the Tet attacks at Bien Hoa.

Westmoreland intended to crush the Tet offensive with the forces he had. He
planned to shift more troops to the five northern provinces of | Corps, amove
that, in Wheeler’s opinion, might expose the cities to further attack.> Do you
need reinforcements? Wheeler asked Westmoreland. Acknowledging that
capabilities are limited, Wheeler offered the 82d Airborne Division and

about one-half of aMarine division, both loaded with Vietnam veterans. Con-
fident that the United Stateswas not prepared to accept defeat in South Viet-
nam, he urged Westmoreland to ask for as many troops as he might need.*

Although he looked upon reinforcements as insurance against the worst
possible contingency — the unlikely loss of Khe Sanh — General Westmore-
land deci ded to accept the additional troopsthat Wheel er had offered.® The Joint
Chiefs of Staff then began preparations to tap the existing strategic reserve for
the promised units. While ground troopsformed most of thereinforcements, the
plan under consideration by the Joint Chiefs called for as many asfivetactical
fighter squadrons, plus additional tactical airlift.®

As the reinforcement program took shape, Wheeler came to view the Tet
offensive as an opportunity not only to punish the enemy on the battlefield but
also to reconstitute the dwindling strategic reserve. Motivated by the Tet offen-
siveand the perilousstate of the pool of U.S. military manpower, Wheeler again
urged Westmoreland to ask for more men. Although Wheeler denied he was

trying to sell additional troops, he warned that the critical phase of the war

isupon us and urged Westmoreland not to refrain from asking for what you
believe you need under the circumstances. *

Scarcely had General Wheeler sent this advice, when the Joint Chiefs of
Staff met with President Johnson and discussed reinforcing General Westmore-
land and rebuilding the strategic reserve. In effect, the military leadership
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A Khe Sanh fuel dump burns after a Viet Cong rocket attack.

proposed sending to South Vietnam almost all theground troopscurrently inthe
manpower reservoir and replacing them with 120,000 mobilized reservists and
National Guardsmen. Clearly, the President found the plan unpalatable, for ex-
panding the war in Southeast Asia and increasing the number of Americans
under arms would not only fan the flames of opposition to an increasingly
unpopular war, but also play havoc with the budget and jeopardize social pro-
grams at the heart of his administration. Indeed, later that day, Secretary of
Defense Robert S. McNamara formally asked General Wheeler for |ess ambi-
tious alternatives to large-scale reinforcement and mass mobilization.?

Hard uponthe President’ sinstructions, asrelayed by Secretary McNamara,
came Westmoreland’ sresponse to Wheeler’ sthinly veiled invitation to ask for
the bulk of the strategic reserve. Needlesstosay, heanswered, | wouldwel-
comereinforcementsat any time, but he stopped short of asking for them.? The
President’ s advisers— McNamara, Clark Clifford (who would become Secre-
tary of Defense after McNamara' sresignation took effect on February 29), Gen.
Maxwell D. Taylor (Wheeler’ s predecessor, who served for atime as Ambassa-
dor to South Vietnam), Walt W. Rostow (who had interpreted the intelligence
on Khe Sanh), and Richard M. Helms (director of the Central Intelligence
Agency) — interpreted Westmoreland' s use of welcome as meaning that he
could use the additional men but really did not need them to avoid defeat.™

Thusalerted to theattitude of Johnson’ scloseadvisers, Westmoreland soon
wasdeclaringthat he desperately needed more mento holdthenorthern prov-
inces without placing the citiesin new jeopardy. Specifically, he asked for all
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theinfantry unitsinthestrategic reserve, in excess of 20,000 men, thusbringing
hisAmericanforcesto their authorized strength of 525,000, agoal approved but
not yet reached when Tet fighting broke out.**

When Westmoreland called for more men, the administration was already
preparing to send him additional battalions from the strategic reserve. On Feb-
ruary 12, President Johnson summoned the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff to the White House and directed that the Air Force fly to South Vietnam
the 27th Marines and one brigade from the 82d Airborne Division, roughly
10,500 men, about half the total infantry strength of the strategic reserve. The
Marines, based at Camp Pendleton, California, took off from nearby El Toro
Marine CorpsAir Station and arrived at DaNang on February 17. The soldiers,
from Fort Bragg, North Carolina, disembarked at Chu Lai on the 21st.*

Thisinfusion of strength seemed to satisfy Westmoreland, even though he
had expressed a desperate need for the 10,000 ground troops remaining in the
strategic reserve. He now made it clear that his command did not totter on the
brink of disaster. | am expressing afirm request for additional troops, hetold
Wheeler, not because | fear defeat but because | do not feel | can fully grasp
the initiative from the recently reinforced enemy without them. ** If anything,
thisstatement reinforced theideathat Westmorel and could use moretroops, but
did not really need them.

Such a carefully hedged request could not justify the kind of mobilization
that Wheeler believed necessary to provide men to fight the Vietham War and
at the sametime rebuild a strategic reserve to meet threats el sewhere. Thisfact
loomed largein hismind as he prepared for thetrip that would bring him to Sai-
gon on the morning of February 23. Asyou would surmise, he told West-
moreland before departing for Southeast Asia, theadministration must faceup
to some hard decisionsin the near future regarding the possibility of providing
you additional troops, recouping our strategic reservesin CONUS [continental
United States], and obtaining the necessary legislation in terms of money and
authorities. Sincethe President and Secretary McNamarahad thusfar avoided
large-scale mobilization, General Wheeler apparently hoped to return from
South Vietnam with aregquest from Westmoreland that would enablehimtolink
a massive call-up of reservists to the reinforcement of the military assistance
command to deal with the Tet offensive.*

During discussions in Saigon, according to Westmoreland' s recollection,
Wheel er suggested themilitary assistance command submit arequirement that
would permit the development of a substantial reserve for worldwide use. In
carrying out Wheeler’s wishes, Westmoreland proposed a bank of reservists
from which U.S. forces in South Vietnam could draw over the coming year.*
Such abank would contain roughly 176,000 men, sel ected from among 262,000
mobilized reservists and National Guardsmen, and include two Army brigades
and a half dozen Air Force squadrons. Besides obtaining access to the bank of
reinforcements, from which he might draw throughout the year, Westmoreland
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would receive 30,000 men during the summer of 1968, some of them mobilized
fromthereservecomponents. Theimmediatereinforcementswouldincludetwo
Air Force tactical fighter squadrons, in addition to two others scheduled to be
sent under the 525,000-man ceiling.*

The prospect of mobilizing more than aquarter million from reserve com-
ponents to fulfill General Westmoreland's request for 206,000 men— the
176,000 bank from which he could freely draw plus 30,000 reinforcements
during the coming summer — jolted the administration into examining the harsh
realities of the Vietnam conflict. President Johnson promptly convened agroup
of trusted advisersfor what cameto becalledthe A toZ policy review. Clark
Clifford, Secretary of Defense-designate, served as the chairman of this panel,
which met for the first time on February 28, the day before Secretary McNa-
mara stepped down. Asits nickname indicated, the project involved an exami-
nation of every aspect of the war effort — military, budgetary and economic,
diplomatic, and political.*’

Prospectsfor further reinforcement seemed good whenthe AtoZ group
reported to the President on March 4. These advisers endorsed the mobilization
of 262,000 reservists and National Guardsmen to rebuild the strategic man-
power pool and recommended sending some 22,000 men to South Vietnam in
addition to the 10,500 that had just arrived. The Air Force contribution to the
22,000-man force would be six tactical fighter squadrons, totaling some 3,000
officersand men, in addition to the pair of squadrons authorized before Tet for
Vietnam duty, but not yet sent, and the F—100Ds that replaced the F4Cstrans-
ferred to South Korea. Thereport of the group did not, however, state that these
actions would suffice or that nothing further would be necessary.™®

Opposition to the plan quickly gathered momentum, however, and General
Wheeler soonwasacknowledging strongresistancefromall quartersto putting
more ground forcesinto South Vietnam. The reinforcement of General West-
moreland’ scommand and the calling up of reserves, Wheel er conceded, seemed
certain to raise unshirted hell in many quarters. *° Front-page stories in the

e o e and 0 Po , surely based on leaks from within the
Johnson administration, declared that General Westmoreland, who had talked
openly of victory as recently as November, now requested 206,000 men. The
press combined the bank of 176,000 potential reinforcements with the 30,000
who would be sent to Vietnam during the summer to arrive at a total that
shocked apublic grownweary of along andinconclusivewar. Theeffortssince
1965, when the United States took over the war, apparently had accomplished
nothing, and the proposed solution seemed to be more of the same.?

President Johnson persisted for a time in his efforts to fulfill West-
moreland’ srequest for atotal of 30,000 men, though the lack of confidence that
characterizedthe AtoZ report and the mounting public clamor and growing
political opposition to the numbersinvolved caused him to avoid any extensive
mobilization to create a manpower bank for South Vietnam and a strategic re-
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serve available worldwide. The political and economic risks seemed to out-
weightheuncertain military and diplomatic results. General Wheeler attributed
the President’ s reluctance to three developments: leaks in Washington that
created an extremely difficult political and public atmosphere ; a balance of
payments deficit that undermined willingness to face the expense of extensive
deployments overseas; and doom and gloom generated by the Tet offensive
which had cut into public support for the war effort.?

TheAir Force contribution to the projected 30,000-man forceincluded four
F-100C sguadrons, manned by Air National Guardsmen mobilized for the
Pueblo crisis, and two Republic F-84 units that would be called up especially
for servicein South Vietnam. Admiral Sharp, the Commander in Chief, Pacific,
brought about elimination of the F-84s, however, pointing out that age, lack of
range, lack of bomb capacity, and dependence on scarce spare parts made the
F—84 aliability rather than an asset.?

Whilethe 30,000-man contingent took shape, the President received advice
that caused him to reconsider the wisdom of sending even this force. Several
civilian officials in the Department of Defense called Secretary Clifford’s
attentionto North Vietnam’' sdemonstrated ability to match U.S. reinforcements.
Thusfar, theenemy had refused to fold, however much the United Statesrai sed
theanteintermsof manpower and equipment. Another comparatively small in-
crease seemed unlikely to give him pause.

Far moreimportant were the findings of apanel composed of distinguished
citizenswho had served in the military or in government that met from time to
time, with a varying roster of members, to review the conduct of the war. In
1968, the membership included Dean Acheson, Secretary of State to President
Harry S. Truman; C. Douglas Dillon, President John F. Kennedy’ s Secretary of
the Treasury; and two former Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen.
Maxwell Taylor and Gen. Omar N. Bradley. At President Johnson’ sinvitation,
the group, nicknamed the Wise Men, met in Washingtonin mid-March 1968
to review the progress of the war since their previous session in November
1967. Beginning on March 18, these advisers listened to representatives of the
Departments of State and Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Central
Intelligence Agency, whose conflicting testimony left at least one critical
guestion unresolved. The experts appearing before the group could not agree
whether any reasonableincreasein the tempo of thewar — onethat did not risk
intervention by China or the Soviet Union— could compel North Vietnam to
abandon its designs on the South. As aresult, the group counseled imposing a
ceiling on U.S. involvement, believing that no degree of escalation — whether
heavier bombing of the North or massive reinforcement in the South — could
guarantee that North Vietnam would call off the war.?

Within aweek of the meeting of the Wise Men, General Wheeler flew to
Clark Air Baseinthe Philippines, where he outlined for General Westmoreland
the President’ s plans for cutting the 30,000-man augmentation by about one-
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third, areduction accomplished by including almost the entire 10,500 men sent
to Vietham in February as part of the total. Since the Air Force had not con-
tributed to the February build up — save to send the F—100s that replaced F4s
destined for South Korea as part of the Pueblo deployments— it would send
two tactical fighter squadronsin addition to thetwo already authorized for duty
in South Vietnam when the Tet offensive erupted. The force numbered some
24,500, thus keeping total U.S. strength in the country below a new authorized
maximum of 549,000. Asit turned out, Gen. Creighton Abrams, who succeeded
General Westmorelandin July, decided hedid not need all the ground forcesthe
President was willing to send him.*

The 24,500 reinforcements approved by the President included fivetactical
fighter squadrons, four fromthe Air Force and onefromthe Marine Corps. First
toreachitsdestination wasthe Marine unit, which arrived from lwakuni, Japan,
withitsMcDonnell Douglas A—4slatein April. On May 3, Air Force elements
began arriving when the 120th Tactical Fighter Squadron, mobilized in January
at Denver, Colorado, reached Phan Rang Air Base. Two days|ater, another Air
National Guard unit, the 174th Tactical Fighter Squadron of Sioux City, lowa,
landed its F—100Cs at Phu Cat. These three squadrons represented the balance
of the 525,000-man force authorized for South Vietnam when the Tet fighting
began. In June, two more Air National Guard tactical fighter squadrons brought
their F—100Csto Tuy Hoa, including the 188th from Albuquerque, New Mex-
ico, and the 136th from Niagara Falls, New Y ork, both of which had been on
extended active duty since January. These two unitsformed part of the 24,500-
man augmentation, andtheir arrival increased Air Forcetactical fighter strength
in South Vietnam to twenty-five squadrons.®

Besidesstrengthening U.S. forcesin South Vietnam, President Johnson ad-
dressed the problem of building a strategic manpower reserve, though without
the kind of general mobilization that would disturb the nation’ s economic and
political balance or intensify the existing public opposition to the war. Because
of the possible consequences of amajor call-up, the administration decided to
mobilize no more than 62,000 reservists or National Guardsmen in addition to
those already on extended active duty because of the Pueblo crisis. The number
who reported in May for extended active duty totaled some 57,000; roughly 75
percent of these officers and men reconstituted the strategic reserve, while the
remainder went to Southeast Asia. The Air Force’ s share of the May mobiliza-
tion numbered about 1,000, all of them membersof the Air Force Reserverather
thanthe Air National Guard. One unit mobilized in May, the 71st Specia Oper-
ations Squadron, trained in Fairchild AC-119G gunships and served in South
Vietnam during the first six months of 1969.%

Asheweighed therecommendationsof hisvariousadvisersand worked out
this modest program to reinforce General Westmoreland and at the same time
rebuild astrategic manpower pool, President Johnson apparently concluded that
the escalation of American might in South Vietnam had reached adead end. As
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F-100s of the New Mexico Air National Guard’s 188th
Tactical Fighter Squadron lined up at Tuy Hoa Air Base.

hehad inthe past, the enemy seemed likely to match any military action that the
President deemed reasonable. Moreover, the war was rending the fabric of
American society, setting supporters and opponents of the war at each other’s
throats. As the narrowness of his victory over a peace candidate in the New
Hampshire Presidential primary seemed to demonstrate, popular support for his
policies, which he considered balanced and rational, was rapidly disappearing.
On March 31, 1968, during a televised speech, Johnson announced that he
would not seek reel ection to asecond four-year term and called ahalt, effective
the next day, to aerial and naval bombardment north of the 19th (later the 20th)
parallel. His withdrawal from political life, he believed, would help restore
national unity, while the restrictions on attacking North Vietham might lead to
anegotiated settlement of the conflict.

ThePresident’ sdecision to limit both reinforcement and bombing signaled
abandonment of theidea, expressed by Westmoreland beforethe National Press
Club as recently as November, that limited military action could force North
Vietnam to call off the war. It also committed the United States to seek a
negotiated peace. Since concessionsformed an inescapabl e part of negotiation,
emphasis shifted from fighting awar on behalf of the South Vietnameseto pre-
paring them to take over the conflict and defend their nation after the fighting
ended.

Preliminary cease-fire talks began at Paris in May, but quickly bogged
down in often pointlessdetail, such asthe shape of the table at the negotiations.
In July 1968, while the conversations at Paris droned on, Secretary of Defense
Clark Clifford visited Saigon and told South Vietnamese officials that the
United States was greatly interested in what we and the GVN [Government of
Vietnam] could do jointly to strengthen the RVNAF [Republic of Vietham’'s
Armed Forces]. NguyenVan Thieu, South Vietnam’ spresident, proposed three

46



Facing Some ard ecisions

kinds of help that the United States could provide: increasing his nation’s
military forces, especially irregular local defense units; making better weapons
available; and improving housing for servicemen and their families.?® By year's
end, the military assistance command was helping South Vietnam organize,
train, and arm a balanced force, regular and paramilitary, slightly in excess of
800,000 men, an increase of roughly 100,000 since Tet.” These actions lent
substance to President Johnson’s statement in his March 31 speech that South
Vietnameseforceswould progressively . .. undertakealarger share of combat
operations against the Communist invaders. *

Therestrictionsimposed on the bombing of the North, effective April 1, did
not result in a reciprocal reduction of North Vietnamese pressure against the
government of the South. Asaresult, the authorization of sixty B—52 sorties per
day, approved during the Tet fighting while the fate of Khe Sanh seemed to
hang in the balance, remained in effect throughout 1968. By December, how-
ever, the Strategic Air Command, now headed by Gen. BruceK. Holloway, was
warning General Abrams, who had taken over the assistance command some
fivemonthsearlier, that the 106 B-52sin thewestern Pacific could not continue
flying 1,800 sorties per month in Southeast Asia without affecting the nuclear
retaliatory force. Intensive use increased the strain on planes, crews, and
mechanics, causing bombersto be sidelined frequently for maintenance and re-
pair, thus limiting their versatility. Although the B-52s could readily be
modified to carry nuclear weapons, at any given time a variable number re-
mained grounded because of hard usage over South Vietnam or Laos. Using
strategic aircraft, refueled by Boeing KC-135 aerial tankers, to shower high
explosives on targets in Southeast Asia reduced the number of bombers and
tankers available for prompt retaliation in case of all-out war. Since one B-52,
with refueling, might haveto attack two or moretargetsin rapid succession, the
impact of each lost or delayed sortie was therefore multiplied.*

President Johnson’ sreappraisal of thewar effort, though it did not diminish
the B-52 bombing campaign, sounded the death knell for an Air Force plan to
fight a unified Southeast Asia campaign, combining operations in both Viet-
nams and much of Laos, inwhich the focuswould shift from ground combat to
aerial warfare. During March, asthe A to Z policy review convened at the
President’ sdirection, the Air Force launched its own evaluation in the hope of
influencing future strategy, encouraged perhaps by vigorous support of the air
war by Senator John C. Stennis, aMississippi Democrat, and other like-minded
legislators. Air Staff agenciesand analystsfrom RAND, aresearch corporation,
conducted studies dealing with intensified bombing of the North, an air offen-
siveagainst southern North Vietnam and adjacent regionsof L aos, and adoption
of anew strategy for South Vietnam that made greater use of air power. At the
outset, the study teams were considering three closely related campaigns, with
success in South Vietnam dependent in large measure upon the impact of air
operations in North Vietnam and in southern Laos.
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Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

The course of action suggested for the campaign in South Vietnam called
for exchangingterritory for security, abandoning outlying strongpointslikeKhe
Sanh (which, by coincidence, soon would be given up) to concentrate on pro-
tecting the population, which had resettled within clearly defined defensive
zones. Army and Air Force fliers based within these defensive zones would
maintain surveillance over the outlying territory and by charting enemy activity
determine interdiction areas vulnerable to air attack. American ground units
wereto engageinwhat the Air Force plannerscalled mobiledefense, lashing
out against hostile concentrations outside the secure region, while training
South Vietnamese forcesto assume responsibility for thewar. Adoption of this
scheme of mobile defense would, the planners suggested, reduce casualties
among U.S. ground troops by some 41 percent. The proposal, in brief, envi-
sioned air power and limited infantry action asashield, maintained at acompar-
atively low cost in Americans killed and wounded, behind which the South
Vietnamese could gather strength to take over the war.

After examining the three studies, Gen. John P. McConnell, the Air Force
Chief of Staff, concluded that, taken together, they offered a blueprint for dec-
isive aeria action against the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong throughout
Southeast Asia. The Vietnam conflict, he believed, would and should become
an air war supplemented by ground actioninstead of the ground war fought with
massive but poorly focused aerial support, as had, in hisopinion, been the case
since 1965. He attempted to persuade his colleagues on the Joint Chiefs of Staff
that the war — treated as loosely related efforts in Laos, South Vietnam, and
North Vietham — should be aunified campaign fought from Hanoi inthe North
to CaMau inthe South and from the coastline westward through the infiltration
routesin southern Laos. Hisproposal cametoo late, however, to receive serious
consideration. On the basis of hisown assessment, the President had decided to
exempt much of North Vietnam from aerial attack.*

Even as the President and his advisers were beginning the policy review
that led to thisscaling down of the air war, anew reconnai ssance project offered
fleeting promise of impeding the enemy’s use of Cambodia as a supply route
and military staging area. American officials already had obtained evidence of
Cambodia srolein supporting North Viethameselogistics. During theenemy’s
preparations for what became the Tet offensive, for instance, agents reported
that cargo unloaded at the port of Sihanoukvillewascarriedintruckstoward the
South Vietnamese border. In addition, General Westmoreland called attention
toactivity inthe Parrot’ sBeak, asalient of Cambodian territory pointing toward
Saigon. Patrolling on their side of the border, South Vietnamese troops dis-
covered numerousarms caches, heard the sound of truck traffic on nearby Cam-
bodian soil, and found indications, later confirmed by aerial reconnaissance,
that sampans regularly travelled the waterwaysin the Plain of Reeds, a swamp
south of the Parrot’s Beak, delivering cargo to the Viet Cong. The evidence
pointed to an offensive but not to aparticul ar objective; indeed, the activity lent
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credenceto the belief that the enemy would strikein the border arearather than
attacking the cities at Tet.®

Although debate raged among American official s asto the amount of mili-
tary assistance the communist forcesin South Vietnam were receiving through
Cambodia, the enemy may well have enjoyed free passage since 1965. During
that year, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, who ruled Cambodia, severed diplomatic
relationswith the United States, alleging that American troops had violated the
nation’s border, a charge that he had frequently repeated. In January 1968, a
U.S. diplomat arrived at Phnom Penh, Cambodia’ s capital, a sign that the two
nations might again cooperate, perhaps to a degree that would impede the pas-
sage of suppliesto the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese unitsin the South.

Some three weeks before the Tet offensive, Sihanouk welcomed Chester
Bowles, the U.S. Ambassador to India. During a series of meetings from Jan-
uary 8 through January 12, the Prince and his Prime Minister, Son Sann, dis-
cussed with Ambassador Bowleshow the Vietnam conflict affected Cambodian
independence and territorial integrity. Although Bowlesindicated otherwise at
apress conference afterward,* the topics discussed at Phnom Penh include the

hot pursuit by U.S. or South Vietnamese forces of hostile troops seeking
refugeacrossthe Cambodian border. Sihanouk acknowledged hisconcern about
the use of hiscountry asasafe haven by the communistsand said that hedid not
object to hot pursuit in uninhabited areas, though he could not admit it publicly,
for fear of bringing down on Cambodiathewrath of the communists. According
to Bowles, Sihanouk said, If the U.S. engaged the VC/NVA [Viet Cong or
North Vietnamese Army] on Cambodian territory, both would be guilty of vio-
lating Cambodian soil, but the VC/NVA would be more guilty’, because, in
his own words, Y ou would be liberating us from the VC.

The Cambodian ruler, Bowles reported, did not want Vietnamese of any
stripeon Cambodian soil, sincethey . . . weretraditional enemiesof Cambodia.
This did not mean, however, that Sihanouk would turn against the Viet Cong
and North Vietnamese. Indeed, he told Bowles that he intended to maintain
good relations with the communists because they formally recognized Cam-
bodia sboundaries, which South Vietham did not, and al so, asBowlesreported,

because the future of Southeast Asiawas Red'.

Nor could Sihanouk accept everything the United States had done. Hetold
Bowles that U.S. troops had to some degree contributed to his problems by
attacking communist forces in the border region of South Vietham, making
Cambodia seem an attractive place of refuge. Sihanouk also claimed that pre-
vious attempts at hot pursuit, far from exterminating the Viet Cong or North
Vietnamese, had killed mostly Cambodians, the very reason that he now hoped
to limit the practice to uninhabited areas.

Although willing to permit hot pursuit in the border wilderness, Prince
Sihanouk hoped to rein in the Viethamese intruders using either hisown forces
or the International Control Commission, a peacekeeping agency dating from
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the 1954 Geneva settlement that had produced the two Viethams. To do this,
however, he had to locate the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong concentrations
and for this information he turned to the United States.*

Specifically, he asked to receive on aregular basis whatever information
the Americans could obtain on thelocation of communist forcesin northeastern
Cambodia. Armed with this data, he could either send hisown soldiersto eject
the foreigners or appeal to the international body. Unfortunately, either ap-
proach seemed utterly unrealistic. Cambodia’ s army could scarcely maintain
order inthe country, let alone mount an offensive against theinfinitely stronger
NorthVietnameseand Viet Cong; and theInternational Control Commission —
with one member from acommunist nation, onefrom apro-western nation, and
one from a neutral nation— not only had problems reaching a consensus but
also demonstrated an inability to enforce those decisions it did make.*

In a later meeting with Son Sann, Ambassador Bowles found the Cam-
bodian official insisting upon restrictions on hot pursuit that Sihanouk had not
demanded, including a pledge that neither Americans nor South Vietnamese
would ever again bomb or shell Cambodian villages or frontier outposts, the
subject of many of Sihanouk’s protests over the years. Although Bowles de-
clined to offer such assurances— to do so would have exceeded his author-
ity — Son Sann did not withdraw, contradict, or modify any statements the
prince had made.*

Prince Sihanouk and Ambassador Bowles then prepared a bland public
communiqu that mentioned neither hot pursuit, the Cambodian ruler’ sworries
about Vietnamese on his nation’s soil, nor his desire for intelligence on
communist bases in the Cambodian wilderness. Instead, the statement focused
upon American willingness to provide the International Control Commission
with helicopters for its investigations and Cambodia’ s determination that its
territory be respected.®

Within a week of the conversations between Ambassador Bowles and
Prince Sihanouk, the U.S. government was organizing Operation Vesuvius to
develop hard intelligence on the enemy use of Cambodia, particularly of
installations which are accurately located and can be identified on the ground.
Theinformation used in Vesuvius came from aerial photo missions over Cam-
bodia, side-looking radar surveillance by aircraft patrolling on the South Viet-
namesesideof theborder, reportsfrom patrol ssecretly dispatched in Cambodia,
and statements by defectorsor prisonersof war. After interpretation at the com-
bined intelligence center, jointly operated by the Americans and South Viet-
namese, the datawas sent to the U.S. Embassy at Saigon before being shipped
to Prince Sihanouk. Lt. Col. John J. Rosenow, at the time the project officer at
themilitary assi stance command’ scombined intelligence center, compl eted the
first Vesuvius package on January 24. It listed ten targets where North
Vietnamese or Viet Cong had established bases of operation in the jungles of
Cambodia.®
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Other Vesuvius packages followed at fairly regular intervals during the
year. The areas in Cambodia thus reconnoitered included the Parrot’s Beak,
which projected to within 35 miles of Saigon and sheltered two hostile bases,
and the Nam Lyr Mountains, site of yet another base, about 130 miles north of
Saigon. Prince Sihanouk tried to act on the information the Americans gave
him, turning first to hisgenerals and then to the International Control Commis-
sion. Since the armed forces of Cambodia consisted of about 35,000 indiffer-
ently trained men, to attack the bases might trigger acommunist counteroffen-
sive that could destroy the nation. Sihanouk asked the International Control
Commissiontoinvestigate the Nam Lyr region, but the agency did not respond,
because of either the persisting ideological stalemate among the members or
simply a realization that the group could never enter territory considered
sensitive by the North Vietnamese.®°

Although Cambodia’s use of this intelligence proved disappointing, the
project yielded benefitsto the Americans. Aerial reconnai ssance, supplemented
by ground probes, revealed extensive activity as supplies and reinforcements
passed through eastern Cambodia from Sihanoukville or by way of the roads
andtrailsthrough southern L aos. Themilitary assi stance command became con-
vinced by year’ send that communist forces maintained ten major base areasin
Cambodiato support operationsin South Vietnam.*

Sincelate 1967, themilitary assistance command’ sstudiesand observations
group had been sending patrols, made up of nine or ten South Vietnamese and
two or three Americans, into easternmost Cambodia. The depth of penetration
varied from twenty to thirty kilometers, and the patrols might either land from
helicopters or infiltrate on foot through the forest. Although the principal mis-
sion of theteams continued to be reconnai ssance, they sometimes planted mines
and occasionally engaged in combat, either in self-defense or when capturing
aprisoner for interrogation across the border in South Vietnam.*

By late summer 1968, intelligence indicated that North Vietnamese units
in Cambodia were gathering strength for an offensive in South Vietnam. The
increasing threat caused General Wheeler to raise the possibility of attacking

the whole range of major bases in the border area of Cambodia. . . either en-
tirely . .. by air ordnance or by acombination of air-ground operations. “ Both
General Abramsat Saigon and Adm. John S. McCain, Jr. — recently appointed
Commander in Chief, Pacific, in Hawaii — expressed interest in Wheeler's
proposal which, if it received Presidential approval, would amount to hot
pursuit, using brigades supported by the necessary aerial bombardment and
artillery fire.** When the North Vietnamese autumn offensive came, however,
it proved less vigorous than expected, spending its momentum in the western
highlands.

Although the enemy struck a comparatively light blow during the fall of
1968, the Cambodian bases remained a source of danger, looming like thunder-
clouds that might, at any moment, release a deluge, and General Abrams con-
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tinued to favor hitting them. He now proposed singling out three of the ten
— oneintheParrot’ sBeak and two in the Fishhook, roughly ninety milesto the
north— and attacking them with an infantry brigade supported by tactical
fighters, artillery, and B-52s.*

TheAbrams' recommendation encountered acool reception at Washington.
The Department of State and the Central Intelligence Agency did not share his
view of theimportance of Cambodiain communist strategy, denying — errone-
ously, as eventswould prove— that any large volume of cargo moved through
Sihanoukville toward the border region. The Central Intelligence Agency
seemed convinced that North Vietnam channel ed through southern Laosal most
all the men and supplies destined for the Cambodian bases. Theroadsand trails
of southern Laos, just coming under systematic attack in the fall of 1968,
appeared to be better targets than the Cambodian basesthemsel ves. Theselines
of communication, after all, could be attacked without extending the conflict
into Cambodia, imperiling theimproved rel ationsbetween that kingdom and the
United States, and risking worldwide criticism for extending the violence.*®

Although action against the Cambodian bases lay several months in the
future and the Tet offensive had been defeated, the fighting in South Vietnam
continued, even as the Johnson administration sought to enter peace negotia-
tions with North Vietnam. May 1968, for instance, saw a series of attacks,
mainly on Saigon, that constituted an enemy spring offensive. Theinitiativedid
not, however, rest exclusively with the North Viethamese and Viet Cong, for
during the year American and South Vietnamese forces launched more than
seventy major operations, some of them lasting several weeks.



Chapter Four

TheAir War from Tet toMini Tet

The pattern of Air Force activity established in the Tet battles of February
1968 prevailed with minor fluctuations throughout the rest of the year. The
share of fixed-wing operational sorties devoted to close combat and logistical
support of ground forces did not dip below 75 percent in any month and rose no
higher than 84 percent. From February through December, Air Force tactical
units used 19 percent of their fixed-wing operational sortiesin South Vietnam
for reconnaissance, including patrols by forward air controllers. Combat sup-
port — the narrow category embracing herbicide, psychologica warfare, and
battlefield illumination missions— accounted for just 4 percent and airlift for
37 percent. Some 17 percent were attack sorties— either close support strikes
on hostile positions on the battlefield, direct support in the vicinity of the front
lines but distant enough so that coordination with artillery was not necessary,
or interdiction of the supply and communication routes sustaining the enemy.

Thetotal number of attack sortiesreached apeak for the year during May.
Besides scattered clashes throughout South Vietnam, that month saw the final
days of an American thrust into the A Shau Valley, aregion firmly in enemy
hands for about two years, and enemy attacks on towns and military instal-
lations— a kind of mini-Tet — that again involved Air Force security detach-
ments and flying units. Since amajority of aerial operationsin the country sup-
ported the ground war, the volume of sorties, especialy attack sorties, tended
to keep pace with the fighting on the ground. November and December, how-
ever, may have been exceptions to this due to President Johnson’s decision to
halt the bombing of the North and release of alarge number of tactical fighters
to increase the number of missions in the South.

Therelationship between the intensity of the ground fighting and the num-
ber of Air Force attack sorties persisted even though Marine Corps or Navy
squadrons could increasetheir sortiesintime of emergency, and the South Viet-
namese air arm wastraining to assume agreater responsibility for providing air
support. The emergence of South Vietnam's air force had barely begun, how-
ever, for during 1968 its monthly total of attack sorties exceeded 2,000 just
twice, in February and March, at thetime of the Tet offensive and immediately
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afterward. Thetypical South Vietnamese effort amounted to some 1,800 sorties
per month, roughly 9 percent of the monthly average for all the allies.

Two aerial contingents besides the South Vietnamese generated compara-
tively few attack sorties during the year. The Royal Australian Air Force flew
between 230 and 250 attack sorties each month, roughly one percent of the
effort. In contrast to the steady contribution by the Australians, the U.S. Navy
averaged some 1,500 sorties in South Vietnam during February and March —
plusthe sorties dispatched against North Vietnam at the time— but operations
dropped off to fewer than 200 per month throughout the spring and summer and
did not begin to recover until the bombing of the North had ended.

Air Forcetactical unitstherefore set the pacein attack sorties, followed by
Marine airmen. The Air Force conducted about 125,000 or 58 percent of the
212,000 attack sortiesflown in South Vietnam from February through Decem-
ber 1968. The Marine Corps share was almost 60,000 or 28 percent.*

Oncethe Tet fighting ended, the Seventh Air Force shifted itsresourcesto
therelief of Khe Sanh, an operation delayed by the wave of attacks upon towns
and military installations. Preparations for a drive to open the road to the
encircled Marine combat base had begun late in January, before the Tet offen-
sive. Army Magj. Gen. John Tolson’'s 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) came
under the operational control of 111 Marine Amphibious Force, and the force
commander, General Cushman, directed Tolson to devise an operations plan.
The Tet battles intervened, however, drawing the air cavalrymen into the
fighting around Quang Tri City and Hue, and not until February 29 could Gen-
eral Tolson’'s staff resume planning for the relief of Khe Sanh.?

Tolson’ splannersrealized that an advanceto Khe Sanh, whereMarinesand
South Vietnamese rangers remained firmly in control, required a supply base
withanairstrip capable of handling Air Force C-123s. CaLuonHighway 9, the
road leading to the combat base, seemed the perfect choice to support the
advance westward. Work began in mid-March, and Marine engineersand Navy
Seabeesfinished the project in timefor the attack, Operation Pegasus, to begin
on April 1. The name Pegasus, amythological winged horse, alluded to the air
cavalrymen, who in cooperation with Marine units would carry out the U.S.
share of ajoint undertaking. The South Viethnamese contribution bore thetitle
Operation Lam Son 207 (Lam Son, afrequently used title, referred to the birth-
place of Le Loi, alegendary hero who defeated the Chinese in the fifteenth
century and established hisimperial capital at what became Hanoi).

While completing the Pegasus plan, General Tolsonrealized how littlewas
known about North Vietnamese strength in an operating areathat stretched from
CaLu aong Highway 9 to Khe Sanh and beyond. As aresult, he insisted that
the 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry, a helicopter reconnaissance unit, scout the
planned battleground for at least six days before the advance began.?

Thanksin part to adiversionary attack in eastern Quang Tri Province, the
advance to Khe Sanh moved swiftly, even though bad weather had grounded
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General Tolson's helicopters at Ca Lu for several hours during the first day,
delaying his initial moves. On April 4, Marines stormed out of Khe Sanh to
capture an important hill overlooking the bastion and break the encirclement.
Two dayslater, South Vietnamese troops reached the combat base by helicop-
ter, joining the rangers who had formed a part of the defending force. Other
South Vietnamese landed west of the base on thefollowing day in an unsuccess-
ful attempt to cut off the retreating enemy. The fight for Khe Sanh ended offi-
cially on April 5, when elements of the air cavalry arrived there.*

Air power played acritical role in Operation Pegasus, not only during the
preliminary reconnaissance, but throughout the advance. Asin any operation,
General Tolson's headquarters could request two types of tactical air strikes,
called preplanned and immediate. Requests for preplanned strikes originated
withthe battalions, whoselists of proposed targetswere consolidated at brigade
headquarters and passed on to General Tolson’ sstaff. Thedivision, inturn, had
to send its request to the appropriate direct air support center at least twenty
hours before the preplanned strikes were to arrive. In contrast, a call for an
immediate strike, as the name implied, went by radio to the center in time of
emergency. During Pegasus, the air cavalrymen received almost 95 percent of
the emergency requests, but only 60 percent of the preplanned strikes.

All too common in the Vietnam war, these statistics were misleading, for
the schedule of preplanned strikes sought to achieve a predictably regular flow
of aircraft into the operating area so that some could be diverted, whenever
necessary, to emergency targets. Thediversions, though anticipated in the over-
al plan, swelled the percentage of immediate strikes conducted, while sharply
reducing the other category.

Various factors did, however, affect the timeliness and impact of air sup-
port. Fog or low ceilings sometimes forced the cancellation of strikes. Also, at
the outset of the operation, plannerssel ected arrival timesfor preplanned strikes
so close together that one flight could not attack before another appeared,
causing aerial traffic jams in which fighter-bombers occasionally ran low on
fuel and left, sometimes attacking alternate targets en route to refuel .

Theair cavalry division also benefitted from extensive support by B-52s,
which conducted a dozen strikes during the six-day preattack reconnaissance.
By the time Pegasus ended, General Tolson reported atotal of fifty-three B-52
raids. His staff, however, could not determine how many of the 1,300 North
Vietnamese believed killed during Pegasus lost their livesin strikes by B-52s
or other aircraft.®

K he Sanh had dominated General Westmoreland’ sthinking during theearly
weeks of 1968, but the base declined in importance after April, asthe military
assistance command tried to avoid committing large numbers of men to the
stetic defense of outposts like this. In June, the Marines abandoned the plateau
on which the struggle had been fought, destroying the very bunkers that had
protected the defenders from North Vietnamese shells. CaLu now became the
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relieve Marines at Khe Sanh during Operation Pegasus.

westernmost U.S. basein theregion, and Khe Sanh did not reappear in the mili-
tary communiqu suntil 1971 when it served as springboard for a South Viet-
namese advance into Laos.’

The relief of Khe Sanh represented just one of several efforts undertaken
by General Westmoreland in northern South Vietnam and, like Pegasus, these
other operationsrequired Air Force support. Sincelate 1967, for example, plan-
ning had been underway to disrupt the passage of men and cargo through the A
Shau Valley, one of the places where the Ho Chi Minh trail, the supply and
reinforcement route from North Vietham by way of southern Laos, entered the
South. The assistance command had outlined a series of plans, one of which
called for attacking the valley during April 1968. Scarcely had the operation
been committed to paper when the Tet offensive demonstrated the importance
to the enemy of the valley and the road net passing through it.?

Once the Americans and South Vietnamese had beaten back the Tet as-
saults, the Seventh Air Force considered the problem of interdiction within the
A Shau Valley. The airmen proposed dropping mines on the main exit roads,
bombing highway choke pointswith B-52s, and setting up special strike zones
wheretactical fighters could attack at will. The use of delayed action bombs, set
to explode aslong as seventy-two hours after impact, received careful scrutiny,
but the chemical fuzesfitted to these weapons had aminimum delay of twenty-
four hours, giving the enemy adequatetimefor removal. Aerial mines promised
deadlier results, but these could kill or maim the South Vietnamese and U.S.
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soldiersthat Westmoreland intended to send into thevalley. To prevent possible
accidents during ground operations, Westmoreland wanted neither minefields
nor extensive special strike zones within the valley or along its exit routes.’

Thetask of spearheading the attack into the A Shaufell to General Tolson's
air cavalry division, which would land in the valley proper while a brigade of
the 101st Airborne Division advanced toward the objective along Route 547A,
arecently discovered bypassapparently used by the North Vietnameseto mount
their attack on Hue during the Tet holiday. Weather lent a special urgency to
General Tolson’s activity, for the northeast monsoons were ending and as the
prevailingwindsshifted, rain cloudswoul d begin appearing from the southwest.
Air Force weather specialists at this time could provide five-day forecasts for
operationssuch asthis; not until year’ send would photographstaken from earth
satellites enable forecastersto look further into the future. Whatever the details
of the weather predictions available to him, Tolson could be certain that the
inevitable tropical downpours would beginin May.*

General Tolson’s troops, those from the airborne division, and the South
Vietnamese forces taking part in the operation needed good weather. Helicop-
terswere to carry most of the men into battle and, since plans called for araid
rather than permanent occupation of thevalley, retrievethe unitsthus depl oyed.
Because only long-range artillery firing from newly established positions near
the southeastern exit could reach the heart of the A Shau, air strikes would be
vital, and most of the supplies destined for the air cavalry division would have
to arrive by way of adirt airstrip at A Luoi.™

Because this airfield, unused for two years and pockmarked by B-52
bombing, loomed so large in his plans, Tolson proposed to seize it first, use it
asamain base, whilelanding troops elsewhereinthevalley. Before committing
his force to this, he insisted upon three full days of aerial preparation, with
Army reconnai ssance helicopters skimming the jungle canopy to locate targets
for B-52sandtactical fighters. Rain and low-lying cloudsintervened, however,
creating a curtain over the valley that did not part until April 16. As aresult,
Tolson postponed the assault from April 17 until the 19th to permit the kind of
thorough reconnaissance that had preceded the Pegasus attack.™

Although crew members on board the low-flying helicopters could, in the
words of an Air Force officer, locate a gun...or an enemy position. .. by
actual eyeball-to-eyeball sighting, the Army squadron did not have the fire-
power to engage such targets. Thereconnaissancecraft therefore radi oed squad-
ron headquarters, wherean Army operationsofficer conferredwithan Air Force
liaison officer, who called for tactical fighters if he considered the target
worthwhile. Asthey arrived over the battlefield, the fighter-bombers reported
toaforward air controller who directed the actual strikes. Helicopter reconnais-
sance by the 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry, also produced area targets suitable for
B-52 attack, and the military assistance command requested these strikes, de-
livered by the 3d Air Division on Guam, through the usual channels.”®
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Forward air controllersencountered unexpected communicationsproblems
in the A Shau region. When they descended to search out targets on the valley
floor, towering ridgesblocked radio traffic with Camp Evans, thedivision head-
quarters, wheretheair liaison officer coordinating their activity waslocated. To
solvethe problem, controllersused amethod tried during therelief of Khe Sanh
and assigned one O—2A to orbit at 10,000 feet and relay radio calls.*

Although the radio relay planes kept out of range of hostile fire, machine-
guns, 23-mm cannon, and 37-mm guns greeted the forward air controllers over
the A Shau Valley. Pilots considered the most dangerous of all to bethe 37-mm
weapons, carefully camouflaged and apparently scattered at random throughout
the operating area.”® Observation planesflying as high as 10,000 feet above sea
level sometimeshad to dodge shellsfrom these guns concealed on hillsides, and
the same type of weapon, located on the valley floor, occasionally drove off
controllers trying to pinpoint targets, including antiaircraft sites, for fighter-
bombers. Whenever hostile fire proved too intense, the controllers, according
toacontrollerinvolved, wouldleaveand goto another target for afew minutes
and then return to the original one when it had cooled down, tactics, born of
necessity, that seemed pretty effective.

Dense forest within the valley hampered efforts to locate targets for air
strikes. A key road, for example, that twisted through the region passed beneath
lattice work to which the branches of growing trees had been secured. Traffic
passing beneath this living canopy would have escaped detection except that
bombs directed at some nearby target blasted away portions of the supporting
framework and exposed the road below. The highway segments thus reveal ed
appeared to be surfaced with steel planking or corduroyed with logs for use
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during the rains of the southwest monsoon season. Beside the right of way ran
arow of wooden poles carrying what looked like telephone or electric lines.
Defoliants might have killed the greenery concealing the road, but the UC-123
spray planes flew too low and slow to survive the intense antiaircraft fire that
blanketed much of the valley."

In spite of the enemy’s clever use of conceament, aerial observers,
especially the helicopter crewsof the 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry, located enough
antiaircraft emplacements to persuade General Tolson to modify his plan.
Instead of striking first at the heart of the valley, seizing and improving the A
Luoi airstrip to serve as both artillery fire base and supply point, he chose to
launch the A Shau offensive with an assault at the northwestern end of the
valley, landing troop-laden helicopters near the Laotian border and cutting the
main road carrying ammunition to the gun crews defending A Luoi.*®

Thedescent on April 19into two landing zonesin the northwestern A Shau
Valley did not go unopposed. Air strikes to level trees for helicopter landing
zones and suppress hostile fire alerted the North Vietnamese to an imminent
attack. One veteran Air Force forward air controller paid tribute to the Army
helicopter crews who parted the trees in search of antiaircraft positions.
However, he pointed out that enemy gunners just played possum and opened
up on the big day, thus nullifying the effect of the daring low-altitude recon-
naissance.® When that big day arrived on April 19, North Vietnamese forces
defending one of the two landing zones correctly anticipated the routes of the
Army helicopters and threw up a wall of fire. Before Tolson’s headquarters
could warn the crewsto use alternate approaches, the helicopters bored through
the barrage, losing nine of their number. Fortunately, the defenders of the other
site reacted less vigorously.”

While Tolson’s men were getting a grip on the entrance to the valley, ele-
mentsof the 101st Airborne Division seized theroadsexiting fromit. Here, too,
operations plans underwent last-minute adjustment, for a special forces team
reconnoitering acritical landing areastumbled upon ahornets’ nest of machine-
gun fire, losing three helicopters. Since this unit had received a pretty good
bloody nose, attention shifted a short distance southward to ahilltop that com-
manded the main road passing through the region.

Densewoodland covered thisrise, however, requiring theair liaison officer
with the assault brigade to arrange for air strikes to blast alarge enough gap to
accommodatefive helicopters simultaneously. Over two days, tactical fighters,
most of then F-4sand Republic F-105s, dropped morethan 300 bombs, ranging
in weight from 750 to 2,000 pounds, but the larger trees survived. It'sarude
awakening, an Air Force officer acknowledged, when a 2,000-pound bomb
goes off and right next to it you see atree standing . . . maybe two feet in dia-
meter and 75 feet high. #

Weather complicated the blasting of alanding site, for alow ceiling com-
pelled the fast-moving fighters to make shallow dives, causing an elongated
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bombing pattern in which detonations were separated too widely to reinforce
one another. In addition, most of the available bombs simply could not do the
job. More 2,000-pounders, fitted with fuse extenders that caused the bombsto
explode just above ground, might have snapped off the trees, though without
uprooting them.? Not until late in the year did the Seventh Air Force acquire a
dependable means of blasting out helicopter landing zones— massive bombs
weighing five tons or more and extracted by parachute from the cargo com-
partment of a C-130.%

After effortsto clear the hilltop had failed, the Air Force fighter-bombers
shiftedtheir effort to avalley nearby. Napalm, alongwith 750- and 1,000-pound
bombs, destroyed the bamboo, brush, and small trees, and afinal application of
high explosives detonated any minesthe defender might have planted. On April
19, the same day that Tolson’s men stormed the A Shau’s farthest reaches,
helicopters began landing the 1st Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, while Air
Force forward air controllers directed fighter-bombers against mortars and
machineguns firing into the landing zone.*

From the southeastern exits of the A Shau, where the airborne brigade had
goneinto action, the mgjor effort shifted to the central part of thevalley. There,
on April 25, Tolson’sair cavalrymen seized the A Luoi airstrip. Realizing that
rain and low ceilings were typical of the fast approaching southwest monsoon
season, division plannersdecidedtofly aground-controlled-approach radar into
A Luoi in one of the first helicopters. Somehow the plan miscarried and the
equipment failed to arrive as scheduled. Until April 29, Air Force C-130s
parachuting supplies onto the airstrip had to rely exclusively on their own
airborne radar as they groped through a cloud-choked valley.”

When the supply drops began on the morning of April 26, the C-130s had
to drop their loads from above a 700-foot ceiling that concealed the A Luoi
flying field. To locate the panels marking the drop zone, a pilot had to descend
to 500 feet, and align his approach, then raise the nose, increase power, and
climb through the clouds to the prescribed altitude. In the cargo compartment
behind him, aheavily laden pallet rested on metal rollersbuilt into the floor and
leading to an open hatch. Asthe transport rose into the clouds and crossed the
700-foot level, the loadmaster released the restraints, the pallet dlid to the rear,
and an extraction chute caught the slipstream, pulling the load clear of the
aircraft. A larger parachute then opened and slowed the pallet’s earthward
descent. At about 2:00 p.m., rain began falling, but the transports kept coming,
making some twenty deliveries on that first day.

The crew of the last C—130 to approach the airfield reported that the plane
had been hit by 37-mm and .50-caliber fire, then lost radio contact with A Luoi.
The handful of airmen at the airstrip, who had laid out the drop zone and
organized the retrieval of cargo, saw the transport break through the overcast;
holes gaped in itswings and the aircraft trailed a plume of either white smoke
or fuel. Theroar of the turboprop engines increased and the nose lifted, but as
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Supplies dropped by an Air Force C-130 fall near the airstrip at A Loui.
the extraction chute opened, it seemed to wrap itself around theright horizontal
stabilizer, tearing away most of the elevator on that side. Unableto release his
cargo, the pilot tried to get out of the valley, but rapidly lost atitude, crashing
within a mile of the A Luoi runway. The eight persons on board died in the
explosion and fire.®

Another crew narrowly escaped the same fate. On the 28th, as Capt. Ross
E. Kramer wasflying some 30,000 poundsof ammunitiontoward thedrop zone,
enemy gunners opened fire through abroken overcast that failed to conceal the
transport, even though the ragged clouds hel ped hide camouflaged antiaircraft
sites from the escorting fighter-bombers. During the passage along the valley,
the copilot, 1st Lt. Phillip Dibb, and the engineer, SSgt. Charles W. Ellis, kept
watch for tracers, clearly visible asthey rose from the jungle below, and called
out warnings so that Kramer could evade the fire. The navigator, 1st Lt. Gary
K. Woods, not only kept the plane on course, but also tried to plot the location
of enemy guns for future air strikes. In spite of the pilot’s skillful flying, the
C-130 took several hitsfrom 37-mm and .50-caliber rounds, but he continued
on, fighting a sluggishness in the controls.

Just three miles short of the release point, a 37-mm shell exploded beneath
the cockpit. Armor under the floor saved the pilot and copilot from injury or
death, but the transport incurred severe damage to the hydraulic and electrical
circuits and to the nose-wheel steering mechanism. Since he could still control
the plane, Captain Kramer continued on course, determined to drop the badly
needed cargo. Another round tore through the left inboard engine, but Sergeant
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Ellis shut it down before it could catch fire, and Lieutenant Dibb feathered the
propeller, keeping it from windmilling out of control. Moments later, Ellis
reported that the inboard engine on the opposite side was losing power, leaving
Kramer no choice but to jettison theload. Airman 1st Class Robert Malone and
Airman Arthur R. Hagberg had anticipated such an emergency, opening the
hatch and lowering the cargo ramp well ahead of time. The transport still had
power enough to pull up and rid itself of the cargo pallets, which landed short
but directly on line with the drop zone. Retrieval teams gathered up the ammu-
nition as Kramer flew to Da Nang, where he made an emergency landing.?

From April 26 until May 3, the big transportsdropped more than 2,000 tons
of ammunition, food, and gasoline onto the A Luoi drop zone. An estimated 94
percent of this cargo landed safely and was recovered and used by the men on
the ground. The parachute drops proved essential because bad weather had
delayed the reopening of the airfield for landings and takeoffs.®

Plans had called for Army helicopters to fly in bulldozers and similar
equipment from Camp Evans, near Quang Tri City, refueling at apoint halfway
to A Luoi. Unfortunately, clouds blanketed not only the A Shau Valley but the
refueling point as well. Lacking the navigational gear carried by the C-130,
helicopter crews had to be able to see where they were flying, but the weather
refused to cooperate. Almost aweek passed beforetheheavy equipment arrived,
delaying the efforts of Army engineersto fill craters blasted by earlier B-52
strikes and to extend the dirt runway. The first de Havilland C—7 twin-engine
transportslanded and unloaded on May 2, followed two dayslater by thelarger
C-123sand C-130s. Air Force planeslanding at A Luoi delivered almost 650
tons of cargo.”

Weather also hampered the strike pilots and forward air controllerstrying
to support troops fighting in the valley. Thunderstorms rolled in every after-
noon, and one controller insisted that he had been able to set his watch at
exactly 2:00 p.m. astheday’ scurtain of rain descended on the northwestern end
of the A Shau. The storm then envel oped the entire valley, forcing the control-
lers to leave until gaps appeared in the cloud cover, enabling them to lead
fighter-bombers beneath the overcast and back into action.*

Ironically, weather played no roleinthe only bombing accident that marred
the A Shau operation. An Air Force forward air controller, instructed to lead a
flight of F—100sto afree-fire zone where they could jettison their bombsbefore
returning to base, saw several Army helicopters firing into the forest not far
from the map coordinates he had been given. He concluded that the Army air-
craft were launching their rockets into the same free-fire zone assigned to the
F-100s, advised the Army airmen that his fighter-bombers had munitions to
drop, and received aresponse that he interpreted as clearance to do so. Hefired
a smoke rocket to mark the target only to learn, after one of his aircraft had
dropped its bombs, that he had accidentally directed the strike against friendly
troops, eighteen of whom were wounded.*
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An Air Force C-123 with supplies for the Army’s 1st Cavalry Division
(Airmobile) touches down at the A Loui airstrip in the A Shau Valley.

General Tolson, among whose troops the bombs had fallen, absolved the
Air Force officer of blame, declaring that the pilot was neither willfully neg-
ligent nor had alack of regard for the responsibility vested in him. All the
forward air controllers active in the A Shau Valley, Tolson maintained, had
been fully aware of their responsibility, but when large volumes of tactical
air are used in afluid situation with ground troops, accidents can and do hap-
pen. Hepaidtributetothe zestanddesire shown by forward air controllers,
adding, This dedication and enthusiasm should not be dimmed. *

Thefast-changing situation mentioned by General Tolson also endangered
the forward air controllers, two of whom experienced narrow escapes when
bombs from unseen B-52s high above them screamed past to explode in the
jungle below. One of the controllers who narrowly escaped death, Maj. A. V.
P. Anderson, I11, conceded that B-52 strikes could have a devastating impact
on the enemy, but urged better coordination to ensure that controllers had
warning enough to get clear.®

The weather, rugged terrain, and intense antiaircraft fire claimed some
twenty Army helicopters shot down and incapable of being salvaged, the one
Air Force C-130 downed near A Luoi, two Marine Corps attack bombers that
collided in mid-air, and one Air Force O-2A. Nine Air Force airmen and one
Marinedied, but the Army aviatorskilled in Operation Delawarewereincluded
inthe service' stotal — 172 dead or missing and 846 wounded. South Vietnam-
ese troops, who played a comparatively minor role, lost 26 killed and 132
wounded. Enemy casualtiesreportedly included 900 killed and 8 taken prisoner.
More important, the thrust into the A Shau Valley deprived the North Viet-
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namese of thousands of weapons and thousands of tons of food, munitions, and
military equipment.®*

Although the brigade from the 101st Airborne Division maintained pressure
ontheexitsfromthevalley, General Tolson’ sforcesdeparted, asplanned, after
four weeks. By then, the daily thunderstorms made aquagmire of A Luoi’ srun-
way, closing it to Air Force transports and forcing the air cavalrymen to depart
by helicopter rather thanin C-123sor C-130s. May 17 wasthe official termina-
tion of the A Shau campaign, known as Operation Delaware for the Americans
and Lam Son 216 for the South Vietnamese. The thrust into the stoutly de-
fended valley, with its important road net and well-stocked supply depots, re-
presented the boldest stroke delivered by the assistance command in 1968.%*

Thedefense and eventual relief of Khe Sanh and the subsequent attack into
the A Shau Valley loomed largest in U.S. activities in the spring of 1968, but
fighting also occurred elsewhere, as the enemy harassed air bases and other
installations before launching aspring offensive of hisown. Rocketsand mortar
shells exploded on airfields used by the Air Force, though less frequently than
during the Tet offensive. Tan Son Nhut bore the brunt of the intermittent
shelling, though Bien Hoa came under attack, and Cam Ranh Bay, until March
4 spared from bombardment, underwent its baptism of fire.

At Tan Son Nhut, the quest for souvenirs of these occasional shellings
sometimes got the better of common sense. Even though rockets or mortar
rounds were falling, airmen might dash from their shelters to photograph the
action or lay claim to shell fragments. Making off with shell fragments often
frustrated the work of Army crater analysis teams, which tried to locate firing
positions by examining bursting pattern and crater sizein search of cluesto the
type of weapon, direction of fire, and angle of impact.*

The nighttime harassment of Bien Hoa persuaded General Westmoreland
to approve an experimental attack against an area believed to shelter the enemy
gunners who bombarded the base. On Napalm Sunday, April 7, 1968, four-
teen C-130s flew low over a segment of forest, carefully marked with smoke
rockets launched by forward air controllers, and saturated the areawith amix-
ture of jet fuel and diesel oil. Each plane dropped four pallets; once clear of the
transport, the bindings fixed to the platform released sixteen fifty-five-gallon
drums containing the flammable mixture. The containers burst on contact, and
the forward air controllersignited contents with rockets.*’

General Westmoreland, whosescienceadviser, Dr. William McMillan, had
devised the scheme, expressed delight with theresultsachieved hereandinlater
tests. The massive smoke cloud that rose above the burning forest, along with
aerial photographs and reports from forward air controllers, convinced West-
moreland it was highly improbable that enemy resources could have survived
the heat, flame, smoke, and suffocating environment.* Ground troops did not,
however, conduct a reconnaissance of the burned-out areato count bodies and
damaged equipment.
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With the passage of time and the appointment of Abramsto replace West-
moreland, enthusiasm for thistype of fire bombing diminished. Gen. George S.
Brown, who took over Seventh Air Forceon August 1, 1968, persuaded Abrams
that C-130s were too few and too valuable to be exposed to ground fire on
bombing missions of dubiousvalue. After seventeen missions, therefore, these
tactics were discarded.®

The danger to Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa, the two air bases nearest the
capital, produced yet another defensive measure, an airborne rocket watch ,
that embraced Saigon, the two installations, and the surrounding territory. On
February 24, after the flames of Tet had turned to embers, Gen. William W.
Momyer, Seventh Air Force Commander, approved nightly aerial patrolsof the
territory within twenty-five kilometers of the bases. Forward air controllersin
O-1s or O—2As received authority to direct Douglas AC—47 gunships against
any hostile rocket launcher or mortar within the zone that might reveal its
position by opening fire. Because of the frequency of such shellings and the
danger to air bases and other installations in this area, American airmen could
attack without consulting the South Vietnamese province chief.*

Since the patrolling AC—47s could direct a torrent of gunfire against a
specific rocket or mortar position, Seventh Air Force interpreted the rules of
engagement to give gunship crewsfreedomto attack such weaponswith amini-
mum of delay. Effective March 1, 1968, these aircraft might, in effect, act as
their own forward air controller and engage any rocket launcher or mortar with-
in the patrol sector that had opened fire on U.S. or South Vietnamese troops or
installations. In addition, the AC—47s could retaliate against fire directed at
them from the darkness below, provided that the hostile gunners posed a real
threat and the air crew could locate the source. The gunship had to identify the
source of fire precisely, for General Momyer and his staff did not want the
AC-47s using their multi-barrel machineguns to hose down large areas,
endangering friendly troops or South Vietnamese noncombatants.*

Even without the distraction of fire from the ground, locating mortar and
rocket positions at night proved no easy task. One week after the rocket watch
began, a forward air controller assigned to the patrol saw several rockets
forming a deep red string of fire. This spectacle vanished within seconds,
leaving a black void within which the controller tried to fix the exact point
wherethefiery streak had originated. Sincean AC—47 wasnot near at hand, the
pilot reported the estimated grid coordinates, but advised checking with the
appropriate ground commander before approving an air strike or firing an
artillery concentration, since the location might not be accurate. This word of
caution may have saved lives, or at least prevented a waste of ammunition.
Ground units had already fixed the location of the rocket battery, some three
kilometersfrom the point reported by theforward air controller, but by thetime
an infantry patrol arrived, the enemy had pulled out, leaving only his aiming
stakes and the shallow trenches dug to accommodate the launchers.*
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Circling AC—47s gunships fire on Viet Cong targets near Saigon.

To improve chances of destroying the extremely mobile rocket launchers
and mortars, General Momyer placed forward air controllersin the right-hand
seats of two-place Cessna A—37s. If the controller spotted hostile fire, the pilot
could at once bomb or strafe the source. This practice went into effect on April
26.%

General Westmoreland soon cameto believe that Air Force gunship crews
and forward air controllers enjoyed too much freedom within the zone that
embraced Bien Hoa, Tan Son Nhut, and Saigon. | am concerned, he wrote
Momyer, that the authority to attack rocket and mortar sites at night without
specific clearance could result in unacceptable casualties to friendly ground
forces. He further warned, In thefluid tactical situation that exists, it would
seem extremely difficult to keep FAC [forward air controller] and Spooky
[AC—47] crews thoroughly abreast of the exact location of friendly units and
personnel. Before Momyer could reply, however, another series of urban at-
tacks had begun.*

On May 5, 1968, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong launched a spring
offensivethat cameto benicknamed mini-Tet. Inannouncing the attacks, the
Viet Cong Liberation Radio claimed that theearlier Tet offensivehad forced the
United Statesto play a peacefarce, presumably the preliminary talks about
to begin at Paris and any substantial negotiations that might follow, and called
for armed revolts...in coordination with the offensive of the liberation
troops to sustain the momentum allegedly gained during February and smash
the ruthless domination of the U.S. puppet clique. * In spite of thisfanfare, the
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renewed fighting lacked the surprise, severity, and scope of the January 31
attacks, so that mini-Tet seemed apale replicaof the earlier offensive. “

Lacking the distraction provided by the Tet holiday, with its truce and
attendant civiliantravel, theenemy’ sspring offensivefailed to achieve surprise.
In Quang Nam Province, for instance, intelligence reports indicated that an
entire division had moved into place by the end of April and would launch an
attack, probably on Da Nang, by mid-May.*” Around Saigon, the intelligence
effort proved even more successful, for an agent obtained plans disclosing the
day the capital would come under attack and listing some of the units assigned
to the operation.®®

Early on the morning of May 5, the enemy struck, exerting some effort in
the northern provinces and western highlands, but focusing his energy on the
capital city. In the north, the anticipated assault against Da Nang failed to
materialize, though the enemy showered rockets and mortar shells on thetown.
The bombardment proved generally ineffectual, except for one round that ex-
plodedinsidethelll Marine Amphibious Force headquarterscompound, killing
four Marines and wounding eight.*

To discourage hit-and-run shelling of this sort, Marine airmen, flying
borrowed Army helicopters, patrolled by day within rocket range of Da Nang.
Air Force O—2As made a sweep at dusk and then joined AC—47s in keeping
watch by night. In spite of an occasional success, the combined surveillance
effort did not prove deterrent enough to justify permanent retention. By mid-
1969, therefore, the Marines defending Da Nang were relying upon counter-
battery fire rather than air power to deal with mortars and rocket launchers.®

Nor was Da Nang the only target of enemy gunnersin | Corps, for similar
attackstook placeinal five provinces. At Hue, for instance, rockets and mortar
shellsdamaged several houses, killed as many astwenty-seven South Vietnam-
ese civilians, and wounded eight Americans working at an unloading ramp
along the Perfume River. Skirmishes and shelling also occurred in the vicinity
of Khe Sanh, wherethe siege had |ong since been broken, around Gio Linh, and
in Quang Tri City. At Camp Evans a dozen rockets struck the most vulnerable
targets— an ammunition dump, the fuel storage area, and helicopters parked
beside the airstrip.*

The heaviest fighting that erupted in | Corps differed markedly from the
shelling of DaNang, Hue, or Camp Evans. At Kham Duc, aborder outpost that
Army Special Forces had established, the enemy fought a pitched battle, rather
than conducting the kind of hit-and-run raid typical of mini-Tet. Although the
struggle ended with the enemy in control of Kham Duc, air power demonstrated
itsability to shift troops and mass firepower, reinforcing and then withdrawing
the garrison, all the while keeping the enemy at bay.>

To the south in mountainous western 11 Corps, the North Viethamese
shelled Pleiku airfield, causing superficial damage. Engineers promptly filled
ahole gouged in ataxiway by a122-mm rocket, a near miss shook the kennels
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and the headquarters of the Air Force sentry dog detachment, and other rockets
severed a power line and blew a gap in the perimeter fence. The hits on the
outer barrier may havedemonstrated theinherent inaccuracy of therocket rather
than a specific plan, since no ground forces tried to exploit the opening.

Theheaviest mini-Tet fighting in 11 Corps began at midmorning on the 5th,
whenthe North Vietnamese or Viet Cong ambushed aU.S. truck convoy bound
for Kontum. South Vietnamese tanks and infantry went to the rescue, and both
U.S. Army helicopter gunships and Air Force tactical fighters attacked North
Vietnamese positions dominating the road. Fighting lasted about four hours,
after which the ambush party vanished among the hills. The air strikes con-
tributed to an enemy death toll placed at 120, roughly twice the number of
Americans and South Vietnamese killed, wounded, and missing.>*

Bloody fighting took place around Saigon, though towns and installations
farther south experienced no morethan the usual violence. The North Vietnam-
ese and Viet Cong assigned to attack the capital encountered alert and aggres-
sive South Vietnamese forces that had gone on the offensive after Tet to uproot
the enemy from the five provinces surrounding Saigon. Skirmishes flared at
several placesaround thecity, including Tan Son Nhut, but attemptstoinfiltrate
the heart of the city failed, thanks mainly to the efforts of the national police.*®

Among the early casualties at Saigon was the commander of the national
police, Nguyen Ngoc Loan, so severely wounded in the leg that he required
medical treatment in the United States. During the Tet offensive, a cameraman
had filmed him as he thrust his pistol toward the head of a captured Viet Cong
terrorist, fired, and sent the victim toppling lifeless onto the pavement. Shown
on American television, the film sequence drove home the brutality of the war,
raised questions about the South Vietnamese commitment to the ideal of due
process, and dismayed American officials like Secretary of State Dean Rusk,
who sensed that the scene would further erode public support for the war.>®

Although much of the capital emerged unscathed from mini-Tet, the battle
for the suburbslasted aweek, as South Vietnamese and American troopsfought
a stubborn enemy. Wherever the action broke out, U.S. Army helicopter gun-
shipsand U.S. and South Vietnamese fighter-bombers pounced on the commu-
nists. On May 7, for example, some seventy-nine fighter-bombers based near
the capital took off to attack fleeting targets around Saigon. By the end of the
month, Air Force F-100s had flown 241 sorties against targets near the capital
and South Vietnamese F-5s and A—1s another 185.

Asduring the Tet fighting, airmen had to attack villages taken over by the
Viet Cong or North Vietnamese. In at least one instance, refugees from such a
place pointed out for the U.S. commander the exact buildings fortified by the
enemy, so that Air Force fighter-bombers could set just these structures on fire
with napalm. At other locations, however, communist forces had arrived far
enough in advance of the mini-Tet attack to excavate bunkers beneath the
concrete floors of new buildings and to burrow tunnels linking these shelters.
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Here, air crewshad to drop 750-pound bombsto collapse the underground | aby-
rinth, causing severe damage to homes and shops. Before attacking any popu-
lated areas, U.S. commanders cleared their action with South Vietnamese
authorities and, if the inhabitants had not already fled, made loudspeaker
broadcasts or dropped | eaflets urging them to do so.*’

Once again, Tan Son Nhut proved a key objective, coming under attack on
themorning of May 6, somethirty hoursafter mini-Tet began. At 7:22 am., Air
Forcesecurity police manning bunkerson the southern perimeter reported about
forty black-clad Viet Cong moving eastward outside the fence. The enemy ap-
parently had chosen aFrench cemetery outsidethe base asan assembly area, but
firefrom the airmen contained him there until South Vietnamesetroopsarrived.
Advancing with the help of afusillade from the Air Force security detachment,
the South Vietnamese drove off the Viet Cong.

As the enemy was falling back from the fringes of Tan Son Nhut, mortar
crewslobbed shellsamong the bunkersguarding the southern perimeter. During
this bombardment, amember of the Air Force security unit spotted someone on
anearby roof, steadying a wooden stake apparently being used to aim mortars
fired from the street beyond. The airman grazed the roof with aburst of gunfire,
killing the observer, and the shells stopped falling. Viet Cong gunners harassed
the base | ater that day and again on the 8th and 10th, but fired fewer than thirty-
five rounds in all. No serious shelling occurred until June 12, when rockets
destroyed one aircraft and damaged eight. The mini-Tet campaign thus petered
out with no further ground attack against Tan Son Nhut.*®

The enemy shelled Bien Hoatwice on May 5 and again on the 7th, the first
attacks on the base since Napalm Sunday, April 7, and the fire-bombing of the
forest believed to hide the gunners and their weapons. The May 5 bombard-
ments, about three hoursafter midnight and again at dawn, wounded eleven air-
men, one of them seriously, and damaged thirteen aircraft, fivetrucks, and three
50,000-gallon rubber bladders used to store fuel. The shelling two days later
caused no Air Force casualties and did only minor damage. On neither day did
the Viet Cong attempt a ground assault.*

Launched by units battered during the Tet fighting and hurriedly reorgan-
ized and strengthened, the May offensive accomplished nothing of lasting mil-
itary value. Ambassador Bunker concluded that Hanoi had launched mini-Tet
for diplomatic reasons, timing it to precede by five daysthe announced opening
of preliminary truce negotiationsin Paris. Ellsworth Bunker, U.S. Ambassador
to South Vietnam, believed that the May 5 attack on Saigon and an effort
launched on the 25th, the latter more closely resembling organized vandalism
than amilitary operation, may have had as their objective the capture of some
portion of the capital city in order to embarrass the Thieu government and thus
strengthen North Vietnam'’s bargaining position.*

Onceagain, theenemy’ slossesin manpower outweighed hismilitary gains.
Estimates of communist battle deaths between May 1 and 9 totaled some 5,700,
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about seven times the number of Americans and South Vietnamese killed in
action, By mid-May, according to intelligence estimates, thetoll of enemy slain
had reached 12,500. The greatest impact of the May fighting, as had been true
of the Tet battles, fell upon South Vietnamese civilians, 107,000 of whom
joined the growing flood of refugees.®

Contributing to the refugee problem was the inescapable need to bomb
enemy-held villages on the fringes of Saigon and occasionally to attack hostile
strongpoints within the capital itself. These strikes, in turn, caused a reorien-
tation of the psychological warfare effort during Tet and mini-Tet. The Air
Force and Army transport and liaison planes that normally tried to induce
enemy soldiers to defect now had to give first priority to warning noncom-
batants of impending attack. Thisimportant activity did not, however, absorb
all their time, for even during the spring offensive, crews continued to drop
leaflets and make loudspeaker broadcasts urging civilians and enemy troopsto
rally behind the Saigon government.

Fighter-bombers and psychological warfare craft were not the aircraft in
action around Saigon during thisoffensive. Reconnai ssance planesagain photo-
graphed possible enemy concentrations threatening the city and completed a
photo mosaicto help ground commanders plan for thefuture security of the cap-
ital. Asthey had during the Tet battles, observation planes carrying forward air
controllers, flareships, and AC—47 gunships helped defend Saigon by night.
Since Khe Sanh was now secure— and would not be abandoned until June—
General Westmoreland began using B-52s against targets within twenty-four
miles of the city. From May 5, when the mini-Tet fighting had erupted, until
June 21, whenthelast embersof the spring offensive were extinguished, almost
athousand of the bombers hit targets on the approaches to Saigon.®

By late May, with the worst of the springtime fighting ended and Saigon
secure, at least temporarily, General Momyer took up General Westmoreland’s
complaint about thelack of coordination between the airbornerocket watch and
ground units patrolling during darkness. Although Westmoreland had specif-
ically mentioned the AC-47s, Momyer limited hisresponseto the A—37sbeing
dispatched with aforward air controller on board, withdrawing permission for
them to respond instantly to arocket or mortar attack. He allowed the AC—47s
to operate as before.®®

Thisresponse did not satisfy General Weyand, the U.S. officer responsible
for defending the Saigon area. Pointing to the heavy concentration of ground
forces. .. and the large number of night ambushes, both static and moving,
within rocket range of Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa, he warned that poorly co-
ordinated air attacks, whether by helicoptersor gunships could provetragic. He
therefore asked General Momyer to prohibit the rocket watch from engaging
targets without obtaining specific clearance from commanders on the ground.®*

Westmoreland decided that Weyand's concern for the safety of ground
troops was justified, and the rocket watch lost its freedom of action, effective
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May 30. General Momyer, however, considered thisatemporary restrictionand
urged Westmoreland to reconsider, pointing out that placing restrictions on the
rocket watch exposed two of thelargest basesin Vietnam, with 18,000 people
and $500 million of equipment to additional rocket fire.

Thedecisionnot only proved permanent, but apparently yielded unforeseen
benefits. Captured documents later revealed that during the spring of 1968 the
Viet Cong sometimes employed rocket or mortar attacksto provoke air strikes
and counterbattery barrages that would cause civilian casualties, destroy prop-
erty, create new refugees, and generally discredit U.S. and South Vietnamese
claims of concern for the welfare of ordinary citizens. Since pinpointing firing
positions from the air at night had proved so difficult, the time lost in coordi-
nating with ground forces made little practical difference. Indeed, the restric-
tionsimposed on the rocket watch may have worked to the enemy’ s disadvan-
tage by preventing the collateral damage he desired.®

Subject to the new restrictions, Air Forceforward air controllers continued
tomaintaintherocket watch, exercising soleresponsibility for first oneand then
two of four corridors radiating outward from the capital. Instead of directing
immediate attacks on their own authority, they now reported sightings to both
an artillery center at Saigon and an airborne controller aoft in an Army heli-
copter. Moreover, they could not call in either air strikes or artillery without
permission from this airborne controller, an Army officer who answered to the
call sign Deadly and maintained contact with the duty officer at headquarters
of the Capital Military Assistance Command, theindividual responsiblefor co-
ordinating air, artillery, and ground action. The Capital Military Assistance
Command, acomponent of General Weyand' sl Field Force, originated during
mini-Tet as a headquarters to oversee the defense of Saigon and neighboring
GiaDinh.”

The airmen, whether Army or Air Force, who scanned the four corridors
around Saigon for rocket or mortar batteries, could take heart from the fact that
aseriesof rocket attacks— ahundred rockets for ahundred days— that enemy
propagandists had promised for the summer did not come to pass. The enemy
could have been exaggerating, of course, or such factors asammunition caches
destroyed by U.S. forces may have undermined the plan.®® Indeed, the failure
of the Viet Cong to launch the vaunted rocket barrage may have marked the
beginning of what came to be interpreted as a North Vietnamese concession
in the interest of peace negotiations, a tacit understanding that the enemy
would refrain from attacking South Vietnam’ scitieswhilethetalkscontinued.®

Although General Weyand had expressed concern that therocket watch, at-
tacking at night, might hit friendly troops, the most serious accident during the
spring offensive occurred in daylight. On June 2, arocket fired by an Army hel-
icopter exploded in a cluster of South Vietnamese officials watching an attack
onagroup of Viet Cong who had infiltrated Cholon, the capital’ s Chinese quar-
ter. Seven persons died, including a brother-in-law of Vice President Ky.
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The accident sent tremors through a Department of Defense already con-
cerned — thanksin part to the earlier statement that it was necessary to destroy
Ben Trein order to save it — about the excessive, perhaps careless, use of fire-
power in urban fighting. Charles Sweet, a member of the U.S. mission at Sai-
gon, studied the attitudes of South Vietnamese civilians and concluded that
persons living in the capital and its suburbs resented the destruction caused by
their own troops and by the Americansin rooting out enemy infiltrators. Press
reportslent credenceto Sweet’ sresearch, aleging needless property damagein
and around the city. Secretary Clifford therefore asked General Wheeler to do
something, and this request resulted in atightening of controls over urban air
strikes. The military assistance command stressed the existing rules of engage-
ment, which in general called for clearance from South Vietnamese authorities
and warning to civilians of impending attack, and advised the use of precise,
direct-fire weapons such as recoilless rifles before resorting to less accurate
ordnance, including aerial rockets and bombs.™

As part of the campaign to reduce casualties among noncombatants,
General Weyand, ascommanding general, |1 Field Force, Vietnam, reserved the
responsibility to use air power and artillery in Saigon and its surroundings. In
practice, however, hedel egated authority to the senior American adviser andthe
South Vietnamese officer in command of the Military Region of Saigon. At the
end of August, the commanding general of the new Capital Military Assistance
Command, an American, assumed the mantle of responsibility for defending
Saigon that the field force commander had worn. No matter who exercised
authority over air and artillery, he obtained clearance from the appropriate
South Vietnamese official before unleashing these forms of destruction.™
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After Khe Sanh was secure, but beforethe A Shau Valley campaign ended,
theenemy launched hisspring offensive, the so-called mini-Tet attacks. Typical
of the Vietnam conflict, thelast of the A Shau fighting and repul se of the spring
offensive competed with still other actions for the resources available to Gen-
eralsWestmoreland and Momyer. Throughout 1968, thesetwo officersandtheir
successors, Generals Abrams and Brown, engaged in simultaneous operations
along the demilitarized zone, among the mountainsin the tri-border areawhere
South Vietnam abuts Laos and Cambodia, on the coastal plain south of Da
Nang, and amid the maze of streams and embankments that scarred the rice
lands of the Mekong Delta. In each diverse region, the Seventh Air Force used
a variety of close combat and logistic support techniques and tactics in
performing the ground support function.

The tri-border fighting— a combination of aerial interdiction by tactical
fighters, massive bombardment by B-52s, artillery fire, and infantry assault —
resulted from intelligence obtained during Operation Vesuvius early in 1968.
Forward air controllers played a key role in gathering this information. After
detecting one short segment of road winding among the jungle-clad ridges, they
searched out the rest, spotting a few trucks, some elephants apparently being
used as beasts of burden, and signs of construction. A coupleof us, oneof the
pilotsrecalled, had actually ventured into Cambodiato find out wheretheroad
did go. Thisviolation of Cambodian airspace, which occurred before Oper-
ation Vesuvius began, reveal ed that the road discovered in South Vietham con-
nected with a north-south route beyond the Cambodian border.*

The military assistance command became acutely interested in what obvi-
ously was animportant avenue for the supply and reinforcement of hostile units
in South Vietnam. General Westmoreland’ sheadquartersarranged for Air Force
planes to photograph the area, sent Army and Air Force observation craft low
among the mountains, and dispatched |ong-range ground patrolsinto theregion.
I nterrogators questi oned prisoners capturedin the highlandsand discovered that
some of them belonged to the North Vietnamese 325th Division, last located in
the hills around Khe Sanh.
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Thesurgeinroad building, along with the presence of thisveteran division,
raised the possibility of anattack in South Vietnam’ scentral highlands, supplied
at least in part by cargo passing through Cambodia. Trucks could sustain such
an offensive by carrying men and war material over routes already cut through
southern Laos and the northeastern corner of Cambodia. If the North Vietnam-
ese and Viet Cong isolated the town of Kontum and pushed eastward, a vigor-
ous thrust could succeed in reaching the coast, thus isolating the northern pro-
vincesfromtherest of South Vietnam. Toforestall thiscalamity, General West-
moreland called on air power to interdict enemy traffic on key roadsin western
K ontum Province, while American ground forces advanced toward the border.2

Seventh Air Forcetactical fighters, together with B-52sof the Strategic Air
Command, received themission of disruptingtraffic ontwo road systemswithin
South Vietnam that would carry the men and munitions necessary to launch an
eastward drive. One network ran roughly parallel to Route 512 toward Ben Het;
the other followed the Plei Trap Valley, west of Kontum city and generally par-
allel to the Cambodian border. Beginning in thefirst week of April, the aircraft
attacked bridgesand similar choke points, truck parks, and supply dumpsalong
both road nets, using high-explosive bombs, mines, and, on occasion, tear gas.’

In atypical attempt at interdiction, Seventh Air Force planners consulted
aerial photographs, reports from forward air controllers, and other intelligence
toisolate several choke pointsalong a specific segment of road. One such point
began as the route passed between two hills, continued across a bridge, bent
around another hill, and passed beside the foot of a towering cliff. Another
consisted of asection of highway that crossed a spring-fed marsh where ground
water quickly oozed into even shallow craters blasted in the road surface. At
one or more places within a choke point, aircraft cut the road with bombs and
scattered gravel mines— high-explosive pelletsthat couldinflict painful minor
wounds— to discourage repair crews. Once established, the interdiction point
required continuing surveillance, so airmen could again cut the road when a
break was mended.*

The Seventh Air Force twice experimented with tear gasto replace or rein-
force the gravel mines. Lockheed C—130 transports dropped 256 drums of gas
on one choke point and 192 on another. Almost all the containers plunged
through the jungle canopy, burst, and released a non-toxic cloud that clung to
the ground. The effects of the gas defied precise measurement, largely because
aerial cameras could not penetrate the trees and discover when road repairs
began or the pace of construction.®

Aerial interdiction of thetri-border region, reinforced at timesby firefrom
175-mm guns, continued from April 7 until June 22. At the outset, finding tar-
gets proved difficult, for the highlands were poorly charted and one ridge line
looked like another. To further complicate matters, intelligence officerstried to
piece together traces of camouflaged roads by linking segments revealed in
aerial photos or glimpsed from the sky through gapsin the jungle. Asthe for-
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ward air controllers became more familiar with the region, their proficiency
improved, enabling them to locate an increasing number of targets for strike
pilots and to furnish intelligence specialists with a greater quantity of sound
information.

Of thethree basi c interdiction weapons— tactical fighters, B-52s, and artil-
lery, thetactical fighter seemed the deadliest, at | east in thejudgment of one Air
Force forward air controller. Thistype of plane, if skillfully flown, could des-
troy a bridge no more than a dozen feet long or blast a crater in aroad barely
wide enough for asingle truck. To score adirect hit on so small atarget might
require ten or more tries, but it could be done. Not so with the B-52s, whose
sprawling bomb pattern had proved excellent for ripping away jungleto reveal
potential targets or for battering truck parks, bivouacs, or storage areas. The
spread of bombs from even one of these huge aircraft might crater a narrow,
twisting road, but to do so required extremely good luck. Artillery, this same
airman declared, lacked the accuracy at ranges beyond twenty kilometers to
score more than an occasional hit on aroad junction or similar target.®

Unlikethe men on board the high-flying B-52s, forward air controllersand
fighter-bomber crews had to run a gantlet of fire from automatic weapons and
light antiaircraft guns. An Army officer, paying tribute to the airborne con-
trollers supporting the brigade he commanded, said they proved tremendous,
braving fire from the ground that was about asintense ashewould careto
fly in, in any aircraft. The North Vietnamese shot down one F-105, but the
pilot gected and was rescued by an Army helicopter carrying the commander
of the very battalion he had been supporting.”

Theinterdiction campaign served as prelude to an advance westward from
Dak To by abrigade of the 4th Infantry Division, reinforced by elements of the
101st Airborne Division. Asthe main force surged ahead, one battalion would
make a helicopter assault near the border, amove designed to prevent the North
Vietnamese from finding refugein Cambodia. Besides maintaining pressureon
the road net during the offensive, air power hammered troop concentrations as
the enemy massed his forces to meet the threat.?

Theinfantrymen surged forward on May 27, encountering feebl eresistance,
aresult, said oneforward air controller, of the devastating B—52 bombardment
that supported the attack. This officer, Maj. Eugene Carnahan, said that the big
bombers appeared in such rapid succession that he and his fellow controllers
could not assess the results of one strike before they had to get out of the way
of the next. Herecalled flying over avast area, ten or more kilometers square,

where the triple canopy jungle had been turned into desert, and bomb craters
had changed the course of small creeks and streams. °

Col. Joseph E. Fix, whose reinforced brigade was making the attack, ex-
pressed delight with thework of the B-52s. When the enemy choseto fight, the
brigade commander arranged for the bombers to attack by day or night, under
radar control, asclose as 1,500 metersto hisowntroops. Theraids, he believed,
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Bombing on this section of the Ho Chi Minh Trail has removed
the forest cover and destroyed trucks parked alongside the road.

were a horrendous psychological weapon, not unlike the nuclear attacks on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. One moment, he recalled, everything was peaceful
and serene, and all of asudden all hell erupts. Putting himself in the place of
aNorth Vietnamese soldier, Colonel Fix reasoned that to live under thisthreat
must be afantastic psychological problem, especialy for those who had sur-
vived araid and seen the destruction wrought by these strikes that come with-
out warning. *°

To exploit the psychological impact of this bombardment, Air Force and
Army planesscattered sometwo millionleafletsand reinforced the printed word
with propagandabroadcastsfromairborneloudspeakers. Whileonly three of the
enemy surrendered, each of them numbered B-52 strikesamong the reasonsfor
their defection.™

Although Colonel Fix wel comed B-52 bombardment and the psychological
impact it apparently had, herealized that thunderous explosions did not always
result in gruesome slaughter. All too often he had seen enemy riflemen emerge
from shelter and fight to the death after having undergonean earth-shaking artil -
lery barrage comparable to a B-52 strike. He simply did not know how many
enemy troopsthe B—52shad killed or maimed, for no bomb damage assessment
was possible after 61 percent of the bombings. In other cases, the reports were
limited to events visible from the air, principally explosions and fires. Only
once did his advancing troops arrive on the scene in time to obtain first-hand
evidence.
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Intermsof effort, if not necessarily results, the three-month bombing cam-
paign west of Kontum City marked the second mightiest aerial endeavor of the
war to that time, surpassed only by the bombing around Khe Sanh earlier in
1968. Some 1,300 tactical fighter strikes dropped almost two tons of bombs
each, and 233 B-52 strikes took place, each involving from one to three of the
bombers. In spite of this aerial bombardment, the attacking infantry could not
be certain that the 325th Division had not escaped intact into Cambodia. Twice
Colonel Fix preparedtofly abattalionwestward to establish ablocking position
near the border, thus placing a stopper in the open bottle, and twice the enemy
attacked at Dak Pek to the north, forcing himto cancel the planned movein case
the unit was needed there. As aresult, the escape route remained open.™

Thismassive bombardment could not be duplicatedin 1V Corps, wherethe
potential for disaster from amisdirected bomb or shell was perhapsthe greatest
in al of South Vietnam. Some eight million people lived within the 16,000-
square-mile IV Corps operating area, which extended from the Plain of Reeds
to the southernmost tip of the CaMau peninsula. Thisareacontained one-fourth
of South Vietnam’ s land mass and about half the nation’ s total population.

The IV Corps tactical zone included the delta formed as the Bassac and
Mekong Riversemptiedintothesea. A hugericecrop grew inthedeposited silt,
acrop valuableto both the Saigon government and the enemy. Because so much
of the deltawasirrigated paddy land, the people clustered along rivers, canals,
and the area’ sone hard-surfaced road, further increasing the likelihood of civil-
ian casualties as some 80,000 Viet Cong troops and political agitators sought
to merge with the general populace.™ The large B-52s seldom attacked in the
delta becauseit wasjust too crowded. *°

When 1968 began, a special force of infantry, transported on shall ow-draft
landing vessels, harried the enemy along the waterways that laced the delta.
These soldiers, a brigade of the 9th Infantry Division, lived on Navy landing
ships designed to carry tanks, but converted into floating barracks, and em-
barked in landing craft to storm enemy strongholds. The naval flotillathat con-
ducted these operations had its own ammunition, supply, and repair vessels, as
well as artillery barges and a variety of powered fire-support craft. Mobility
remained the watchword through the early months of 1968, asthisriver force,
independent insofar aspossiblefromitsadvancebaseat Dong Tam, churnedthe
muddy rivers and canals in pursuit of an elusive foe.'®

The so-called Mobile Riverine Force tried to isolate enemy detachments
and destroy them before they could vanish among the peasantry. After oneele-
ment of theforcelured the Viet Cong into battle, another swarmed ashore to cut
the enemy’ s avenues of retreat, while helicopter gunships sought to cover any
gaps through which the communists might escape. To make the best possible
use of tactical fightersin rapidly moving combat, the brigade relied on air liai-
son parties that maintained radio contact between units slogging through the
deltamud and the forward air controllers assigned to support them.*
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Sbuth Vietnamese troops faki ng part in an operation iin the Mekong Delta

From four to six forward air controllers directed air strikes, called down
artillery, and performed reconnaissance for the amphibious brigade. Various
Army officershad contrasting opinions about the contribution made by the air-
borne controllers. Whereas one stated flatly that the controllerswere damned
fine. .. willing to go out of their way to help you, *® another, whose command
post had been hit by an errant napalm canister, insisted that the controllers of
1968 and 1969 were less skillful than their predecessors of three years earlier,
who would comein at treetop level and guidethejetsin beautifully. Thenew
breed, this Army officer declared, seemed unwillingto come in below 1,500
feet. ¥ Heneglected to mention, however, that antiaircraft firehad growninfin-
itely more dangerous during the intervening time.

A similar lack of unanimity characterized estimatesby Army officersof the
value of the air strikes, usually few in number, launched in support of each
day’s operations. One officer complained, for instance, that we make lots of
lakes out there in the paddies, ° but one of his colleagues pointed out that this
apparently wasteful areabombing served to detonate mines and booby traps. In
such areas, he conceded, it must ook asthough wearejust making holesinthe
paddies, but if those strikes. . . save some grunt’s leg, then the strike has been
worthwhile. #

Valuableassuch preparatory bombing might be, the sol dier wading through
knee-deep ooze or treading warily along an embankment needed air power most
when the Viet Cong opened fire from the concealment of some tree line. For
on-the-spot, immediate response, declared an Army staff officer, I'd rather
have air than artillery any time. I1t’ smuch more accurate than artillery, too — if
the first round isn’t on target, the second one and the following ones are. %
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When theriflemen ran into unexpected trouble, their battalion commander
had the air liaison party contact the forward air controller, who immediately
radioed the direct air support center responsible for assisting the river force—
beginning in 1968, IV Direct Air Support Center at Can Tho did thisjob. The
center responded by either launching aircraft, occasionally from Binh Thuy but
usually fromBien Hoa, or diverting fightersalready aloft. Responsetimevaried
from fifteen minutes, if the flight wasin the air near the target and could report
promptly to the forward air controller; to thirty minutes, if the planes took off
from Bien Hoa; or to perhapsforty-five minutes, if the strike originated at some
more distant base like Nha Trang.”

Asduring Operation Pegasusin the north, preplanned air strikes scheduled
on the previous day served as the principal source of aircraft diverted to meet
emergenciesin the delta. Instead of grouping most scheduled missionsearly in
the assault, the 9th Infantry Division sought to arrangethe preplanned strikes—
those requested by brigade headquarters before 11:00 a.m. of the day beforethe
operation—to get agood time spread on air strikes coming into thearea. A
target that seemed vital the day before might vanish with the dawn, and if such
wasthe case, the assigned aircraft would be availableif afirefight should erupt.
Ideally, these flights would arrive on station four times during the day, either
attacking the planned target or, if it had disappeared or diminished in impor-
tance, remaining available aslong asthey could. If the fighter-bombersran low
on fuel beforetheriver force needed them, they might hit suspected minefields,
storage bunkers, or other targets located by intelligence.*

A key element in the intelligence network was the forward air controller,
who enjoyed great successin detecting enemy movement by day. Prisoner inter-
rogation, captured documents, and intercepted radio broadcasts revealed infor-
mation about Viet Cong activity, and the river force could employ avariety of
electronic devices to penetrate darkness or other concealment. Army aircraft
fitted with infrared equipment, side-looking radar, or light-intensifying night
observation devices searched the delta terrain. Army helicopters fitted with

people sniffers — sensors capable of detecting odors given off by the human
body — patrolled the region. Outposts on the ground maintained radar surveil-
lance over segments of the flooded plain, and Army or Navy technicians mon-
itored signal sfrom acoustic and sei smic sensors capabl e of detecting movement
on routes the enemy might use.”

Although ground fighting sometimesbroke out at night, generating callsfor
emergency air support, Air Force unitsnormally saw little action between dusk
and dawn. Forward air controllers occasionally tried, with scant success, to
conduct surveillance during darkness. As one pilot conceded, We'vetried it,
but we can't see anything. % Frequently, AC—47 gunships intervened in the
delta by night, usually against Viet Cong gunners firing upon Binh Thuy Air
Base. Radar controllers on the ground sometimes directed tactical fightersin
nighttime strikes on targets located by piecing together intelligence data.?’
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During 1968, the mission of the river force changed, even as infantry
strength increased from three to seven American battalions. Instead of roving
the deltaasbefore, the command at mid-year undertook the pacification of Kien
Hoa Province, lying between the northernmost and southernmost forks of the
Mekong. Concentrating on this single province meant that operations normally
started from one of four permanent anchorages, using a limited number of
waterways. Asaresult, theViet Cong could more easily set up ambushes. Since
the landing craft had become more vulnerable, the force made greater use of
helicopters, both to suppress hostile fire and, where terrain and vegetation
permitted, to land troops.®

By year’s end, South Viethamese troops had begun training with the river
force, and South Vietnamese airmen were bombing and strafing in support of
these units and the American infantry aswell. An Air Forceliaison officer with
the Army division characterized the South Viethamese pilotsas very accurate
bombers, though American forward air controllers had difficulty with them
because of the language barrier.* Another liaison officer echoed this assess-
ment, acknowledging South Vietnamese skill, but declaring, | still prefer to
call in U.S. fighters for support of troops in contact [with the enemy]. We use
the same terms and the FAC is always certain that he and the jocks [fighter
pilots] are on the same wavelength. *

Theriver forcereached itspeak strength as 1968 cameto an end. Ahead lay
the withdrawal of American forces and the substitution of South Vietnamese.
Within the delta, emphasis shifted from pacification to the interdiction of sup-
plies moving by river and canal from the Parrot’s Beak into South Vietnam.*

Not every operationin |V Corpsduring 1968 involved air strikesin support
of landing craft butting their way along the muddy streamsthat laced thefertile
ricelands. Near the Cambodian border, theterrain rose sharply, and here, inthe
so-called Seven Mountains of Chau Doc Province, a parachute assault took
place. On November 17, 1968, Air Force C—130s dropped South Vietnamese
paratroops some six miles southwest of the village of Tri Ton. The drop zone
lay at the base of an enemy-held mountain, where B-52s, Air Force fighters,
artillery, and army helicopters had pummeled the Viet Cong weaponsempl aced
there.®

The drop proved atrickier operation than anticipated. Clouds settled over
NhaTrang Air Base, wherethetroopswereloading, and al so conceal ed naviga-
tional checkpoints over much of the route to the target. The change in weather
came too late for preparation of an instrument flight plan. As a result, the
C-130s took off early and improvised a convoluted course, seeking canyons
through the clouds. The transports did not emerge from the overcast until they
were approaching a fork of the Mekong, which they followed inland through
clear skiesuntil they madetheir turn for Tri Ton. Because the drop zone was so
small and difficult to identify, each transport had to make two passesjust to be
sure, increasing the risk of enemy fire, which damaged two planes.
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As Army helicopters released smoke to blind hostile gunners, the C-130s
roared past the mountain, dropping the first troops well away from atreeline
at the edge of the zone. Word soon came from the ground, however, that the
men were landing in amarsh, where their heavy loads might trap them in pools
of water, some deep enough to drown a person. The next group, therefore,
dropped near thetrees, running thelesser risk that the parachuteswould become
entangled among the branches.®

Besides the parachute troops, South Vietnamese infantry and irregular
forcestook partintheattack, advancing by land. General Abrams’ headquarters
reported that the operation, which lasted twelve days, killed more than a hun-
dred of the enemy. In addition, the South Vietnamese got credit for capturing
some ninety Viet Cong guerrillas and arresting half-again as many persons
suspected of supporting the insurgents.®

Throughout South Vietnam, air power played avariety of roles. Depending
on the weather, geography, and hostile activity within a certain region, these
might include close air support of friendly troops, defoliation, reconnaissance,
the delivery of troopsand supplies, interdiction of roadsand waterways, and the
bombing of bases and supply depots. Aircraft, moreover, flew these missions
over dense forest, open rice paddies, mountain wilderness, and densely popu-
lated regions. Nowhere, however, did aviation do more than in the defense of
the isolated outposts established by U.S. Army Specia Forces.

Since 1965, Special Forces detachments had operated a series of border
outposts from Khe Sanh and Lang Vei in the north, past the tri-border area, the
Fishhook and Parrot’ s Beak, beyond the Plain of Reeds, to the Ca Mau penin-
sula. At each camp, the Americans trained and organized loca inhabitants,
whether lowland South Vietnamese, members of one of the mountain tribes, or
personsof Cambodian ancestry, to become huntersof theViet Cong and North
Vietnamese Army, ambushing infiltration groups, raiding bases, and locating
enemy concentrations for attack by air or ground forces. Except for an occa-
sional foray into Laos or Cambodia, these hunters seldom ventured far from the
villages where their families lived, each protected by afort that served as an
operating base.®

Typical of the larger Special Forces camps was Duc Lap, near the Cam-
bodian border southwest of Ban Me Thuot. The garrison built the strongpoint
on two small hills, emplacing machineguns and recoillessrifles and encircling
the perimeter with barbed wire. Behind the wire entanglement, the defenders
dug atrench, constructed bunkers, and set up claymore mines— weaponsfired
by remote control that spewed lethal fragments to the front. The light infantry
companies organized for the defense of Duc L ap a so had some 81-mm mortars
and one 105-mm howitzer to engage targets screened by the nearby hills. If an
attack penetrated the wire and overran the outer defenses, the mountain tribes-
men and their U.S. advisers had an inner perimeter of trenches and bunkers or,
if necessary, could retreat to afinal redoubt on one of the hills.*
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Duc Lap Special Forces camp.

At about 1:15 on themorning of August 23, the North Vietnamese attacked
Duc Lap, bypassing or frightening off the ambush parties posted along the
approachesto the camp. After somefive hours, the Special Forces commander,
1st Lt. William J. Harp, ordered one platoon of mountain tribesmen to counter-
attack, but this advance did not get beyond the camp’s main gate. While shells
burst among the defenders, the enemy overran theairstrip and brokethrough the
outer perimeter of the camp itself.*

With Duc Lap’ssurvival at stake, an AC—-47 gunship, patrolling nearby to
deal with just such an emergency, appeared overhead shortly after the fighting
began, and Air Forcetactical fighters, directed against targets on the ground by
forward air controllers, joined the action after daybreak. During the morning,
the enemy scored a hit on an attacking F—100C flown by 1st Lt. Julius Thurn,
one of therecently mobilized Air National Guard pilots, who gjected safely. His
parachute caught the attention of the Duc Lap Special Forces detachment, and
eight of itsmembers, plustwo tribesmen, piled into apair of 3/4-ton trucks and
roared out of camp, past astonished North Vietnamese soldiers crouching on
either side of the road. The rescuers found Lieutenant Thurn, who leveled his
pistol at them before herealized they werefriends, and brought him back unhurt
to camp. Handed an automatic rifle, the pilot shared for three hoursthe dangers
of infantry combat before a helicopter returned him to Tuy Hoa Air Base.®

Early attempts to land reinforcements near the besieged outpost ended in
failure, and not until August 25 could mountain tribesmen flown by Army heli-
copter from Nha Trang and Pleiku fight their way from the landing zones into
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An Air Force C—7 landing at Duc Lap Special Forces Camp.

thecamp. Until thesereinforcementsarrived, napalm, aerial bombs, and strafing
hel ped Harp’ smen hold out, even though the North Vietnamese overran part of
the compound. On one occasion, aforward air controller broke up an attack by
diving into a barrage of automatic weapons fire to launch marking rockets,
tricking the North Vietnamese into seeking cover and keeping them pinned
downuntil fighter-bomberscould carry out astrike. Later, aerial attacksagainst
enemy-held bunkersand trenchesinside the camp perimeter cleared theway for
afinal drive that routed the surviving North Vietnamese at dusk on the 25th.*

Throughout the struggle for Duc Lap, the irregular forces defending it
depended on suppliesdelivered by air. Army helicopter crewsflew 18 missions
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into the camp, sometimes carrying their cargo in nets slung beneath Boeing
CH-47s. Air Force C—7 transports made eight supply drops, parachuting water,
ammunition, rations, and medicine to the embattled garrison.*

Air power also came to the rescue of Thuong Duc, asimilar camp located
at the base of the western highlands in Quang Nam Province. This fort came
under attack on September 28, about a month after the fight at Duc Lap. Here,
too, theNorth Vietnamesestruck intheearly morning darkness, overrunning the
outposts manned by irregular troops, firing into the camp itself, and seizing the
airfield and most of the nearby village. The battle remained deadlocked until
1:00 p.m., when aforward air controller directed four sorties against the cap-
tured outposts, in preparation for a successful counterattack. The force that
advanced from the main camp found grisly proof of the effectiveness of the air
strikes. Scattered about one outpost were parts of eight to ten bodies, while
similar remains indicated that about twenty persons died at another. By dusk,
some forty fighter-bombers had hit targets in enemy-held territory.*

Night found the enemy in control of most of the high ground around the
camp. To help keep him at bay, a Marine airborne controller flying an airplane
fitted with aradar transponder established an aerial checkpoint over the battle-
field. Grumman A—6 Intruders, normally flown by Marines on nighttime armed
reconnaissance missions over Laos or southern North Vietnam, homed on this
beacon and then followed instructions from Marine radar operators on the
ground to bomb the North Vietnamese without endangering friendly forces.*

Along with the Marine A—6s, Air Force AC—47 gunships took part in the
nighttime defense of Thuong Duc. Because of its long endurance, devastating
firepower, and night vision scope, the AC-47, nicknamed Spooky, proved a
formidable instrument for defending special forces camps. At Thuong Duc on
the night of September 29, for example, the Spooky on station fired 113,000
rounds from its three multi-barrel machineguns.®

Air strikes proved essential in expelling the enemy holding out in the
village, fighting from new concrete-walled houses, many of them built by the
families of Thuong Duc’s defenders. On September 28, after the South Viet-
namese district chief reported that all noncombatants had departed, aforce of
irregulars attacked the village but became pinned down in the marketplace
becausetheir supporting 106-mm recoillessriflescould not penetrate the sturdy
buildings nearby. An Army Special Forces officer called for air strikes that
annihilated both the structures and the troops that had fortified them. In the
vicinity of themarketplace, theadvancing irregularsfound 40 to 50 bodies, with
other corpses half-buried in collapsed trenches or houses.

Shortly afterward, a forward air controller called in F4s against a sus-
pected mortar position across ariver from the camp. Dust from the first bombs
had barely settled when yellow smoke billowed upward, a signal sometimes
used to indicate the presence of friendly troops. Therusefailed, however, since
the controller had received word that neither Americans nor South Vietnamese
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had crossed the stream. Again and again, fighter-bombers swept low over the
target, and frantic messages crackled over a captured North Vietnamese radio
being monitored by members of the Thuong Duc Specia Forces detachment.
The radio traffic indicated that American bombs had fallen squarely upon a
North Vietnamese unit, wounding a high-ranking officer and causing momen-
tary panic.*

The struggle for Thuong Duc lasted until the morning of September 30,
when a mobile strike force, landed from Army helicopters the previous day,
helped drive off the North Vietnamese. The aerial firepower unleashed in close
proximity to the camp had proved overwhel ming. Besidesthe nighttimeactivity
of the slowly circling AC—47s and the more modern AC-130A with its side-
firing 20-mm guns, the enemy had to contend each night with as many as ten
radar-directed A—6 strikes. In addition, B—52s bombed suspected troop concen-
trations some distance from the battlefield.* No wonder that a Special Forces
officer declared, Air saved the camp. There is no doubt about it. *

The successful defense of Thuong Duc led to the launching on October 6,
of acombined U.S. Marine-South Vietnamese attack that overcamefierce oppo-
sition to clear the hills around the base. The drive encountered stubborn
resistance from the outset, even though B-52s had battered areas where the
enemy was believed to be massing. When the North Vietnamese beat back a
Marine battalion, Air Force planes sought to blast a path through the defenses,
dropping bombs filled with an explosive gas resembling propane that seeped
into foxholesand underground bunkersbefore detonating. At night, an AC-130
took over, strafing the ridges in the Marine zone. Rather than have an O-2A
circling inthe dark, the direct air support center responsiblefor this area added
a forward air controller to the gunship crew, enabling him to use the night
vision scope and the other sensors on board to direct its fire.*’

Despite these Air Force contributions, Marines flew and directed most of
the air strikes conducted in support of the advance during itsfirst six days. On
October 12, however, when the attackers collided with an entrenched North
Vietnamese regiment, bad weather had grounded the Marine airborne control -
lerswho normally patrolled overhead. At about noon on that day, the direct air
support center handling aerial activity in this portion of | Corps received word
from Army officers advising the South Viethamese forces that the enemy had
checked the assault in anarrow valley north of Thuong Duc. Air Force officers
at the support center chose an experienced forward air controller, who took off
under poor conditions, hoping to find better weather over the battlefield. After
aflight of just fifteen minutes, he arrived over the battlefield and found that
visibility was adequate for air strikesto aid the Marines and South Vietnamese
below.

From the battlefield came acall for ahelicopter to evacuate wounded. The
controller relayed the request and when the helicopters arrived, he fired his
rocketsasthough marking atarget for fighter-bombers. Theenemy immediately
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took cover and could not fireaccurately asthewounded were borne away. After
hel ping meet thisemergency, theforward air controller helped direct air strikes
until dusk, leaving only when necessary to refuel and take on marking rockets.
Among the first strike aircraft on the scene were Marine A—4s, highly maneu-
verableattack planesideally suited to bombing targetswithin the confinesof the
valley. A Marine airborne controller arrived late in the afternoon to help locate
the enemy and suspend artillery fire while aerial attacks were taking place.

Handling aflight of South Vietnamese A—1s, whose pilots spoke no Eng-
lish, posed the most difficult problem the Air Forceforward air controller faced
that day. An Army adviser with the South Vietnamese troops on the ground im-
provised a solution, however. He repeated messages from the Air Force officer
to an English-speaking South Vietnamese, who translated the instructions and
radioed themto hiscountrymen circling abovethevalley. Bombsfromthe A—1s
helped break North Vietnamese resistance, enabling the advance to proceed.®

The AC-130A gunship, the prototype of which saw action over Thuong
Duc and the hills nearby, was one of several new weapons used in South Viet-
nam during 1968, as the Air Force carried out the function of developing
equipment, preparing doctrine for its employment, and training men in its
operation. To locate targets concealed by darkness, the new plane carried a
variety of sensors, including aninfrared detector and anight observation scope.
While normally firing its 20-mm cannon and 7.62-mm machineguns on trucks
traveling the roads of southern Laos, the AC-130A and its even more heavily
armed successors could help meet emergencies in South Vietnam.*

Another type of gunship, the AC-119G, arrived at Nha Trang during the
final days of 1968. Reservists mobilized after the Tet offensive flew this con-
verted Fairchild transport, which wasintended asareplacement for the AC—47.
Armed with 7.62-mm multi-barrel machineguns and mounting anight observa-
tion device, this twin-engine plane lacked the speed, ceiling, firepower, and
sensors to attack highway traffic in heavily defended southern Laos. A better-
armed variant, the AC-119K, carried an infrared detector and had two pod-
mounted jet enginesthat improved performance, enablingit to patrol theHo Chi
Minh Trail and other target areas.

The Fairchild AC-123, intended for night attacks against the road net of
southern L aos, underwent combat testing over the Mekong Delta. Another con-
verted transport like the AC—47, AC-119, and AC-130, this plane featured an
ignition detector to pick up electromagnetic impulses from gasoline-powered
trucks, along with low-light-level television, infrared gear, and a laser range
finder. After locating atarget, the AC—123 salvoed fragmentation bombs from
dispensersstowed in the cargo compartment. Theaircraft arrived in South Viet-
nam latein 1968 and, asin the case of the AC-119G, testing continued into the
next year.>

Two other night attack aircraft underwent testing in South Vietnam during
1968. The Tropic Moon | wasan A—1E that relied on low-light-level television
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The night observation device on an AC-119.

to locate its targets. Because the camera required straight and level flight,
preferably at an altitude of about 2,500 feet, Tropic Moon | could not search
areas protected by concentrations of light antiaircraft guns. In spite of its
vulnerability, themodified A—1 flew some armed reconnai ssance missions near
Khe Sanh, during the defense of that base.

TheTropic Moon |1 wasaMartin B-57B that sought out targets using tele-
vision and an infrared sensor. A laser beam measured the range, and an on-
board computer calculated a bomb-release point based on speed, altitude, and
type of ordnance. During the tests, which began in December 1967, one of the
three planes accidentally bombed a police post in the delta, but Tropic Moon ||
neverthel ess saw emergency usein thevicinity of Khe Sanh and underwent fur-
ther testing in southern Laos. Over the Ho Chi Minh Trail, however, the aircraft
showed no more than marginal value in night attack.>

Few of the bombs introduced into Southeast Asia during 1968 yielded
immediate benefit within South Vietnam, valuable though they may have been
against targetsin the North or on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in southern Laos. The
bombs filled with explosive gas, known as fuel-air munitions and used in the
fighting around Thuong Duc, conferred an advantage against bunkersand other
fortifications, and the massive 10,000-pound high-expl osive bombs parachuted
from C-130s effectively blasted helicopter landing zones amid dense jungle.
Thelaser-guided bomb, which madeitsdebut in 1968 against caves, fords, and
bridgesin southern Laos, saw only limited usein South Vietnam. Rockeye, used
over the North by the Navy and Marine Corps, though not yet adopted by the
Air Force, wasacylindrical canister that popped open to scatter 247 bomblets,
each carrying a .39-pound shaped charge capable of blasting through some
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seven inches of armor plate. Rockeye later would prove deadly in suppressing
antiaircraft fire during fighter strikes throughout Southeast Asia.>

A new observation plane, the twin-turboprop North American Rockwell
OV-10 Bronco, promised to have a marked impact on the air war over South
Vietnam. The aircraft was designed for visual reconnaissance, especialy by
forward air controllers, the mission of some 85 percent of the 150,000-odd tac-
tical reconnaissance sortiesflown in 1968. To forward air controllers, thistwo-
place aircraft offered a number of advantages. It was faster and featured better
visibility than either the O—1 or O—2A, had better radio equipment, mounted
four machineguns, and could carry bombs and both target-marking and high-
explosiverockets. Armor protection exceeded that inthe O—-2A, which had been
an improvement over the O-1. Of the three, only the OV-10 had self-sealing
fuel tanks. Although the best of its type thus far, the new plane lacked the
endurance of the O—2A — four hoursintheair comparedto six — and exhibited
other flaws, among them poor cockpit ventilation, asevere drawback in the heat
and humidity of South Vietnam.>*

Support of ground troops, asthe stati stics on fixed-wing operational sorties
clearly indicated, tended at thistime to monopolize the energies of the Seventh
Air Force. Thecommand, however, also provided fightersfor the aerial defense
of South Vietnam, maintained radar surveillanceto warn of attack, and operated
a computerized control center that would direct the interceptors to attack the
enemy. During the spring of 1968, even as the mini-Tet offensive was failing,
North Vietnam presented a challenge to the air defense system.

American and South Vietnamese observers posted near the southern edge
of the demilitarized zone began reporting helicopters dodging by night among
the hillsand valleysin that region. After dusk on June 15, sightings became so
numerous that the Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center at Tan Son
Nhut, having made surethat no U.S. air traffic wasin the area, sent F4 fighters
from DaNang to investigate. A confused melee erupted at the eastern shoulder
of thedemilitarized zone and in adjacent coastal waters: the F4sreportedfiring
rockets at Soviet-built helicopters, the cruiser USS o0 o reported a rocket
attack by aNorth Vietnamese fighter, and about an hour later rockets and gun-
fire, described as from a helicopter, sank a Navy motor patrol boat, though all
on board escaped. Certain they had been fired on by North Viethamese— and
were not accidentally in the path of rockets from the F4s— the naval units
involved did not report the incident to the Seventh Air Force control center,
which knew only that the F—4 crews had reported attacking helicopters.

After dark on the 16th, word reached Tan Son Nhut that enemy helicopters
had returned to the demilitarized zone, and F4s again intercepted. The Air
Force fighter crews reported a successful night’s work. One fired a pair of
rockets that, according to an observer on the ground, scored a direct hit on a
helicopter that sent fiery debris tumbling earthward from the victim. Another
Phantom sighted three helicopters on the ground and dropped six 500-pound
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An OV-10 Bronco, with machineguns and rocket pods under the fuselage.

bombs that started three fires. A third F—4 crew encountered an airborne heli-
copter and fired amissile that, according to witnesses aboard a KC-135 tanker
flying nearby, scored an apparently mortal hit.

After this encouraging beginning on the night of June 16, the air battle
turned chaotic shortly after midnight. Two missileslaunched from an F—4 deto-
nated closetothe o o , but caused no casualtiesand only superficial damage.
Less fortunate was the Australian cruiser ob , struck by a pair of missiles
that killed two and wounded seven. Another missile, fired by an F4 at what the
crew thought wasahelicopter, exploded harmlessly near anU.S. destroyer. This
time, the source of fire could not possibly have been North Vietnamese, and the
control center issued awarning that on future patrols, fighter crews should have
the helicopter in sight before firing. Relying solely on radar returns had proved
too dangerous.®

Besidesresulting in thisemergency restriction, the accidents brought about
closer coordination between aerial activity over the eastern part of the demil-
itarized zone and naval patrols. The misdirected rocketsalso led to atest of F—4
radar against slow, low-flying targets like helicopters. Following instructions
from aradar controller at Da Nang, an F—4 had no trouble intercepting the test
helicopter, but the weapon systems officer in the fighter found that on hisradar
scopethe return from the helicopter looked exactly like the image of one of the
patrol boatson thewater nearby. The DaNang controller al so coached asecond
aircraft participating in the test, a Cessna A—37, into position to intercept, but
the crew lacked airborne radar for engaging atarget by night.*

Asthe summer wore on, observers and radar operators continued to detect
North Vietnamese helicopter activity in the demilitarized zone at night, but ef-
fortsto confirm the presence of theseintrudersrarely succeeded. Sinceairborne
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radar had proved unreliable, the Air Force Weapons L aboratory began a some-
what bizarre effort that was sponsored by the Office of Director, Defense
Research and Engineering, in conjunction with Dr. McMillan, science adviser
to General Abrams.

A team from the weapons laboratory set up a night observation device, a
laser range finder, and video taping equipment near a battery of eight-inch
howitzersat Con Thien, aMarine outpost south of the demilitarized zone. After
spotting ahelicopter with the observation device, Air Forcetechniciansused the
laser to determine the range and cal culate when the target would pass through
the trajectory of shellsfired by the battery and timed to explode after traveling
25,000 feet. If the helicopter’ s projected flight path and the point of explosion
seemed likely to coincide, the gunners opened fire. The airmen used low-light-
level televisiontotapetheresults, and on oneoccasion, bursting shellsappeared
to have destroyed a helicopter. A fire glowed afterward in the darkness, and on
the next morning a reconnaissance pilot saw an oil slick drifting offshore. This
possible kill marked the high point of the short-lived project.*’

Meanwhile, the Convair F—102 interceptors assigned to defend South
Vietnam against air attack were about to depart. The danger from bombers
seemed to be diminishing, and this obsolete fighter-interceptor could not fly
slow enough to deal with helicopters. First to go was the F—102 detachment at
Bien Hoa, which departed in September 1968 for the Philippines. McDonnell
Douglas F4Es Phantoms, with amulti-barrel cannon installed intheair frame
instead of mounted in a pod as in the D series, took the place of the older
F-102s. Because the F4Es arrived so slowly, the last F-102 did not leave the
country until late 1969. Afterward, responsibility for aerial interception rested
on four Air Force F—4Es at Da Nang and a pair of Marine F4s at Chu Lai.*

Such were representative techniques, typical operations, and new equip-
ment of Air Force unitsfighting in South Vietnam during 1968. The year aso
saw the approval of an expansion of the authority exercised by the Seventh Air
Force commander, who doubled as deputy for air operations on the military as-
sistance command staff. General Momyer gained acceptance of thetenet of Air
Force doctrine that held an Air Force officer should exercise control over al
tactical aviation, whether Air Force or Marine Corps, to take full advantage of
the inherent flexibility and striking power of this form of air power.
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Chapter Six

Testing the Single Manager Concept

When North Vietnamese troops were massing around Khe Sanh in early
January 1968, the arrangements governing tactical air strikesin | Corps had
endured for almost three years. The first contingent of Marines had scarcely
established itself at Da Nang in 1965 when General Westmoreland proposed
that his deputy for air operations, Lt. Gen. Joseph H. Moore, assume control of
the Marinetactical combat squadrons. Such amove would not only reflect Air
Forcedoctrine, which promised greater flexibility and economy through central -
ized control, but also follow a Korean War precedent. During that conflict, a
Marineaircraft wing had functioned, insofar ascommunicationsprovedreliable,
asatask forceunder the coordination control of an Air Forceofficer, Lt. Gen.
Earle E. Partridge, who commanded the Fifth Air Force. The Korean example
did not prevail, however. The Commander in Chief, Pacific, Admiral Sharp,
denied Westmoreland' s request, insisting on coordination between Air Force
and Marine Corps rather than subordination of Marines to airmen.

Thanks to Sharp’s decision and the composition of forces in the | Corps
tactical zone, the Commanding General, 111 Marine Amphibious Force, could
employ Marine Corpsaircraft, artillery, and infantry ascomponents of aunified
air-ground team. At first, Marines had been the dominant American forcein |
Corps, with the Army supplying mainly artillery battalions, but this balance
began to change late in 1967, when the Army’s Task Force Oregon arrived in
the region. In mid-January 1968, Marine airmen normally flew strikes for
Marine infantry, and Air Force squadrons assisted the task force, now desig-
nated the Americal Division. Such an apportionment of the aerial effort
remained feasibleonly aslong asthe Marine Corpsand Army fought in separate
portions of | Corps. Additional Army battalions would soon be coming, how-
ever, to fight alongside the Marines. This change provided the occasion for
General Westmoreland to try once again to obtain Admiral Sharp’ sapproval to
place all U.S. fighter-bomber, attack, and tactical reconnaissance squadrons
based in South Vietnam, whether Marine or Air Force, under the authority of
hisdeputy for air operations, General Momyer. Other factorsinfluenced West-
moreland, including alack of confidence in the leadership of Il Marine Am-
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phibious Force and Momyer’ s insistent advocacy of the Air Force doctrine of
centralized control.*

In again recommending that an Air Force officer exercise what anounted
to operational control over Vietnam-based Marine aviation, Westmoreland en-
dorsed Air Force doctrine, as presented by Momyer. General Momyer argued
the Air Force position that a central authority could best take advantage of the
speed and versatility of air power, shifting strikeaircraft to critical areaswithout
deferringtotheMarine Corpsview that, aselements of an integrated air-ground
team, Marine airmen should support Marineinfantry. Momyer insisted that Air
Force doctrine on this point should prevail; indeed, he told General Chaisson,
theMarinein charge of General Westmoreland’ scombat operations center, that
he saw no need to have two air arms, Air Force and Marine, fighting thewar in
South Vietnam. Moreimportant, Momyer enjoyed Westmoreland’ sconfidence,
deservedly so, since he was, as even those who disagreed with him acknowl-
edged, a very competent commander . ..a convincing man [who] knew his
stuff and knew how to present his stuff ... 2

Along with the existence of an Air Force doctrine on the subject and the
presence of aforceful spokesman to enunciate it, the changed composition of
the American ground forcesfighting in | Corps helped convince General West-
moreland that centralization was necessary. During 1967, the entire length of
the | Corpstactical zone had separated Marinesin the north from soldiersto the
south, so that Air Force planes had been able to support Army battalions with-
out running afoul of Marine aircraft assisting Marines on the ground. As 1968
began, Westmoreland could anticipate the introduction of additional Army
troops that would cooperate closely with the Marines. By the end of January, a
second Army division, General Tolson's air cavalry, would be assigned to |
Corpsand come under General Cushman’ soperational control for the projected
advance to Khe Sanh. Still another major Army unit, the 101st Airborne Divi-
sion, was to reach | Corps in February, with the result that soldiers came to
outnumber Marines by two to one in this tactical zone. As the U.S. forces
inevitably intermingled, the need to use air power efficiently in a constricted
space seemed to preclude a division of labor in which Marine aviation sup-
ported Marines and soldiers looked to the Air Force for help.?

While Momyer cited the shifting balance of | Corpsforcesin hiscampaign

to get air responsibilities straightened out as we had them in... Korea, *
Westmoreland was losing confidence in the leadership and tactics of the
Marinesfightinginthenorthern provinces. Although hisdissatisfactionfocused
on staff work and ground combat, he became convinced that Marine aviation
could not meet the needs of the Army battalions coming under Cushman’ soper-
ational control.” To some extent, Westmoreland’ s attitude reflected the fact that
the Marine Corps, onthe basis of itsexperiencein World War |1 and Korea, had
not anticipated that one of its commanders would assume responsibility for so
large an Army contingent. Tailored to support a comparatively small amphib-
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ious force, Mg. Gen. Norman J. Anderson’ s aircraft wing could not suddenly
expand to cope with the Army influx. At best, the wing could make sortiesin
excess of Marine needs avail ableto the attached Army unitsand rely on the Air
Force to continue its support of these newly arrived battalions.®

Lacking full confidenceinthe leadership of 111 Marine Amphibious Force,
Westmoreland sought to tighten his control over ground activity in | Corps.
Since responsibilities el sewhere prevented his personally directing operations
in the northern provinces, he decided to set up a headquarters echelon at Phu
Bai, southeast of Hue. Thisso-called MACV [Military Assistance Command,
Vietnam] Forward cameinto being on February 3, 1968. On the 12th hisprin-
cipal deputy, General Abrams, |eft Saigon to take over the new headquarters.’
The matter of tactical aviation could not be resolved so easily, however, for
Admiral Sharp had to approve any change in the policy adopted in 1965.

The effort to persuade Sharp, however difficult it might be, seemed essen-
tial. Air Force doctrine, effectively championed by General Momyer, and
doubts about the ability of the Marines to support Army forces might not in
themselves have resulted in a renewed effort to bring Marine Corps aviation
under the Air Force officer’ scontrol, but these factors coincided with the threat
to Khe Sanh. General Westmoreland was convinced that the enemy intended to
stormthisbasein quest of avictory to rival thetriumph over the French at Dien
Bien Phu. Determined to crush the North Vietnamese massing in the hills
around Khe Sanh, he heeded General Momyer’ swarning that, The control of
theair isgetting so complex that we could fail to apply our air power inatimely
manner if the enemy should launch an attack tomorrow. ®

Such were the arguments for centralization. Before Admiral Sharp con-
firmed or denied Westmoreland’ s selection of Momyer to control all tactical
combat aviation based in South Vietnam, Sharp would weigh this case against
the argumentsfor retaining the status quo. Opponents could cite theimportance
of aviationto aMarine air-ground team in which Marine pilots, trained in close
support, compensated for a lack of artillery by providing a reliable source of
firepower that the ground commander couldincorporatein histactical plansand
depend upon in an emergency. Thisreliance on aviation reflected the realities
of amphibiouswarfare, the unique mission of the Marine Corps, for during the
first, critical hours of assault landing, helicopters and landing craft imposed
restrictions on the weight and type of weaponsthat could be brought ashore. To
wary Marines, abreak-up of the air-ground team not only would blunt their or-
ganization’s combat edge, but might well imperil the amphibious mission and
the future of the Corpsitself.’

Apparently sensitiveto both the tactical needs of the Marine Corpsand the
organization’ sconcernfor itsfuture, Admiral Sharp proved reluctant to endorse
Westmoreland’ s January 1968 proposal for centralization. At Sharp’s urging,
Generals Momyer, Anderson, and Cushman drew up an agreement that gave
Khe Sanh’ s defenders, most of them Marines, first call on Marine aviation for
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strikes close to the base. Air Forcetactical fighters hit the more distant targets,
with any surplus sorties of the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing placed at Momyer’'s
disposal.*®

Although the arrangement enabled Momyer to position an airborne battle-
field command and control center in the skies over Khe Sanh to serve as strike
coordinating agency, he did not receive the authority over Marine aviation that
both he and Westmoreland wanted. Two separate air wars continued fightingin
the northern provinces of South Vietnam: the Marines primarily supporting the
Marinesontheground and the Air Force essentially supportingthe Army. Inthe
aftermath of the Tet offensive, with Marines and soldiers now fighting side-by-
side in the same operations, this duplication of effort seemed intolerable, and
Westmoreland tried once again to give Momyer unified control over tactical
combat aviation, both Air Force and Marine."*

Thistime Admiral Sharpagreed. | didn’t think the single manager concept
wasnecessary, helater explained, aslongastheMarinesweretheonly troops
inl Corps, butwiththree Army divisionsin place, the compromise method of
control had not worked to General Westmoreland' s satisfaction, and it got to
apoint where a single manager got to be areasonable thing. ** Asaresult, on
March 8, 1968, General Momyer received mission direction over the attack,
fighter-bomber, and reconnaissance planes of the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing.
Although mission direction had no accepted definition, it seemed at first to
possessthe main elementsof operational control. In approving Westmoreland' s
proposal to give Momyer de facto operational control, Sharp insisted on two
points: first, Marine requests for immediate strikes would not have to be pro-
cessed by the Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center at Tan Son Nhut;
and, second, the Marines could present their complaintsand suggestionsfor im-
provement not only to General Westmoreland but directly to Sharp himself.*®

Mission direction seemed merely aeuphemism for operational control and
embraced several command functions, among them the composition of forces,
the assignment of tasks, the designation of objectives, and the authoritative dir-
ection necessary to accomplish the mission.** Although mission direction dealt
mainly with attack sorties, whichindicated afunctional approachrather thanthe
organizational one generally used in establishing operational control, theinter-
nal cohesiveness of the air-ground team could not help but be affected, for the
new arrangement imposed outside control over the response by Marine airmen
to requests by Marines on the ground.

In spite of the March decision, the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing retained its
identity asthe aviation component of General Cushman’s 11 Marine Amphib-
ious Force, thus preserving— in General Westmoreland' s opinion, at least —
the integrity of the Marine air-ground team. However, the functioning of the
team changed, for Marine squadrons would not react as before in providing a
battalion commander with the air support he requested. This support continued
to take the form of preplanned and immediate strikes, terms used by both the
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Marine Corps and Air Force, but the words now took on an Air Force interpre-
tation.

For the Marines, amphibious troops lacking in organic artillery, the pre-
planned strikes requested in advance of an operation had normally been inte-
grated with available artillery and other supporting weapons into a precisely
timed plan. To meet battlefield emergencies, the prescribed purpose of immed-
iate strikes, the Marines kept a number of aircraft on airborne or ground alert,
planes flown by men thoroughly familiar with the area of operation. Marines,
in short, were used to planning and executing missions precisely as requested
by the commander on the ground, and they boasted that their method was user
oriented, designed to meet the needs of the man with therifle, an orientation
forced upon them by their lack of artillery, especially the heavier types.

In contrast, Air Force planners looked upon preplanned strikes both as a
means of meeting requirements predicted by the battalion commander aday or
more in advance and as a source of aircraft to be diverted for immediate strikes
in case of emergency. For these reasons, aday’ s operations order issued by an
Air Force headquarters sought to group strikes according to the timing of
actions on the ground, while at the same time ensuring afairly steady flow of
aircraft into an area so that planes would be available throughout the day for
immediate strikes. To make certain that fighter-bombers would be on hand as
needed, unified management required that preplanned strikes be arranged
further in advance — aminimum of about thirty-six hoursinstead of twenty. As
the Pegasusoperationin April would demonstrate, the percentage of preplanned
strikes actually delivered tended to be somewhat low, since many of these
scheduled sorties would be diverted to immediate strikes against new and
dangerous targets.

Unlike the Marine Corps, the Air Force preferred to keep asfew aircraft as
possible onalert, relying instead upon planesdiverted from previously assigned
targets to conduct immediate strikes. This policy reflected the fact that the
volume of air power available throughout South Vietnam was limited; since
speed and flexibility compensated for the lack of numbers, aircraft had to be
kept active, shifting from lower priority targets to mass at points of greatest
danger, and not allowed to remain idle, waiting in one part of the country for a
threat that might never arise.

Along with the underlying philosophy, the mechanics of obtaining air sup-
port aso changed, though the ultimate goal remained the focusing of air power
where it most was needed. Formerly the nerve center for Marine aviation, the
direct air support center at Da Nang lost its preeminence, becoming an ex-
tension of Momyer’s Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center. Marines
would join the Seventh Air Force organization at Tan Son Nhut to help prepare
the daily strike order, while Air Force officers— as well as afew South Viet-
namese airmen — received assignmentsto the DaNang facility. Within1 Corps
asecond direct air support center, subordinate to the one at Da Nang, assumed
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responsibility for processing strikesrequested by elements of Provisional Corps,
Vietnam — the headquartersfor all Army unitsunder the operational control of
Cushman’s amphibious force. In effect, the loss of autonomy by | Direct Air
Support Center meant that the schedule of preplanned strikes, but not requests
for immediate strikes, would have to pass through another level of review, the
Tactical Air Control Center, albeit one where Marines now served.™

About threeweeks el apsed before every element of the new single manager
system established on March 8 began functioning. On March 10, the Seventh
Air Force first used its tactical air control system, including the airborne
battlefield command and control center, to assist Marine aviatorsresponding to
calls for immediate strikes. The Marines assigned to the new V Direct Air
Support Center, serving Lt. Gen. William B. Rosson’s provisiona corps, and
tothe Tactical Air Control Center at Tan Son Nhut began arriving on March 21.
The Tactical Air Control Center produced the fragmentary order or frag, so
named because arigid format permitted fragmentary content with no sacrifice
of meaning. The first frag— the daily operations order specifying aircraft,
timing, ordnance, and targetsfor all of South Vietnam — that embraced Marine
aviation covered missionsflownonMarch 22, but the hurriedly formed Marine-
Air Forceteam at Tan Son Nhut could not produce atruly integrated frag order
until about April 1.° In the meantime, the direct air support center created for
Provisional Corps, Vietnam, had encountered similar delays, complicated by the
need for exclusive communicationscircuitslinkingit tothe Army divisionsand
to General Cushman’ sheadquarters. Enough men and equi pment became avail-
able, however, to permit alimited operation to begin on March 21.%

When Operation Pegasus got underway on April 1, the new proceduresfor
arranging air strikes had gone into effect. To obtain scheduled strikes, a bat-
talion commander or South Vietnamese province chief met aspecified deadline
in submitting his requests to the brigade or regimental headquarters. There, a
tactical operations center or fire support coordination center accepted the lists,
assigned a priority to each proposed strike, and forwarded the compilation to
division headquarters, where a similar process took place. From division, the
proposal went to corps or amphibiousforce, where officersin thetactical oper-
ations center conferred with members of the direct air support center in deter-
mining the precedence of the variousmissions. Next the slatetraveled to Saigon
for review by Westmoreland' stactical air support element, where Marinesalso
now served. Thisagency studied listsfrom all over South Vietnam, singling out
areas of emphasis (such as the Pegasus operating zone) before turning the re-
guests over to General Momyer’s Tactical Air Control Center for preparation
of the day’ sfrag order.

As Admiral Sharp had insisted, the Tactical Air Control Center could not
veto immediate strikes; instead it played a purely supportive role, helping to
marshal air power to meet emergencies. The tactical air control party of the
battalion or other unit that had run into trouble called for an immediate strike
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by contacting the appropriate direct air support center, sometimes by means of
aforward air controller. Since the Marines had, in effect, an extension of this
center in the division headquarters, either the 1st or 3d Marine Division or 111
Marine Amphibious Corps might divert a scheduled strike to deal with the
threat. If no aircraft were availableintheimmediate vicinity, the Marines could
call onV Direct Air Support Center and, if that agency could not help, on the
Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center, which could divert any aircraft
within range of the embattled unit, regardless of corpsboundaries. The Tan Son
Nhut center might al'so grant permission for the Marines to launch an aircraft,
scrambling it to deal with the threat.*®

Such wasthe basic form of unified management that took shape during the
last threeweeksof March. Besidesfearing theimpact of these proceduresonthe
futureof theair-ground team and the Corpsitself, Marineleadersconsidered the
new method slower and less responsive than the one it replaced. They charged
that centralization had increased by sixteen to thirty hoursthe time required to
process preplannned strikes. Nor did they believe that a plane diverted to an
immediate strike was aslikely to be carrying suitable munitions as one that had
been on airborne or ground alert to attack a specific kind of target. These
Marines intended to take full advantage of Westmoreland’s promiseto review
the system in thirty days, and they also planned to argue their case before
President Johnson and his defense advisers.*

Whilethe Marines honed their argumentsfor thefirst of the monthly evalu-
ations Westmoreland had promised, which was scheduled for the end of April,
Gen. Leonard F. Chapman, Jr., Commandant of the Marine Corps, launched an
offensive in Washington, trying to persuade the Joint Chiefs of Staff to undo
what Westmoreland had done. By the end of March, the Joint Chiefs had dis-
cussed the selection of a single manager for Vietnam-based tactical combat
aviation, but had not reached a decision. According to General Wheeler, the
chairman, his colleagues had been unable to find a satisfactory answer to the
key question, What caused General Westmoreland to feel that the arrangement
in | Corps needed changing? %

General Momyer, whom Westmorel and sent to Washington to explain uni-
fied management, offered an answer to this question, an explanation based on
two considerations: the need to use air power efficiently; and the introduction
of Army divisionsinto | Corps, formerly a Marine operating area. After out-
lining the new procedures and the conditions that had brought them about,
Momyer repeated the presentation for the President, who, according to General
Chapman, had vowed that nothing would be doneto hurt the battlefield Marine.
The session with Momyer, Wheeler believed, laid to rest the Chief Executive's
fearsfor the man in the foxhole and dissuaded him from intervening on behalf
of the Marine Corps.*

Although unableto enlist the President asan active ally, General Chapman
continued to campaign within the Joint Chiefs of Staff against single manage-
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Gen. William C. Westmoreland, Commander, U.S. Military
Assistance Command, Vietnam (left), and Lt. Gen. William
W. Momyer, Commander, Seventh Air Force (right).

ment and the threat it seemed to pose to the Marine Corps. The Joint Chiefs,
however, could not reach aconsensus; they neither sustained Chapman’ sobjec-
tions nor formally approved the Westmoreland policy. General Wheeler never-
theless felt confident that the Secretary of Defense— or his deputy secretary,
Paul Nitze, who had become executive agent for thismatter — ultimately would
accept his position, a compromise that combined endorsement of Westmore-
land’ s decision— the legitimate exercise of a senior commander’s authority
over the resources at his disposal — with assurances that the arrangement did
not set a precedent governing the future assignment of Marine Corpsair units
or as affecting the Marine concept of the air/ground team. ? As Wheeler was
drawing up a formal recommendation to this effect for the deputy secretary,
time camefor General Westmoreland’ sfirst evaluation of unified management,
giving the Marines another opportunity to present their case.

From his 111 Marine Amphibious Force headquarters, General Cushman
sent General Westmoreland two assessmentsin rapid succession, one covering
the period March 22 to April 21 and the other focusing upon the month of April.
Both expressed di ssati sfaction with the new procedures, charging that they were
less responsive than those they replaced. Although the second report conceded
that the average reaction time had improved latein April, Cushmaninsisted that
this greater responsiveness resulted from the diversion of aircraft from pre-
planned strikes, which in Marine Corpstacticsformed part of aunified scheme
of fire support. Because of the balance in Marine Corps operations among artil-
lery, other supporting weapons, and preplanned air, Cushman warned that addi-
tional Marine aircraft sometimes had to take off and replace the ones diverted
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Adm. U. S. Grant Sharp, Commander in Chief, Pacific (left),
and Lt. Gen. Robert E. Cushman, Jr., Commander,
I11 Marine Amphibious Force (right)

to immediate targets. Admittedly, the Marines had sometimes diverted strikes
under their old management system, though they tried to avoid the practice,
relying instead on aircraft on airborne or ground aert. When the diversion of
preplanned sorties proved unavoidable, General Cushman maintained that his
fellow Marines had shown greater discretion than did the Seventh Air Force
Tactical Air Control Center becausethey were completely cognizant of . . . the
effect of the divert on the ground action.  Besidesthe diversion of air strikes,
the Marinesin South Vietnam complained about excessive paperwork and the
incompatibility of Air Force and Marine Corps doctrine.?*

After conferring with Cushman and Momyer about the substance of these
two reports, General Westmoreland thought he detected in both parties adepth
of introspection that boded well for the future of unified management.”® The
Seventh Air Force, for instance, conceded that requests for preplanned strikes
were taking too long to process— thirty-six to fifty hoursfrom request by bat-
talion commander to actual execution. Although blaming the delaysin part on
unrealistic deadlines arbitrarily imposed by ground commanders, Momyer’s
headquarters agreed to unclog the congested administrative channels. Seventh
Air Force offered, for example, to begin providing just the applicable portion
of thefrag to each corpstactical zone instead of issuing copies of an order that
covered the entire country.®

Interpreting the Seventh Air Force' soffer asasign of cooperation, General
Westmoreland sent ateam of six officersto Hawaii to advise Admiral Sharp of
accomplishments and problems during the month of April. The group included
Maj. Gen. Gordon F. Blood and Col. DeV ol Brett of the Seventh Air Force and
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two Marines, Major General Anderson of the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing and
Col. Clement C. Chamberlain. The delegation met with Sharp on May 10 and
found him far from satisfied with Seventh Air Force's concessions.”

According to Maj. Gen. Walter T. Kerwin, Jr., Westmoreland' s chief of
staff and the head of the group that flew to Hawaii, Sharp wanted to see the
latest Air Force proposals in writing and to have the Marines comment upon
them. Admiral Sharp, Kerwinreported, indicated that he feelswe have not
yet come up with the solution to the problem and isnot convinced that the cor-
rective measures will be satisfactory. The principal change Sharp suggested
was the allocation to General Cushman of a specific number of sorties, which
his headquarters could use for preplanned strikes.®

The Seventh Air Force staff and Westmoreland’ stactical air support ele-
ment immediately set about drafting procedures designed to satisfy Admiral
Sharp’ s objections.? The revisions, endorsed by General Momyer, called for
reprogramming the Tactical Air Control Center computer to produce a basic
weekly operationsorder that would be supplemented by asimplified daily frag
containing only the data needed by a specific recipient. The new weekly frag
served as a vehicle for the key reform inspired by the Hawaii meeting— the
allocation of sorties among corps tactical zones, rather than among specific
operations. Each week, the Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center
would earmark a certain number of sorties for each tactical zone, listing the
ordnance load and time of availability. The nature of the ground operations
within the corps area, and the requests these operations generated, would
determine the actual targets these aircraft would attack.

Momyer al so streamlined the administrative proceduresfor drawing upthe
weekly or daily strike schedules. One change relieved battalion commanders
of the need to obtain formal approval from brigade or regiment when request-
ing preplanned air strikes; silence at the higher headquarters now implied
consent. Another changeallowed thetactical air support element at Westmore-
land’ sheadquartersto deal directly with Provisional Corps, Vietnam, although
thelll Marine Amphibious Forceretained final authority over the diversion of
preplanned sorties to the Army corps, over which Cushman exercised opera-
tional control.

Under this modification of unified management, Cushman now received
an allocation equalling 70 percent of the preplanned sorties, both Air Forceand
Marine, normally flownin | Corpsintheweekly frag. His headquarters appor-
tioned this total between | and V Direct Air Support Centers, so that Marine
and Army commanders both had adefinite volume of air power on which they
could depend. If a major operation loomed on the horizon, battalion com-
manders might call for additional preplanned strikes, their requests moving
forward through the tactical operations center or fire support coordination
center and, if approved at the variouslevels, to the tactical air support element
and tactical air support center for inclusion in adaily frag.*
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General Momyer agreed to afurther adjustment to the single manager sys-
tem that resolved another issueraised by Admiral Sharp during the discussions
in Hawaii. Sharp pointed out at the May meeting that Army helicopter gun-
ships, not subject to the single manager, did many of the samejobs as Marine
Corpsfighter-bombersor attack aircraft and asked that thisfactor influencethe
apportionment of sorties. Since General Cushman’s Marines could not muster
the helicopter gunship armadaavailableto General Tolson’sair cavalry, anew
revision to the management system permitted the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing to
reserve up to 10 percent of its available tactical aircraft for escorting troop-
carrying or supply helicopters and suppressing fire from enemy gunners.®

The changesinspired by Admiral Sharp ensured that mission direction, as
yet undefined, meant something |ess than operational control. Even as he was
narrowing the scope of mission direction, he accepted the justification for uni-
fied management, the principle that air power had to go wherever it could do
the most good, and he agreed that the changes now endorsed by General
Momyer would meet the objections raised at the Hawaii meeting and help
tactical aviation readlize its true flexibility. Sharp, however, did not with a
single decision resolve all the details of single management, for the modified
system would have to undergo its own thirty-day evaluation during June.*

Air Forceand Marine Corpscommandswere neverthel essmaking progress
toward unified control, a point that General Wheeler stressed as the Joint
Chiefs of Staff continued their discussion of the subject. In contrast to the
chairman, who highlighted the accomplishments, General Chapman empha-
sized the defects that had appeared during the first month of operation. In the
hope of resolving the split between the Marine Corps view, generally sup-
ported by the Army and Navy, and Westmoreland’ s position, which Wheeler
accepted and the Air Force heartily endorsed, Wheeler pointed out that the re-
sponsiblecommanderswere cooperating to correct thevery failingsthat Chap-
man had noted.

Although the Joint Chiefs could not agree, Deputy Secretary of Defense
Nitzefound Wheeler’ slogic persuasive. OnMay 15, asthelatest modifications
to the system were beginning to take shape in South Vietnam, Nitze adopted
the course of action Wheeler had been advocating for several weeks. In brief,
the deputy secretary upheld Westmoreland’ s right, as the commander on the
scene, to centralize the management of tactical aviation, denied that such a
move established aprecedent governing the status of Marineaviationin future
conflicts, and urged a return to normal as soon as circumstances would
permit.®

AsMomyer’s staff was responding to Sharp’s call to meet Marine Corps
objectionsto unified management and Chapman was trying unsuccessfully to
rally the Joint Chiefsagainst thispractice, abattlethat Momyer called thereal
test of the validity of the single management system broke out in South Viet-
nam’ swestern highlands.* The enemy hurled the challenge during an attack at
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the Kham Duc Special Forces camp. Within seventy-two hours, air power rein-
forced, helped defend, and finally evacuated this outpost, located southwest of
DaNang, near the border with Laos.

The Kham Duc attack began with an assault on aforward operating base at
nearby Ngok Tavak. Early on the morning of May 10, North Vietnamese gun-
ners shelled the outposts scattered along the ridges overlooking the old French
fort at the heart of Ngok Tavak’ s defenses. Out of the darkness came agroup of
men, shouting that they were friends, causing the defenders to hold their fire.
The newcomers suddenly began throwing grenades and firing automatic rifles
and used satchel chargesto blast a path through the protective barbed wire. By
the time an Air Force AC—47 arrived overhead, the mountain tribesmen man-
ning thefort itself had withdrawn to the command bunker, joining their Special
Forces advisers, three Australians, and the surviving members of a Marine
Corps howitzer detachment posted at Ngok Tavak. The gunship fired into the
perimeter, concentrating on a105-mm howitzer revetment that the attackershad
overrun and converted into astrongpoint. Joined in about an hour by aflareship,
the AC—47 remained in action until dawn, when helicopter gunships, tactical
fighters, and aforward air controller took over.

Although air strikes kept the enemy at bay throughout the morning, the
plight of Ngok Tavak’s defenders worsened by the hour. Two of four Marine
CH-46 helicopters bringing in reinforcements were disabled after landing and
abandoned, and when a smaller helicopter took off after picking up wounded,
at least two of the irregulars clung to the landing skids, but each lost his hold
and from high above the junglefell to his death. Cut off from further reinforce-
ment and sustained solely by air power, the command fought its way out of the
base, found refuge on a hilltop acrossthe Dak Se River from Ngok Tavak, and
hacked out a landing zone for rescue helicopters.®

As Ngok Tavak was being abandoned, reinforcements began arriving at
Kham Duc, some five miles to the northeast. As soon as he realized the threat
to the main camp and its forward operating base, General Cushman on hisown
initiative dispatched four rifle companies, an artillery battery, and a company
of engineers, al from the Americal Division, an Army unit under his opera-
tional control. At mid-morning on May 10, Air Force C-130s began flying this
group, commanded by Lt. Col. Robert B. Nelson, into Kham Duc. When West-
moreland learned that Cushman had decided to reinforce, he counseled caution,
suggesting that General Cushman discuss possible alternativeswith him or his
deputy, General Abrams. If necessary, the Army and Marine Corps |leaders
might confer to weigh further reinforcement against evacuation and the
substitution of massed B-52 strikesfor the firepower of infantry and artillery.®

With further reinforcement of Nelson’s Kham Duc task force apossibility,
an Air Force ground control team accompanied thefirst contingent to land. The
team’ s three members— Mgj. John W. Gallagher, TSgt. Morton J. Freedman,
and Sgt. James D. Lundie— were to control airlift traffic, making sure that
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planes did not attempt to land unless the runway was clear, that soldiers were
at hand to unload cargo, and that any departing passengerswere ready to board.
Major Gallagher and his men stepped from a C-130 late in the afternoon of the
10th, asthe day’s airlift was coming to an end.*

Since Gallagher’ s team dealt exclusively with air transport, someone else
had to link Nelson's headquarters with the forward air controllers directing
strikes in the jungle-covered hills around Kham Duc. Lt. Col. Reece B. Black
volunteered for thejob, arranging for an O—1 pilot to fly him into the base after
dark on May 10, when enemy observers could not see to call down mortar fire.
Thelight plane settled safely on the blacked-out airstrip, and Black emerged to
search out Nelson’s command post. The battalion staff, Black later reported,
was so pleased to have an airman on hand to help coordinate attacks on the
mortar sitesthat one of its members gave him an air mattress— quiteaprized
possession — so he could rest for the battle that seemed sure to come.®

Colonel Black, who remained at Kham Duc for twelve hours, and Capt.
Willard C. Johnson, hisreplacement, proved well worth theinvestment of anair
mattress. Until the battle neared itsclimax, they radioed information to between
two and five Air Force forward air controllers on station day and night. On a
typical day, a forward air controller arrived before dawn, found an AC47
finishing its nighttime chores, and checked in with the Air Force officer at the
Kham Duc command post, receiving Colonel Nelson's instructions as relayed
by Black or Johnson. The controller might direct hisfirst tactical fighter strikes
by flare light, until the transport providing the illumination departed with the
approach of sunrise. After two hours on station, time enough for perhapsahalf-
dozen flights of fighter-bombers to make their passes, another forward air
controller took over.*

Besides the flareships and gunships, the forward air controllers and the
tactical fighters they directed, B-52s also came to the aid of Kham Duc’'s
defenders. Following the evacuation of Ngok Tavak, General Westmoreland's
steff arranged for 111 Marine Amphibious Forceto select five B-52 target boxes
intheenemy-held jungle, including onethat embraced the abandoned camp. On
May 11, radar controllerson the ground radioed new headingsto atotal of thirty
bombers, diverteing them to boxes at Ngok Tavak and its environs.”

Even as Nelson's force was joining the locally recruited irregulars in
defending Kham Duc, Westmoreland weighed the prosand consof reinforcing
Kham Duc or, alternatively, evacuatingit. Hedecidedtowithdraw, using tac-
tical air and B-52 firepower in an attempt to punish the enemy massed around
theplacetothemaximum. General Abrams, who alsofavored evacuation, flew
to Da Nang, where he discovered that General Cushman had reached the same
decision. The pull-out would begin the following day, May 12.*

At6:05a.m., Momyer received word to start the evacuation. Radar-directed
fighter-bombers had been attacking the approachesto the camp throughout the
night, but reportsfrom Major Gallagher, relayed from the airlift control center,
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indicated that the North Vietnamese had begun closing thevise. To handletac-
tical air power over Kham Duc, Momyer dispatched an airborne battlefield
command and control center, aC-130fitted out with communicationsand data
processing equipment that enabled the airmen on board to keep track of the
available strike aircraft, matching them with targets appropriate to the ord-
nance they carried, as well as recording the reported results of the attacks.
While this converted transport was still en route, the Tactical Air Control
Center began shifting fighter-bombers from preplanned targets in Laos,
southern North Vietnam, or elsewhere in South Vietnam, directing the planes
to check in with the airborne battlefield command and control center, which
handed off its first flight to the forward air controllers at about 9:20 am.*

Until the airborne battlefield command and control center appeared, for-
ward air controllershandled thearriving strikeaircraft. At sunrise, fog and low
clouds settled over Kham Duc, but one of the controllers, Capt. Herbert J.
Spier, who had directed strikes on the previous day, knew the lay of the land.
Following instructions from Captain Johnson at the command post beside the
airfield, Spier guided fighter-bombers over the invisible targets and told the
pilots when to release their bombs. Below, Johnson adjusted the strikes, even
though he sometimes could not see the explosions and had to rely on sound
aloneto determine corrections. The overcast, however, had begun breaking up
when the specially equipped C-130 arrived.”

In planning the withdrawal, the Marine headquarters at Da Nang had pro-
posed four additional B-52 target boxeslocated three or more kilometersfrom
the camp. The first of these came under attack at 8:35 a.m., when six of the
planesreleased their bombs. All sixty B—52 sorties scheduled for the day were
diverted to the defense of Kham Duc, with some 6,000 bombs dropped and the
impact area gradually moved within 500 yards of the runway, as the enemy
kept pressure on the shrinking perimeter.*

Army helicopters launched the evacuation, but one of the first CH-47sto
arrive at Kham Duc was shot down, crashing at the edge of the runway. The
airborne battlefield command and control center, which had no direct radio
contact with the Army helicopters, remained unaware of the beginnings of the
withdrawal. Officers of the Army’s [4th Combat Aviation Battalion took
charge, orbiting the battlefield throughout the day, relaying instructionsto the
incoming helicopters from Nelson’s headquarters and from the forward air
controllers.*®

The appearancelatein the day of Marine helicopters complicated the con-
trol problem. Hurriedly briefed on conditions at Kham Duc, the crews arrived
low on fuel; indeed, some of them had to leave and refuel before receiving
clearance to land at the airstrip. The craft that did pick up troops usually
sustained damage from small armsfire or mortar fragments. Marine 1st Lt. S.
T. Summerman, at the controls of the fourth helicopter in hisflight to land at
Kham Duc, had his craft hit by enemy gunnersand, in hisopinion, might well
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have been shot down, except that Air Force F—100s suppressed the fire tre-
mendously with napalm. “ Another Marine, unableto land because heranlow
on fuel, complained that there was no control between fighters and heli-
copters, thoughforwardair controllersdid provide acommunication channel
that soon became overcrowded. He also cited a lack of liaison. .. between
Army [and] Marine Corps, probably alluding to the sketchy information he
had received before taking off for Kham Duc.*

Ironically, control would have been worse except for theaccuracy of North
Vietnamese gunners. A shell tore away the right wing tip of an O-2A flown by
Capt. Philip R. Smothermon, who made aforced landing and taxied to the edge
of the runway to avoid blocking the Air Force transports that had already
begun arriving to pick up troops. He found an abandoned Air Force radio,
borrowed some months before by the Special Forces contingent to call for
strikes on the roads and trails west of Kham Duc. Since the set worked, he
radioed the direct air support center, which told him to stay at the camp, by
order of General Momyer, and act as air liaison officer, replacing Captain
Johnson, who had just departed after spending some twenty-four hours at the
command post.

Thediscovery of theradio enabled Smothermon to contact Americal Divi-
sion headquarters as well as the direct air support center, the airlift control
element at Da Nang, the forward air controllers overhead, and the airborne
battlefield command and control center. In addition to helping Nelson select
targets to keep the North Vietnamese at bay, he advised him when transports
would land so that the designated evacuees would be ready to board. He also
relayed messages between Nelson and Mgj. Gen. Samuel W. Koster, the
division commander, when the Army transmitter at Kham Duc failed.*®

At about 10:30 am., Air Force transports joined the Army and Marine
Corps helicoptersin evacuating troops and noncombatants, when two C-130s
and aC-123, hurriedly diverted from other tasks, began circling high over the
besieged camp. First to land was a C—130, piloted by Lt. Col. Daryl D. Cole,
which touched down amid bursting mortar shells, blew atire, and sustained a
tear inawing fuel tank. Assoon as Cole’ sloadmaster lowered the ramp, mem-
bers of the families of Kham Duc’s irregular forces swarmed on board the
plane, preventing the crew from unloading cargo intended for the defenders.

Colonel Coletried to take off, but had to abandon the attempt because the
shredded tire prevented the heavily loaded transport from gathering enough
speed to become airborne. Taxiing off the runway, he had his crew clear the
refugees from the cargo compartment, unload the plane, and try, unsuccess-
fully, to cut away the ruined tire. With mortar bursts drawing progressively
nearer, Cole decided to attempt another takeoff with an almost empty airplane.
After two perilous hours on the ground, he headed onto the runway, keeping
one engine shut downto prevent itsheat fromigniting thefuel leaking fromthe
holein the nearby tank. Before beginning histakeoff run, he started the engine
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and watched to see that the wing did not catch fire. An examination after he
landed revealed that bullets and shell fragments had torn some eighty-five
holes in the metal skin of the aircraft.

On board Cole's plane were just four passengers: Captain Johnson, who
had replaced Colonel Black as air liaison officer, and the three members of
Major Gallagher’ scontrol team. Inthe confusion of the evacuation, Gallagher,
himself a C-130 pilot, heard that all transport missions had been canceled, a
report that seemed plausiblein view of what had befallen Col €' saircraft. Since
most of the team’ s equi pment had been destroyed by a mortar shell and one of
the members, Sergeant Lundie, had broken his hand, Gallagher and his men
clambered inside for the dangerous takeoff.*

While Cole's crew struggled to get rid of the blown tire, the only C-123
to evacuate people landed and picked up forty-four Army engineers and
twenty-one dependents of members of theirregular force based at Kham Duc,
pushing the number evacuated, mostly by helicopter, beyond 200, but not yet
one-eighth of the garrison, its dependents, and its Army reinforcements.®

Thesecond C-130, flown by Maj. Bernard L. Bucher, landed at about 3:30
p.m. At least 150 wives and children of thelocal tribesmen crowded on board
the transport, which thundered into the sky only to come under firefrom apair
of .50-caliber gun mounted on a hillside nearby. Fatally damaged by the bar-
rage, Major Bucher’ stransport crashed and exploded about amilefromtheend
of the runway, killing all on board. A forward air controller had seen muzzle
flashes and called in air strikes, though too late to save Bucher, his crew, and
his passengers.™

Lt. Col. William Boyd, Jr., who was approaching Kham Duc as Bucher’s
plane exploded, made a steep descent, passing through atorrent of small-arms
fire beforeflaring out to land. Thewheelshad not yet touched, however, when
amortar shell burst on the runway ahead of the plane, forcing Boyd to pull up
and go around a second time, again braving enemy fire as he landed to pick up
about a hundred persons. Asthe C-130 gathered speed for the takeoff, bullets
punctured the metal fuselage, but caused no injury to passengers or crew and
only minor damage to the aircraft.>

Looking down on Kham Duc from the C-130 piloted by Lt. Col. John
Delmore, the flight engineer, TSgt. John K. McCall, saw something out of a
John Wayne movie, with helicopters making rocket runs and F—4s bombing.
Boyd’ s transport lunged down the runway, straining to become airborne and
clear the way for Delmore’s plane, already in its steep descent toward Kham
Duc. At an altitude of about 300 feet, McCall heard a sound like sledge-
hammers, like someone banging on the aircraft. The loadmaster, SSgt. Dave
Chesser, suddenly decided to go aft to the cargo compartment to prepare to
openthedoorsand lower theramp. Andheno sooner left, theflight engineer
recalled, than right where his head was, there was a six-inch hole in the
airplane.

108



Testing the Single Manager Concept

Both Delmoreand hiscopilot, Capt. Joseph Donohue, struggledto holdthe
wings level as the plane settled onto an airstrip littered with brass cartridge
casings and shell fragments. Tires burst and the cargo craft veered out of con-
trol, crashing into awrecked helicopter. The crew ran from the disabled trans-
port and hid behind some barrels. Drawing their .38-caliber pistols, they
waited, feeling, according to McCall, like little kids going out with the big
kids, because of the AK—47s[Soviet-built automaticrifles] all around usgoing
off. Six men camerunningtoward Delmore’' screw, and thesight of blond hair
under one of the helmets assured the airmen that these were not the enemy.
Except for the navigator, Capt. Robert L ake, who found room on one of thelast
C-130s out of Kham Duc, the members of Delmore’'s crew departed by
helicopter.*

Two more C—130s picked up troops at Kham Duc on the afternoon of May
12. Lt. Col. Franklin Montgomery brought his planein and out of the airstrip
without sustaining a single hit and carried away another 150 persons. Last to
land was Mgj. James L. Wallace, who reversed propellers, dropped the ramp
and opened the cargo doors, then turned about to take off in the direction from
which he had landed. Irregular troops bolted for the plane, ignoring the now
idling propellers, and knocked down a woman and baby trying to board.
Luckily one of Wallace' screwmen saw the plight of thetwo and hel ped mother
and child into the crowded aircraft. Next came the rear guard, some two dozen
Americans, including Captain Smothermon, who had been serving as air
liaison officer since his crash landing earlier in the day.>

AsWallacetook off, another C—130 was approaching the abandoned base,
its mission to land men rather than evacuate them. On board were the three
membersof Gallagher’ sground control team  who had been under theimpres-
sion that no more transportswould land at Kham Duc when they left earlier in
the afternoon on Cole’s C-130. Discovering that the team had departed, Brig.
Gen. Burl W. McLaughlin, the 834th Air Division commander, ordered them
toreturn. They stepped onto the Kham Duc airstrip for the second time that day
at about 4:20 p.m. from aC—130 piloted by M. Jay Van Cleeff. Asit took off,
Gallagher and the others went first to the Special Forces camp and then to
Colonel Nelson’scommand post. Both were deserted. Realizing that they were
alone and that death or capture could be minutes away, they took aradio from
their survival kit and began signalling for help.®

Magjor Van Cleeff’s C-130 was climbing away from the outpost when he
heard aradio message stating that Kham Duc had been abandoned and granting
the circling fighter-bombers permission to attack and destroy the crippled air-
craft that littered the runway — Smothermon’s O-2A, Delmore’ s C-130, one
large helicopter, and a helicopter gunship. Van Cleeff broke in, warning the
control agencies that he had just landed three persons who would have to be
picked up. Therescue becametheresponsibility of Lt. Col. Alfred J. Jeannotte,
Jr., whose C-123K was next on call.
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Jeannotte made the usual steep approach, escorted by fighter-bombers to
pin down the North Vietnamese closing in on the runway. The plane touched
down safely, but the crew could not seethe three men, who had scrambled from
aditch and were waving their arms. Unable to reverse his propellers, for to do
so would have automatically shut down the two jet auxiliary engines, the pilot
applied maximum power, and the transport leapt into the air again. As he
banked, he caught sight of the team on the ground below, but aglanceat hisfuel
gauge revealed that he could not make another fast approach and full-power
takeoff. The task of saving the three men devolved upon the next transport in
sequence, a C-123K flown by Lt. Col. Joe M. Jackson.*®

Colonel Jackson had started out that morning on an evaluation flight, a
periodic check of proficiency, during which Mgj. JesseW. Bill Campbell, in
the copilot seat, served as examiner. When orders came to head for Kham Duc
and stand by to aid in the evacuation, Campbell declared the evaluation over,
congratulated Jackson on passing, and settled in as copilot. Over the base,
Jackson again demonstrated hisflying skill, beginning withthe steepest possible
descent to foil enemy gunners.

When Jackson’s transport plunged toward them and they realized that a
second rescue attempt was underway, Gallagher, Lundie, and Freedman left the
protection of aditch, determined they would not be missed thistime. They were
on their feet and waving as the plane touched down and began rolling in their
direction. About ahundred yardsfrom the men, who were running toward their
rescuers, Jackson braked and turned the C-123K . He applied power for thetake-
off while his crew hauled the team members on board. A 122-mm rocket struck
nearby, but skidded to a stop without exploding. Bunkers on either side of the
airstrip spewed small-armsfire, and burning ammunition detonated, showering
metal fragmentsontheairfield, but Colonel Jackson managedto guidetheplane
safely into theair. Therescue earned him the Medal of Honor; Major Campbel
received the Air Force Cross; the flight engineer, TSgt. Edward M. Trejo, and
the loadmaster, SSgt. Manson Grubbs, were awarded the Silver Star.’

As the adventures of Major Gallagher’s control team demonstrated, con-
fusion had abounded at K ham Duc, though perhapsno more so than in most bat-
les. After al, the evacuation had succeeded, with Air Force transports carrying
away about 700 persons, with helicopters— Army and Marine Corps combined —
removing roughly the same number. Dependents of theirregular soldiers posed
a serious problem, since no complete tally of their numbers existed. Severad
hundred found places on board the Air Force cargo planes, 150 or morediedin
the crash of Major Bucher’ s C-130, and perhaps 200 hid in theforest to emerge
when the fighting had died away. Many of the irregular soldiers joined their
families, and several hundred remai ned unaccounted for the day after the battle.

American casualties on the ground at Ngok Tavak and Kham Duc totaled
twenty-five killed and about four times that number wounded. Thetoll in air-
craft proved high: one C-130 was shot down, with al on board killed; another
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Lt. Col. Joe M. Jackson received
the Medal of Honor for his
rescue mission at Kham Duc.

crashed on landing, but without loss of life; an O—2A was damaged beyond re-
pair, though the pilot, Captain Smothermon, survived; an Air Force A—1E was
downed, but the pilot was rescued; and five helicopters were destroyed, three
Marine and two Army.%®

Many of the difficulties encountered at Kham Duc dealt with the exchange
of information among different communicationssystems. Oneradionet handled
tactical fighters, another Air Force transports, and still others served the heli-
copters and linked the Army battalion at the base with division headquarters.
Equipment failure or heavy traffic at the points where these networks inter-
sected could, at acritical moment, i solate acommander or an entire phase of the
operation. Such problems, however, probably proved no more severe at Kham
Ducthaninsimilar operationsel sewhere. Indeed, breakdownswerefew, and the
efforts of resourceful individuals— including Captain Smothermon, working
withtheradio hefound — kept communi cation channel sopen despitethe occas-
ional failure.*

Despite the absence of overall centralization of control, two unified man-
agement systems functioned as intended throughout the action. The airlift con-
trol center marshaled Air Forcetransportsintimeto play akey part in the evac-
uation, and the system controlling tactical fighters succeeded in concentrating
air power at the critical point. Indeed, General Momyer’ svarious control eche-
lons launched or diverted to Kham Duc 120 Air Force fighter-bombers based
in both South Vietnam and Thailand. Only 16 Marineaircraft, all of them A—4s,
appeared over the battlefield, which lay in far southwestern | Corps. The other
tactical aircraft that took part, two from the Navy and a half-dozen South Viet-
namese, were not subject to unified management. An Air Force C-130 airborne
battlefield command and control center, a key element in the new control net-
work, brought all the fighter-bomber activity into focus.®
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Although General Momyer hailed the Kham Duc evacuation as avindica-
tion of unified control of tactical combat aviation, he apparently was referring
more to the principle involved than to the details of the system then in effect
and itsspecific accomplishments. During the action, comparatively few Marine
Corpstactical aircraft took part, and the Air Force fighters from Thailand, the
South Viethamese participation, and the pair of Navy sorties would have been
asreadily availablewithout theMarch directive. Moreover, singlemanagement,
asexercised at Kham Duc, was even then undergoing revisionsthat would limit
the authority of the Seventh Air Force commander over Marine Corps tactical
aviation. The changes already underway would |lead to others and culminate in
a narrow interpretation of mission direction as something different from and
less sweeping than operational control.
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Chapter Seven

nified Management ta esaFinal Form

Single management, as tested at Kham Duc, had not yet undergone the
changeswanted by Admiral Sharp, the Commander in Chief, Pacific, and fash-
ioned by General Momyer. Not until May 30, amonth after the end of the eval-
uation period that had lead to their adoption, did the modifications go into ef-
fect. The Tactical Air Control Center began preparing both daily and weekly
frags, specifying the preplanned missions in a degree of detail tailored to the
needs of the recipient. Within | Corps, the recipient was, in effect, the com-
manding general of 111 Marine AmphibiousForce, sincehisl Direct Air Support
Center received all preplanned sorties allocated for the tactical zone and then
released an appropriate number to V Direct Air Support Center for Army opera-
tions. The revised management system also made available to the Marines a
block of sortiesfor helicopter escort, and the procedure for immediate requests
now functioned moreswiftly becauseapproval by intermediate headquarters —
brigade or regiment — was taken for granted in the absence of a specific state-
ment to the contrary.*

Would the new weekly frag and the streamlined administrative procedures
prove satisfactory to General Cushman? Would the Marine Corps accept this
lessrigorous form of unified management in exchange for Deputy Secretary of
Defense Nitze' s assurances concerning the future of the air-ground team? No,
Marine Corpsleaders believed that too much was at stake both tactically and in
termsof thesurvival of their organization. Before May had ended, Lt. Gen. Vic-
tor H. Krulak, commander of the Fleet Marine Force, Pacific, pointed out what
he considered a loophole in Nitze' sdecision to have command arrangements
return to normal as quickly as possible. Krulak suggested that because the
military situation had returned to normal once the Khe Sanh garrison had pre-
vailed, animmediaterevival of the old system of command, withthelll Marine
Amphibious Forcereasserting control of itsaircraft wing, though making acer-
tain percentage of the sorties availableto Seventh Air Force for missionsin the
northern provinces, should occur.?

General Chapman sought to convert General Krulak’sidea into a formal
proposal for the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He suggested that the Marines in South
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Vietnam receive unrestricted control over 70 percent of their weekly sorties.
The Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center no longer would specify
times or ordnance for these sorties, and the Marineswould, in effect, prepare a
weekly operations order of their own. If the Joint Chiefs endorsed General
Chapman’ sidea, the l1l Marine Amphibious Force would again be ableto treat
the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing— 70 percent of its sorties, at any rate— like any
other organic supporting arm. In presenting his plan, Chapman described the
authorization of what amounted to a Marine Corps frag order as a transitional
move away from centralization and toward the return to the Marines of opera-
tional control over their aircraft. As aconcession to Westmoreland's policy of
centralized management, he would leave 30 percent of the wing’ stactical sor-
ties under the control of the single manager during the period of transition.®

At the end of June, in assessing the first month’ s experience with the pro-
cedures as modified to meet Sharp’s objections, Cushman recommended the
same solution as Chapman. Themodified system, Cushman conceded, isan
improvement, astep forward from the cumbersome system implemented on 20
March, butinhisopinion centralizationcontinuedto harbor deficiencies. All
too often, he complained, the rapidly changing tactical situation forced Marine
battalion commanders to request additional preplanned sorties not listed in the
weekly frag; obtaining approval caused no problem, but the changeimposed an
unanticipated burden on pilots, mechanics, and planners as they changed ord-
nance |oads and otherwise prepared for the new targets.*

In spite of the need for adjustments of this type, the 1st Marine Aircraft
Wing enjoyed agreat measure of autonomy under the modified single manager
proceduresthat went into effect on May 31. Assigned asortierate of 1.2 per air-
craft, General Anderson’swing held out two F4sfor air defense, leaving 188
planes available for tactical missions. These could fly 225 sortiesin a single
day, but 48 sorties were earmarked for alert status, reducing the total to 177.
TheMarinesalso retained another 18 sortiesfor helicopter escort or for the gen-
eral support of ground troops, if not needed in the escort role. Of the 225 sorties
normally flown each day, 66 thus remained under Marine control, available for
either escort or emergencies, while 111 were alocated in the weekly frag for
preplanned strikes to be carried out during that period. The daily frag listed 48
Marine Corps sorties, 16 of them scheduled against targetsin Laos or southern
North Vietnam. Fighter-bombers assigned to preplanned strikes on agiven day
could, of course, be diverted to immediate attacks.

Despite the increased number of sorties under Marine control, Genera
Momyer and his Seventh Air Force staff disputed the claim that the recent
changeshad undermined the principleof unified control or justified further con-
cession to the Marine Corps' point of view. In the critical matter of immediate
strikes, rather than the preplanned variety authorized in the weekly operations
order, Momyer maintained that the Tactical Air Control Center, which func-
tioned as the executive arm of the single manager, knew wheretheflightsare
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Gen. Leonard F. Chapman, Jr., Commandant of the Marine
Corps, (left) and Lt. Gen. Victor H. Krulak, Commander
of the Fleet Marine Force, Pacific (right).

going and when. As aresult, the control mechanism, especialy the airborne
battlefield command and control center, found it comparatively easy to concen-
trate air power, as at Kham Duc, or to divert tactical fighters into holding
patterns to permit B-52 strikes or facilitate the passage of transport planes.®

Far from providing aprecedent for decentralization, these Air Forceofficers
insisted, the weekly frag, whatever its exact contents, remained an allocation
from the central manager to hisagent, adistribution that could bevaried accord-
ing to anticipated need. General Cushman’ stactical zone was making full use
of itsweekly slate of sorties— indeed, it absorbed some 50 percent of al tac-
tical sorties flown in South Vietnam — but some new threat might arise else-
where and the approaches to Saigon or the western highlands become the deci-
sive battlefield. As circumstances changed, the single manager could shift his
strength to meet the current threat, something he could not do as easily if the
Marines again controlled the bulk of their aviation.’

This Air Force insistence on flexibility could not help but clash with the
Marine Corps treatment of air power as simply another supporting weapon or-
ganicto the air-ground team. According to the findings of apanel appointed by
General Westmoreland to examinethecontroversy, theMarines will never em-
brace the single manager concept because of the implicit threat it poses to the
Marineair-ground principle. Accordingly, thepanel concluded, noteven con-
tinued modification of thesystem would make centralized control morepal at-
able to them.

Aware of theincompatibility of Air Forceand Marinedoctrine, Westmore-
land’ s study group nevertheless concluded that some form of unified manage-
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ment was essential for the Vietnam conflict, in which alimited number of air-
craft had to wagewar throughout acomparatively large area. On the other hand,
the inquiry found some justification in the recurring Marine Corps complaint
that the Seventh Air Force system of highly centralized management is more
oriented toward the producer than it isto the customer. The four members of
the study group, one an Air Force officer but noneaMarine, suggested that over
the years the bone and muscle required to exercise centralized control had
become layered with fat in the form of control echelons, increased mission
standardization, increased administrative burden. The periodic review and
resulting modification of the management system adopted in March seemed,
however, to have removed much of that excess, bringing about, according to
this panel, procedures that the Marines could endure, though never endorse.?

This favorable assessment received General Westmoreland’s prompt en-
dorsement. On the verge of departing from South Vietnam to become Army
Chief of Staff, he pronounced as successful the arrangement he had cham-
pioned. The modified preplanned support procedures now in operation, he
declared, formed the most effective system of management to satisfy the
demands of the Vietnam War.®

Admiral Sharp, who would soon retire, did not share General Westmore-
land’ s enthusiasm, and word reached Saigon that he now endorsed the recom-
mendation of Generals Cushman and Chapman that Marine aviation be re-
turned, in almost itsentirety, to Marine control. However, General Abrams, the
new commander of the military assistance command, accepted Westmoreland’ s
view and declared that the system launched by Westmoreland was working
well and should continue. . . and that he was damned if he would give an inch
on thisissue.

Meanwhile, Adm. John S. McCain, Jr., had taken over the Pecific
Command. Lt. Gen. Henry W. Buse, Jr., the new commander of the Fleet
Marine Force, Pacific, urged McCain to endorse the views Admiral Sharp had
recently expressed and to discuss the return, on a trial basis, of fixed-wing
assets used in | Corps Tactical Zone with General Abrams.** When he visited
Saigon, however, McCain found that General Abramsbristled at the suggestion
of further tinkering with centralized management, and theplantorestoreMarine
Corps control expired early in August, though Generals Buse, Cushman, and
Chapman persisted for several weeksin trying to reviveit.*?

Duringthefirst week of September, Admiral McCain confirmed the control
arrangementsset up by General Westmoreland and modified at Admiral Sharp’s
insistence. He reviewed the arguments for and against centralization, talking
with General Chapman and Adm. ThomasW. Moorer, the Chief of Naval Oper-
ations, as well as with General Abrams, concluding that further evaluations,
conducted monthly since April, would be fruitless. McCain concluded that the
single manager system had so improved that it now was providing for the best
overall useof tactical air. Inlarge measure, he based hisdecision on reports of
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the effectivenessof air power, not merely inl Corps, but throughout all of South
Vietnam. Army commanders, whose combat battalions outhumbered the Mar-
inesfour-to-one, seemed all but unanimousin declaring that they now received
better air support than ever before. Only the Marines claimed to be worse off
under single management, and in McCain’ s opinion, they would never endorse
the system, since a mechanism they did not fully control could never be as
responsive as one they did.*

Between the beginning of June and Admiral McCain’s final evaluation,
additional minor changes had occurred. A third direct air support center began
functioning in | Corps, this one at Camp Horn, the site of 111 Marine Amphib-
ious Force headquarters. The Horn Direct Air Support Center, commanded by
an Air Force officer, began operation on August 10, receiving the weekly and
daily slatesof preplanned strikesfor | Corpsand apportioning them between the
| and V Direct Air Support Centers. The new agency helped allocate strikes be-
tween Cushman’ samphibiousforceand Rosson’ sprovisional corps, aresponsi-
bility that Cushman had assumed at the end of May.

Inaddition, General Brown, assingle manager, relaxed hiscontrol to permit
the Marinesto experiment with adaytimeairborne alert, provided thewing had
aircraft to spare after meeting all its commitments. During the day, beginning
on August 5, aMarinefighter-bomber or attack planewent on alert, standing by
initsrevetment. If not scrambled within a half-hour, the alert aircraft took off,
flew to an assigned station, and orbited therefor someforty-five minutes, while
another aircraft took its place on the tarmac. If not used that time for an
immediate strike, the plane on airborne alert attacked some previously selected
target. By August 28, these alert aircraft had demonstrated a reaction time of
fifteen minutes or less, compared to roughly thirty minutes for most other im-
mediate strikes. This method of alert resulted in attacks on 464 emergency tar-
gets, such as enemy artillery or infantry engaging friendly troops, and upon
twenty-eight objectives derived from intelligence reports, anong them infil-
tration routes or possible assembly areas. The Marines, however, paid for this
prompt response in the coin of increased maintenance, additional fuel burned,
and sometimes wasted effort against targets that could have been destroyed
almost as promptly by a plane diverted from another mission or launched from
ground alert.*

Thefrequent use of helicoptersin | Corps, whether by Marinesor Army air
cavalrymen, created a demand for up-to-date aerial photographs of possible
landing zones. These pictures had to be taken, processed, interpreted, and inthe
handsof helicopter crewswithin six hours. General Cushman sought to meet the
demand by asking permission to launch photo missions as needed, but General
Abrams choseto ensure speed by having the amphibiousforce headquarterstel -
ephone histactical air support element, which would obtain concurrence from
the appropriate duty officer at the Tactical Air Control Center and immediately
notify the Marine organization.*
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Gen. Creighton W. Abrams, Commander, U.S. Military
Assistance Command, Vietnam (left), and Gen. George S.
Brown, Commander, Seventh Air Force (right).

Asthemethod of centralizing control over tactical aviation wasthustaking
final shape, an operation occurred that seemed to renew Marine Corps hopes of
circumventing, if not reversing, thispolicy. The source of hopefor Marinesand
concern to the Air Force was Operation Thor, a seven-day attack that pitted air
power, naval gunfire, and artillery against some 450 artillery and antiaircraft
positionswithin the eastern segment of the demilitarized zone and the adjacent
portion of North Vietnam, atotal area of roughly thirty-five square miles.

Undertaken inresponseto arequest fromthe 3d Marine Divisionto neutral -
ize the enemy guns that raked the unit from within that area, Thor consisted of
three phases. During the first, which began on July 1 and lasted two days, the
Seventh Air Force commander exercised control, astactical aircraft and B-52s
battered targets selected by intelligence specialists. Taking advantage of the
resulting curtain of explosives, Marine and Army artillery units moved into
position for the next part of the operation. During the second phase, also lasting
two days, General Cushman — through hisagent, General Rosson of theprovis-
ional corps— exercised operational control over an aerial and artillery bom-
bardment that had asits primary goal the silencing of North Viethamese antiair-
craft batteries and coastal defense guns to permit low-altitude reconnai ssance
flightsand inshore naval bombardment during the next phase. Rosson continued
serving as Cushman’'s agent in the third and final phase, in which air strikes,
artillery, and naval gunfire destroyed antiaircraft, surface-to-air missile, and
artillery sites, whether occupied or not, throughout the operating area.’®

In making atransition from the first to the second phase, planners simply
moved the forward bomb line— the line beyond which air strikes no longer
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need be coordinated with the ground commander — to the farthest limit of the
operating area, so that General Rosson’ s headquarters had to receive notice of
all aerial attacksin phasestwo and three. An airborne battlefield command and
control center, on station during the first phase, continued to serve as the prin-
cipal coordinating agency, sincethe overall artillery commander for Operation
Thor had agreed to cease fire at its request, unless the guns were delivering
counterbattery fire. This temporary arrangement, necessary because the con-
stricted battle area increased the danger that tactical fighters might fly into the
path of friendly artillery fire, ended with Operation Thor."

The savage bombardment of Thor targets seemed, at first glance, to have
overwhelmed the North Vietnamese artillery, though once again effort was
more easily measured than results. Some 8,000 tons of aerial bombsand 41,000
shells, ranging in size from 105-mm artillery projectiles to eight-inch shells
from Navy cruisers, shook the earth. Enemy gunners all but ceased their bom-
bardment of Marine outposts and their harassment of the supply line along the
CuaViet River, firing tens of rounds when they formerly had fired hundreds.
American warships, moreover, had been able during the final phase to steam
within 5,000 yards of shore and blast the silent coastal guns.*®

Despite this evidence of success, intelligence analysts could not provide
specific proof of damageinflicted upon the enemy, ashortcoming typical of the
war in Southeast Asia. Air Force photo interpreters, for instance, listed over
1,000 artillery or antiaircraft positions destroyed, but the overwhelming
majority must have been unoccupied, since these same specialists could verify
the destruction of fewer than ahundred guns. Whatever destruction the bombs
and shells actually inflicted, the effect proved transitory, for by the end of
September hostile gunners, silent after Thor, had returned to action.™

Citing therevived threat, Cushman sought permission to plan and conduct
future Thor-type operations under the ground commander’s control and, if
necessary, using only his available resources. In these undertakings, heinsis-
ted, firesupport planningand coordination must becontinuousand responsible
to the ground commander. In justifying the supremacy of the commander on
the ground, Cushman called attention to the Seventh Air Force intelligence
analysis during Operation Thor, arguing that its obvious vagueness proved that
theinformation hereceived — based onvisual sightingsby airbornecontrollers,
artillery forward observers, and reconnaissance helicopters— surpassed in
accuracy and timeliness the photographic evidence on which the Seventh Air
Force commander, General Brown, seemed to rely. For this reason, Cushman
argued, hewasbetter ablethan Browntoinflict real damage ontheenemy inthe
vicinity of the demilitarized zone, a contention buttressed by provisional corps
estimates that counterbattery artillery fire and naval gunfire had accounted for
two-thirds of the enemy gun positions listed as destroyed during Thor.

Cushman'’s argument rested, however, on a shaky premise, for the human
eye could be just as fallible as the camera. If this weakness in logic were ig-
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nored and the plan adopted, General Cushman or his executive agent would
have coordinated air with artillery and other supporting weaponsthrough afire
support coordination center similar to that operated by the Khe Sanh garrison.
The Cushman proposal relegated the airborne battlefield command and control
center to the kind of subsidiary roleit had played during much of the fighting
around that Marine Corps base. The Marines, in effect, could use as many sor-
ties asthey wished from their aircraft wing in the renewed Thor attacks. Once
again, there would be two air wars, one fought by Marinesin support of Mar-
ines and the other waged in support of Rosson’s soldiers by the Air Force and
whatever aircraft the Marines could spare.

General Brown chosetoignorethe contention that Marine sources of infor-
mation were better than his own as he marshaled a case against this attempt to
turn back the clock. He warned that General Cushman’s proposed method of
control would interfere with the aerial interdiction effort underway in southern
North Vietnam. This campaign embraced the proposed Thor area but extended
far beyond it; operations included not only tactical air strikes but also aerial
refueling, search and rescue, psychological warfare, and electronic counter-
measures— elements of air combat not amenableto control from afire support
coordination center at adivision headquarters.?

In hisdefense of the current form of unified management, Brown reminded
Abramsthat Cushman had asked to launch future Thor operationsusing hisown
available resources. If by his available resources is meant artillery, said
Brown, thenitwould not be appropriate for meto comment. But if [Cushman]
intends tac [tactical] air including the 1st Marine Air[craft] Wing, then | can’t
agree. To employ Marine aviation in this fashion would not only violate the
procedures Nitze had ratified for the Vietham War, but also commit the squad-
ronstoan inefficient and wasteful effort that could resultinplacingthelives
of airmen at needless risk through the lack of adequate and effective control.
If therewere another Thor — and that seemed to depend upon North Vietham’'s
reaction to the latest U.S. cease-fire initiative— the Marines could nominate
targets for the weekly and daily slates and single out others for immediate
strikes, in short, making full use of the existing system instead of trying to
circumvent it.

A proposed ban on all air and naval bombardment of North Vietnam over-
shadowed both Cushman’s plan to repeat Operation Thor under his command
and Brown'’s defense of the single manager. President Johnson’s advisers had
recommended offering such abombing halt in exchange for three concessions
by the North Vietnamese. The Hanoi regime would have to respect the demil-
itarized zone, thus easing Cushman’ s concerns and removing the need for other
Thor operations; refrain from attacking South Vietnamese cities; and accept the
government of South Vietnam as a party to truce negotiations. The Paristalks,
begun in May, had become mired in procedural questions, the most important
of which seemed to be South Vietnamese participation. A bombing halt ap-
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peared to offer a means of resolving this issue and obtaining the other as-
surances of North Vietnamese cooperation, assuming, of course, that the com-
munists would agree.®

SinceMay, however, Hanoi’ sspokesmen had insisted that the United States
stop the bombing unconditionally and refused even to consider offering for-
mal concessions in return. Now, as 1968 wore on, signs appeared that North
Vietnam would agree to negotiate with the South, provided that the bombing
cameto an end and thereality of Hanoi’ s making such aconcession were some-
how camouflaged. President Johnson consulted General Abramsand Ambassa-
dor Bunker, who agreed that to halt the bombing would prove militarily and
politically acceptable. President Thieu of South Vietham gave his approval,
which he later tried to disavow, provided that the United States stood ready to
renew the air attacks if Hanoi intensified the war.

Toresolvethequestion of participation by the Thieu government, theNorth
Vietnameseacceptedan our side, your side formula. A group representing the
Viet Cong, though not formally recognized as a separate party to the negotia-
tions, would accompany the Hanoi delegation, and Saigon’s representatives
would participate in similar fashion beside the Americans. The other conces-
sionsthe United States wanted from Hanoi — to spare South Vietnamese cities
and to respect the demilitarized zone— remained subjects of fragile, tacit

understandings. For example, thefact that Viet Cong rocketsrarely exploded
in the cities of the South as the year progressed seemed to reinforce the notion
that an unwritten agreement caused the enemy to refrain from attacking.

On November 1, not quite one week before the Presidential election that
pitted Republican Richard M. Nixon against incumbent Vice President Hubert
H. Humphrey, the bombing halt went into effect. South Vietnamese second
thoughts, however, del ayed the beginning of theexpanded negotiationsuntil the
end of the month. In the meantime, the United States took certain military pre-
cautions, such as invoking another of the supposed tacit understandings with
Hanoi to fly continued aerial reconnai ssance missionsover partsof North Viet-
nam. The Joint Chiefsof Staff also discussed theresponses appropriateto North
Vietnamese violations of the demilitarized zone, reactions that varied from air
strikes or shelling to ground combat, depending upon the severity of Hanoi’'s
provocations.”

Oncethe bombing halt took effect, General Abramsand hisstaff attempted
to revise the directive governing the control of tactical air power to reflect the
changes that had taken place since the spring of 1965.%° Marine Corps objec-
tions surfaced immediately. General Cushman declared that he could not agree
to such an undertaking, since it would constitute a precedent for centralized
control of air resources under any and all combat conditions and make per-
manent that which secretary Nitze had recognized astemporary.?’ The effort to
bring the 1965 directive up to date languished for another eighteen months.

Revised directive or none, unified management remained in effect, though
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undergoing subtle refinement by the Marine Corps and Air Force officers re-
sponsible for carrying out the underlying concept. These adjustments reflected
the changing uses of air power. In April 1968, the first full monthin which the
Seventh Air Forcecommander exercised mission direction over theMarines, 55
percent of the 32,000 attack sorties flown in Southeast Asia, including 60 per-
cent of the 18,000 Air Force attack sorties, struck targetsin South Vietnam. A
comparable ratio prevailed during June of that year — the first full month the
modified single manager system functioned — with 64 percent of all attack sor-
tiesand 70 percent of the Air Force contribution directed against the enemy in
South Vietnam. By June 1970, however, only 48 percent of all attack sortiesand
38 percent of thoseflown by the Air Force had adirect effect on the battlein the
South; the remainder hit troop concentrations or supply lines in Cambodia,
where the fighting had recently spread, or in Laos.®

Although thedistribution of strikes between targetshad changed, one of the
arguments for unified management remained valid after two years. Army and
Marine Corps units continued to fight side by sidein the | Corpstactical zone.
Their total strength had declined, however. The 1st Cavalry Division (Air-
mobile) moved southward to the vicinity of the capital in the fall of 1968, and
by the end of 1969, the 3d Marine Division was gone from South Vietnam. An
Army mechanized brigade, dispatched from the United Statesfollowing the Tet
offensive, remained in the northern provinces, its presence serving to justify
continuation of centralized control over tactical air strikes.”

Since General Momyer became single manager in March 1968, the number
of American troops fighting the war had peaked and begun to decline. Begin-
ning about the time of the bombing halt, the tide of violence in South Vietnam
had in general ebbed, despite occasional flare-ups, enabling the United States
to reduce its authorized strength in the country from a maximum of 549,000
early in 1969 to 434,000 in the spring of 1970. This declinein strength repre-
sented oneaspect of what President Nixon called Vietnamization — training and
equipping the South Vietnameseto take over thewar as American ground forces
withdrew. During thisperiod of reductionsin manpower, Marine Corpsstrength
underwent an even sharper decline, from an authorized 82,000 to amere 43,000.
The Marine Corps reduction of roughly 47 percent affected aviation aswell as
the ground elements of the amphibious force.*

At about this same time, a budget crisis arose, surfacing early in 1970 and
threatening to challenge the practices of unified control. As single manager,
General Brown faced the task of cutting costs by reducing sorties and saving
munitions. The cost-cutting suggestions he received included a proposal to re-
place some preplanned strikeswith fighter-bombers on ground or airborne alert
that might engagetargetsasnecessary. Thishe could not do, except on alimited
scale, for, ashe pointed out, the ability to divert preplanned sortiestoimmediate
targets provided him the flexibility needed to use air power both economically
and effectively.®
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As part of its share of the general withdrawal and cost cutting, the Marine
Corps slashed the number of aviation squadrons based in South Vietnam and
subject to centralized management. By mid-1970, the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing
could muster only eighty-nine strike aircraft— three F4, two A—6, and one
A—4 squadrons, compared to five F4, two A—6 and four A—4 squadronsin late
1968. Because of the persisting lull in the fighting within South Vietnam, the
Tactical Air Control Center at Tan Son Nhut no longer expected more than one
daily sortiefrom each Marineaircraft. Of these eighty-nine sorties, the Marines
on atypical day retained sixteen for such missions as flak suppression at heli-
copter landing zones or precision bombing with the aid of radar beacons em-
placed on the ground. In apportioning the other seventy-three, the Tactical Air
Control Center might send thirteen on missionsinto L aos, alocatejust thirty-six
for preplanned strikesin South Vietnam, and return twenty-four to the Marines
as alert aircraft to use as they chose. As aresult of thistypical apportionment,
the Marines exercised unrestricted control over forty of the eighty-nine sorties,
employed thirty-six for preplanned strikesin | Corps, and could generate addi-
tional sorties beyond the required one per day per aircraft — usually between
nine and twenty-seven — for other targets of their choosing.

Marine Corpsaerial autonomy, which hadincreased gradually during atime
of reinforcement and heavy fighting, accelerated as the number of squadrons
dwindled and the battlefield remained comparatively calm. At the beginning of
April 1968, for example, the Marines had total control over just those sortiesin
excess of aratio per aircraft fixed by the Tactical Air Control Center. An air-
craft representing one of these surplussorties might stand by on alert, but before
launching it, the Marines had to consult the Tactical Air Control Center. After
two months, however, the Marines gained control of enough sorties to escort
helicopter assaults plusany surplusthe aircraft wing might generate beyond the
requirements in the frag. Now, after more than two years under an Air Force
manager, the Marines possessed outright control of roughly 40 percent thedaily
sorties levied upon them, plus the extra 10 to 30 percent that the wing could
launchinaddition to therequired number. Preplanned sorties, listed by timeand
bomb load in aweekly frag and turned over to the Marines, declined in volume,
reflecting a lack of ground action. In the summer of 1970, these scheduled
missions might require less than 40 percent of a day’s nominal maximum of
sorties.® Such was the type of arrangement that, according to Marine Lt. Gen.
Keith B. McCutcheon, evolved over along period of time. . . alot of it dueto
gentlemen’ s agreements between on-the-scene commanders. *

Events sometimes might strain thisunderstanding, for an occasional foul-up
was bound to occur among the different air and ground units operating in the
northern provinces. In the summer of 1970, for instance, XXIV Corps, com-
manded at thetime by Army Lt. Gen. JamesW. Sutherland, Jr., relied on the 1st
Marine Aircraft Wing to drop bombs and napalm on aridge near the Thuong
Duc Special Forces camp, along which South Vietnamese infantry planned to
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advance. Within twenty-four hours of the impending attack, General Suther-
land’ sheadquartersadvised Seventh Air Force of the number of preplanned tac-
tical sorties— 16 by A—6s, 28 by F—4s, and 12 by A—4s— the Marinesintended
to fly, assuring General Brown that the strikes would not affect the overall
weekly schedule, and asking only that the daily frag for June 15, the day of the
operation, use Marine Corpsplanesintheafternoon whenthe South Vietnamese
attacked. Marine helicopters al'so would figure in the operation, dropping con-
tainers of incendiary jelly much as Air Force transports had done two years
earlier on Napalm Sunday, in an attempt to silence the Viet Cong batteries
firing on Bien Hoa Air Base.®

Postponed until themorning of June 16, the attack proved aspectacul ar suc-
cess. South Vietnamese troops advanced swiftly after napalm had burned away
the natural concealment, killing ten of the enemy, and high explosive had bat-
tered the defenses. Unfortunately, the single manager for tactical aviation knew
nothing of the action until it wasover. Despite the twelve-hour delay, theinitial
messagefrom General Sutherland’ sheadquarters, advising of the Marine Corps
sorties on the afternoon of the 15th, had not yet reached Brown when the battle
came to an end. Since the sorties had come out of the number available to the
1st Marine Aircraft Wing, General Brown merely reminded the corps com-
mander to obtain approval for any adjustment of the aerial effort.®

In actual fact, no divergence from plansissued by the Tactical Air Control
Center had taken place— which explains why Brown responded with only the
gentlest reminder — principally because of thefreedom of action now exercised
by Mgj. Gen. William G. Thrash’s 1st Marine Aircraft Wing. On his own init-
iative, Thrash had revised hisair support plan so that it required no adjustment
of the operations order issued for that day. Instead of the fifty-six fighter or
attack sortiesthat Sutherland had sought, Thrash used no more than eight, well
within the number under his control, and relied on CH-53D helicopters, which
were exempt from unified management, to drench the ridge with more than a
hundred tons of napalm.®

Brown saw no harmin allowing the Marines greater | atitude within aman-
agerial set-up that had been functioning to his satisfaction since he took over as
Seventh Air Force commander from General Momyer in August 1968. | sort
of looked the other way on alot of thingsthe Marinesdid, he conceded, con-
sidering it folly to revive the controversy at thistime. Hewas confident that if
thingsever got hot anywhere and we needed theresources, the 1st Marine Air-
craft Wing would come through, prodded if necessary by General Abrams, a
firm believer in unified management. During these comparatively quiet times,
Brown showed himself to be moreinterested in mai ntai ning the precedent estab-
lished by Momyer than in rigidly enforcing every detail of Air Force doctrine.
The existence of a single manager, ought to be pointed out by every airman
downtheline, General Brown maintained, though they should not go out of
their way in peacetime to rub someone’snoseiniit. ¥
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Some Marine leadersrealized that a precedent had apparently been set, re-
gardless of the assurances given by Nitze in May 1968. In any event, Genera
McCutcheon, an aviator who had taken command of 111 Marine Amphibious
Force, now tried to clarify the limits of the Vietnam management system, inthe
event it should be applied in the future. During July 1970, as General Brown’s
tour of duty drew to an end, M cCutcheon sought to capitalize upon the military
assistance command’ s latest attempt to revise the 1965 directive governing the
control of tactical aviation to reflect the principle of unified management.
Rather than oppose the project as athreat to the future of the air-ground team,
General M cCutcheondecided to cooperatein order to establish beyond adoubt
that the Marine Corps team remainsintact and retains operational control over
itsair component. Since General Brown seemed more or less happy with the
way things were going and wasn’t anxious to change the status quo, the Mar-
ineshoped to interpret mission direction, which had escaped definition sinceits
introduction in March 1968, strictly in terms of the centralized management
procedures that had evolved in the intervening twenty-eight months.®

When completed, the revised directive specified that the 111 Marine Am-
phibious Force commander normally exercised operational control over Marine
aviation, with the Seventh Air Force commander, as deputy for air on the staff
of the military assistance command, serving as coordinating authority for all
United States/FreeWorld Military Assistance Forcesand South Vietnamese Air
Forceinthe Military Assistance Command, Vietnam area of responsibility. To
carry out theduties of singlemanager, the coordinating authority exercised mis-
sion direction over Marine Corps strike and reconnai ssance aircraft. The Mar-
ines, under this arrangement, released to the single manager those strike and
reconnai ssance assets required for mission direction, while exercising control
over those aircraft needed for missions peculiar to the Marine Corps, such as
landing-zone preparation or helicopter escort, and retaining authority to launch
immediate strikes. In the event of amajor emergency, such asthe fight for Khe
Sanh, the Seventh Air Force commander woul d assume operational control over
those Marine Corps aviation units selected by the commander of the military
assistance command.*

In effect, Generals Brown and M cCutcheon had agreed that mission direc-
tion referred exclusively to the authority delegated to one commander to assign
specific aerial tasks to another in carrying out a previously assignhed basic
mission. In other words, said McCutcheon, COMUSMACYV [Commander,
U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam] assigned CG 11l MAF a basic
mission to conduct offensive air support and COMUSMACYV delegated to his
Deputy for Air theauthority totask CG |11 MAF for specific missionsonadaily
and weekly basis. The directive thus limited mission direction to the assign-
ment of tasks, one of the four elements of operational control, and excluded the
other three— composition of subordinateforces, designation of objectives, and
the issuance of directives to accomplish the mission.*

125



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

L ooking back ontheevolution of the control mechanismfor tactical combat
aviation in South Vietnam, General M cCutcheon acknowledged, Thereisno
doubt about whether single management was an overall improvement asfar as
MACYV asawholewas concerned. Itwas. Someform of centralization wases-
sential, heconceded, for therewasno denyingthat, whenthree Army divisions
were assigned to | Corps, ahigher degree of coordination and cooperation was
necessary. Throughtrial and error, eval uation and adjustment, and concessions
by the commanders involved, a form of unified control emerged that, in Mc-
Cutcheon’ sopinion, satisfied the needs of the Army and Air Force while being
acceptable to the Marine Corps.*

Even General Cushman, who had fought the appointment of asingle mana-
ger, eventually took amore benign view of the arrangement, at leastintheform
agreed on by Generals Brown and M cCutcheon. Although still convinced that
the system adopted in 1968 had gonetoo far, giving an Air Force officer auth-
ority over Marine Corpsaviation that closely approximated operational control,
theformer commander of 111 Marine AmphibiousForce now acknowledged that
centralization had not brought disaster. Because of somerevisionsin the sys-
tem, unified management gavethe Army, | would say, better and more res-
ponsive air support than they had and didn’t hurt the Marines.

General Cushman further indicated that hecould truthfully say no Marine
wasever killed for lack of air support. He again maintained that modifications
to the original single manager procedures led to success. Thanksto the weekly
allocation of preplanned sorties and theincreasing freedomto retain aircraft for
immediate strikes, westill had Marineaircraft supporting Marineforces, and
asaresult itcameoutall rightintheend. He considered unified management
potentially dangerous, however, both to the future of the Corps and to itsim-
mediatetactical effectiveness. Hethereforewarned that, in view of what he con-
sidered a narrow escape from operational control by the Air Force, Marines
should continue to oppose the basic philosophy of centralized direction.*

The single manager issue subsided with the passage of time, not because
Air Force and Marine Corps doctrine had somehow merged but for other rea-
sons. New commanders— Generals Abrams, Brown, and M cCutcheon — had
taken over, and the intensity of the fighting eased. There were no Khe Sanhsin
1969 or 1970 — nor aTet offensive— to raise the threat of massivelosses and
sharpen doctrinal differences among the leaders concerning the control of tac-
tical aviation.

In addition, an American withdrawal had begun in earnest. During hislast
year in office, President Johnson had outlined a strategy that looked to eventual
reductionsin American strength, fewer American casualties, and greater South
Vietnamese participation in the fighting. The timing and degree of disengage-
ment, aswell asthe means of enlarging South Vietnam’ s combat role, now be-
came the principal concerns of President Nixon, who launched his administra-
tion by attempting to formulate his own policy for Southeast Asia.
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Chapter Eight

Secret Bombing and Troop Withdrawals

After taking office in January 1969, President Nixon began setting up a
moreformal arrangement for determining national security policy. By rejecting
President Johnson's less rigid approach — which included a weekly luncheon
with selected military and civilian policy makers— Nixon sounded theknell for
a number of ad hoc coordinating or planning groups, among them the White
House intelligence function presided over by General Ginsburgh at the time of
the Tet offensive and the siege of Khe Sanh.*

He had scarcely begun hisrevision of the policy-making machinery, when
he encountered a problem requiring a degree of secrecy that led him to circum-
vent the channels of authority he was creating. What should he do about Cam-
bodia, its supply lines and bases? One day after his inauguration, President
Nixon asked General Wheeler for a study on the feasibility and utility of
guarantining Cambodiaagainst thereceipt of suppliesand equipmentfor . . . the
North Vietnamese forces operating in and from Cambodia against South Viet-
nam. 2 The Joint Chiefs of Staff, however, showed scant enthusiasm for a
blockade of this sort, envisioned by the President as mainly a naval venture.
They recommended instead an attempt to persuade Prince Sihanouk to allow air
and ground attacks against bases and supply routes in sparsely inhabited parts
of Cambodia. These actions, in conjunction with continued strikes against the
logistics complex in southern Laos, seemed likely to achieve the purposes of a
quarantine, though a supplementary naval blockade might prove necessary.?

Soon after he had submitted his contribution to the Chiefs’ proposal, Gen-
eral Abrams offered an idea that was less ambitious in scope, but nevertheless
fired the imagination of the President. Abrams advocated B—52 strikes against
the Central Office for South Vietnam, a communist headquarters believed |o-
cated in the Fishhook region of Cambodia, which directed enemy activity in
South Vietnam. Nixon ordered the suggestion veiled in secrecy and asked
Abrams for further details. The President feared that civilian casualties would
result from such an attack, but Abrams assured him that few, if any, Cam-
bodians had access to this most sensitive installation or to the nearby bivouac
areas and supply dumps.*
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The suggestion to bomb targets in Cambodia remained in limbo until late
February, when enemy gunnersfired several rocketsinto Saigon— aviolation
of oneof those understandings that had accompanied the bombing halt — and
hit other targets, mostly military bases, throughout Vietnam. President Nixon,
then meeting with government | eadersin western Europe, apparently interpreted
the widespread shelling, though light in comparison to the previous year’s Tet
attacks, asadeliberate North Vietnamese challengeto test his own courage and
the nation’ scommitment to the struggle. He therefore approved the bombing of
bases and headquartersinstallationsin Cambodia, only to cancel the operation
almost immediately, when doubt surfaced about the wisdom of extending the
war westward. The President choseto delay the bombing until he could consult
his most trusted advisers and allay concerns that the bombing of Cambodia
might ignite public demonstrations that could disrupt his European tour.®

Whatever the political impact, purely military reasons justified prompt
retaliation for the shelling of urban targets in South Vietnam, or so Abrams
argued. In launching these latest attacks, he insisted, the enemy had again
demonstrated his complete reliance on the exploitation of base areasin Cam-
bodia and Laos from which he supports and projects his military actions. In
other words, the rockets that exploded in Saigon and the gunners who fired
them had morethan likely passed through eastern Cambodia. Asacounterblow,
Abrams proposed limited air attacks on North Vietnam, as well as thrusts
against the supply net in southern Laos and the Cambodian bases, a far more
ambitious plan than his earlier call for B-52 strikes on the enemy headquarters
in Cambodia.®

The President’s decision to seek advice imposed a delay that, in effect,
overruled both hisoriginal decision to bomb the Central Office for South Viet-
nam and also the expanded plan offered by Abrams. General Wheeler pointed
out that the retaliation had to be prompt or the link between provocation and
reaction would disappear. By early March, the North Vietnamese might not
interpret U.S. bombingsor ground attacks as punishment for an attack sometwo
weeksearlier. Wheeler theref orerecommended that the United Statesignorethe
February incident and instead respond promptly to the next attack on a major
South Vietnamese city.’

Moreover, one form of retaliation advocated by General Abrams had been
ruled out in advance by Nixon’'s civilian advisers. As long as their counsel
prevailed, there would be no air strikes against the North, however attractive
such measures might be from a purely military standpoint. No onein the ad-
ministration, said Dr. Henry Kissinger, the President’s Special Assistant for
National Security Affairs, could anticipate aresumption of the bombing of the
Northwith anything but distaste. . .. Noneof ushad the stomach for the domes-
tic outburst we knew the renewed bombing would provoke— evenif it werethe
direct result of North Vietnamese betrayal of the understandingsthat had led to
the bombing halt. With punitive bombing of North Vietnam ruled out because
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of itslikely impact on American public opinion and an invasion of Laos avio-
lation of longstanding policy, Nixonand hiskey counsel orsfixed their attention
on the Cambodian bases.®

Besides avoiding the public uproar that the renewed bombing of the North
seemed sure to provoke, raids on the Cambodian installations afforded unique
military and diplomatic advantages. The strikes, according to General Abrams,
would hit the very bases that enabl ed the enemy to wage war in South Vietnam,
thus restricting hostile activity and reducing American casuaties. Resolute
action in Cambodia, moreover, would offer proof of American firmness that
might pay dividends at the negotiating table in Paris.’

Nor wasthebombing at all certain to harm theimproving relations between
the United States and Cambodia. Prince Sihanouk, after all, seemed to have
been hinting, since the Bowles mission of January 1968, that he would not
object to the bombing of North Viethamese basesin his country, provided that
Cambodian citizenswere not endangered and the aerial attackswere carried out
in secrecy.®®

For almost three weeks the President waited, reviewing arguments for and
against the bombing of Cambodia. Secretary of State William P. Rogersreport-
edly opposed the attacks because he feared a possibly adverse impact on the
Paris talks. Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird favored the raids but doubted
that they could be conducted in secrecy. Dr. Kissinger believed the strikes
would be worthwhile even though North Vietnam might react by increasing the
tempo of thewar in the South, the Soviet Union or Cambodia might object, and
a segment of the American public might protest the action. After receiving
reports that on March 14 hostile rockets had again exploded in Saigon, the
President launched Operation Menu, the bombing of the Cambodian bases. The
first mission, nicknamed Operation Breakfast, took place on March 18, when
fifty-nine of sixty scheduled B—52s hit targets near the Fishhook, touching off
more than seventy secondary explosions visible high in the night sky.™

Strict secrecy concealed every aspect of the Menu bombing. Concerned
about possible domestic opposition as well as diplomatic complications over-
seas, the President confided in only a few advisers, and not all of them knew
every detall of the operation. By summer, fivemembersof Congress— Senators
John Stennis and Richard Russell and Representatives Mendel Rivers, Gerald
Ford, and Leslie Arends— had received information about the raids. All held
important positions. Arends and Ford were |eaders of the Republican minority;
the other threewere Democratic membersof committeesdealing withthearmed
services or government appropriations. A few other members of these commit-
tees learned of the attacks from Secretary Laird.”

Throughout the Menu raids, the procedures for requesting, approving, re-
porting, and assessing strikesremained shrouded in secrecy. Whenfeasible, en-
coded messages travel ed over secure means of transmission, so that only those
personsdirectly involved in the operation and fully aware of its sensitive status
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received information on the attacks. If the use of routine messagetraffic proved
unavoidable, the true nature and location of the target was conceal ed.

The first Breakfast mission, carried out by 59 of some 3,800 B-52 sorties
flown during the M enu campaign, began like all subsequent attackswithtwore-
guestsfrom General Abrams. One request, traveling through normal commun-
ications channels, proposed an attack on atarget in South Vietnam located near
the Cambodian border. After the usual review, this mission was approved and
given atime over target and an identifying title. Meanwhile, Abramswas using
aspecia communicationslink to call for araid inside Cambodia. After review
by Admiral McCain, the Menu request went to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who
gave their approval only after reviewing the accompanying evidence that no
Cambodian noncombatantslived near thetarget. They then referred the request
to Secretary Laird, who might consult President Nixon if the timing or location
of the attack seemed especially sensitive.

After receiving the Defense Secretary’ s approval, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
alerted Gen. BruceK. Holloway, Commander in Chief, Strategic Air Command,
who used secure communications circuitsto contact Lt. Gen. Alvan C. Gillem,
I, commander of the 3d Air Division on Guam. General Gillem planned and
launched the strike, preserving secrecy by concealing it with the mission iden-
tifier and time already assigned the nearby target in South Vietnam. Gillem's
planners plotted a course that would bring the bombers near the cover target,
which became an alternate that could be struck in case of bad weather or equip-
ment failure, but led to the real one across the border.

M enu missionstook placeat night, with Combat Skyspot radar directingthe
rel ease of bombsand surveillanceradar monitoringtheflight. Therefore, specia
precautionswere necessary to prevent membersof aircrewsor radar teamsfrom
compromising asecret operation. The 3d Air Division (soon to be redesignated
Eighth Air Force) briefed the bomber crews as though the attack would occur
in South Vietnam. Only the pilot and navigator knew for certain that their plane
had crossed the border into Cambodia, and they were trusted to keep silent.

Radar operators on the ground, whether they gave the signal to release the
bombs or kept watch over flights near the border, knew that the targetslay in-
side Cambodia. As aresult, arepresentative from the Strategic Air Command
advance echelon visited the Skyspot radar site directing the mission and gave
the operator the information necessary to bomb the Menu target. Similarly, an
officer from Seventh Air Force headquarters went to the ground control inter-
cept radar site that would track the mission and warned the technicians not to
alert the bombers as the planes neared the border, the usual practice to prevent
violation of Cambodian airspace.

Reporting Menu activity required similar security measures. Radar surveil-
lance teams on the ground did not record the border violation, and the Combat
Skyspot strike controllersdestroyed their cal cul ations of theimpact pointinside
Cambodia, submitting instead a summary showing flight patterns the B-52s
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would have followed to hit the cover target. A routine message reported the
hours flown, fuel burned, and bombs dropped, while secure channels carried a
report of the actual strike, including an initial assessment of damage done,
usually intheform of atally of secondary explosions. Thisdual reporting main-
tained secrecy while at the sametime providing logistics and personnel special-
ists the information they needed to replace air crews or aircraft and replenish
stocks of fuel and munitions.™

Aswastrue of most B-52 strikes against enemy base camps, regardless of
location, damage proved difficult to estimate. The presence of cloud cover, for
example, not only prevented the bomber crews from seeing secondary explo-
sions, but also might hamper the use of helicoptersto land American-led South
Vietnamese reconnaissance patrols in the area. Nevertheless, crew reports of
detonations touched off by their bombs remained a normal source of intelli-
gence, as did probes by troops, though General Abrams considered the recon-
nai ssance teams more valuable in determining that no Cambodians lived near
the target than in evaluating strike results. Ordinary post-strike photographic
reconnai ssance by RF—4Csor RF-101swasout of the question becausethefilm
passed through too many handsin the processing and interpretation, increasing
the likelihood of a leak in security. Throughout most of the Menu bombing,
high-altitude photography by U—2s seemed unnecessary, since the destruction
amid the concealing jungle did not show up well on the high-resolution film.
The most reliable sources of information were pictures and visual sightings by
crews of Air Force observation planes dispatched over Cambodia by General
Abrams’ Studiesand Observations Group. Thelow-flying airmen brought back
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an estimated 70 percent of the M enu bomb damage assessment, reporting move-
ment by troops or vehicles, abandoned or collapsed bunkers, and the condition
of roads or trails.**

By the end of April 1969, President Nixon told General Wheeler of his

great satisfaction with the early Menu strikes against targets near the Fish-
hook and in the region where the territories of Laos, South Vietnam, and Cam-
bodia converge.” The attacks did not, however, deter aNorth Vietnamese and
Viet Cong offensivein May, near theanniversary of the 1968 mini-Tet uprising,
which it resembled in its lack of intensity. Nonetheless, General Abrams re-
mained pleased with what the strikes in Cambodia had accomplished. Besides
relieving pressure on Special Forcescampslocated in South Vietnam’ swestern
highlands, the raids seemed to have forced the enemy to invest time and man-
power in dispersing supplies and constructing blast-resistant storage bunkers.™®

Just oneweek after thefirst Menu attack, Jack Walsh of United Press I nter-
national reported that General Abrams was seeking permission to bomb the
enemy sanctuariesin Cambodia.*” Surprisingly, thisimportant story languished
for more than a month until William Beecher of the e o0 e reported
that raidson Viet Cong and North Vietnamese supply dumps and base camps
inCambodia hadbegun inrecentweeks. *® Although President Nixon became
concerned over these two stories and the threat they posed to the secrecy sur-
rounding Menu activity, he insisted that the attacks continue.*

Actually, Nixon need not have worried. Possibly put off the track by the
lack of reaction from military leaders and civilian authorities, the press failed
to pursue the matter. Asit turned out, more than four years elapsed from the
first Menu bombing in 1969 until Maj. Hal Knight, aformer Air Force officer,
told the Senate Armed Services Committee in 1973 that, while serving at a
Combat Skyspot radar site, he had destroyed recordsof strikesin Cambodiaand
substituted reports of attacks on cover targets in South Vietnam.?

Nixon insisted upon secrecy to avoid the kind of crisisthat would certainly
havearisenif Prince Sihanouk had felt compelled to acknowledge the bombing.
Had the Cambodian ruler publicly endorsed Menu, North Vietnam might have
decided to punish him by extending its control deep into the kingdom; had he
demanded that the raids stop, the gradual accommodation between the United
States and Cambodia would have been destroyed, to the benefit of the North
Vietnamese. Aslong assecrecy prevailed, the Prince could maintain the appear-
ance of neutrality, the North Vietnamese need not extend their control deeper
into thekingdom, and the United States could continue an apparently successful
aerial campaign that endangered few noncombatants. For those officials who
had approved the M enu bombing, the most surprising aspect of theentire opera-
tion was North Vietnam’s silence concerning the attacks. Hanoi did not de-
nounce theraids for propaganda purposes and, according to Kissinger, did not
raise the matter during formal or secret truce negotiations. Apparently the
enemy preferred Cambodia snominal neutrality to acknowledging the presence
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of North Vietnamese troops in that country and possibly risking a deeper
military involvement there.#

In terms of American relations with Cambodia, secrecy paid dividends.
Prince Sihanouk could dismisstheoccasional pressreport by denying that Cam-
bodian livesor property were being endangered by Americanair strikes. Hewas
able, therefore, to renew formal contact with the United States declaring that he
was responding to American expressions of respect for Cambodian indepen-
dence, sovereignty, neutrality, and territorial integrity. To celebrate the res-
toration of diplomatic ties, which occurred on July 2, 1969, with the arrival in
Phnom Penh of an American charge’ d’ affaires, Senator Mike Mansfield visited
the Cambodian capital in August. Sihanouk used the occasion to pay tribute to
Mansfield and his colleagues who, according to the Prince, had resisted the
temptation to use force and thus helped restore friendship between the two na-
tions. Therapprochement begun with the Bowlesvisit had progressed smoothly
despite the bombing.*

The Menu bombing continued for fourteen months, as B-52s flew 3,875
sorties against six base areas, each of which bore a code name appropriate to a
menu. Once again, strategic bombers designed for intercontinental nuclear retal-
iation served as aeria artillery, harassing an unseen enemy and impeding his
movement. More than 100,000 tons of bombs fell on the six targets— Lunch
inthetri-border region; Snack, Dessert, Dinner, and Breakfast in and around the
Fishhook; and Supper, about a third of the way from the Fishhook to the tri-
border bases. From thefirst mission in March 1969 until the last in May 1970,
Air Forcestatistical summariesrecorded all Menu strikesasbeing flown against
targets in South Vietnam. During this period, roughly one in five of the B-52
sorties listed for the South actually hit atarget in Cambodia. The raids ended
with the invasion of the border sanctuariesin the spring of 1970, an offensive
directed against some of the same bases that the B—52s had been bombing.

Cambodia, however, represented just one aspect of the Nixon administra-
tion’ s attempt to shape a plan for extricating the United States from an unpop-
ular war. Indeed, President Nixon had benefitted during the Presidential cam-
paign from the belief he had a secret plan to end the war. For Kissinger, the
ideal method of liquidating the conflict would have been to sever the negotia-
ting tangle by proposing that communi st and noncommuni st compete peacefully
through free electionsfor control of South Vietnam. If the enemy should reject
suchanoffer, the United Stateswould intensify thewar, mining North Vietnam-
ese ports and bombing rail lines to cut off the flow of war materials into the
country and forcethe Hanoi regimeto enter negotiations. Thisideal solutiondid
not seem feasible, however, for Kissinger acknowledged that public opinion
was likely to balk at such drastic actions.?*

The apparent willingness to rule out bombing of North Vietnam troubled
the Air Staff, who feared that the new administration had committed itself to
negoti ating asettlement, considering resumption of theair war against theNorth
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asaform of escalation rather than ameans of retaliation. The staff believed that
renewed bombing might prove necessary if the enemy should break off the Paris
talks or intensify the war in the South. Nor did these Air Force officers share
Kissinger’sbelief that the public had grown weary of the war; from an isolated
view in the Pentagon, it appeared that the American people would continue to
support the present level of fighting. Only the defeat of the Viet Cong, surely
not a contested election, could justify to the public the expenditure thus far of
$100 billion and the loss of 30,000 American lives.”

After examining courses of action during the transitional period between
electionandinauguration, Kissinger, beforelaunchingthe Nixonadministration
onto Southeast Asia sturbulent currents, asked the agencies waging the war to
answer specific questions on the progress made thus far, the problems re-
maining, and the reliability of the information upon which the judgments were
made. Not only did the estimates of success vary from one reporting agency to
another, the replies did not agree on such basic data as enemy strength in the
south, infiltration routesfrom North Vietnam, and theimportance of Cambodia
in Hanoi’splans.® Theanswersmadeclear, wroteKissinger in hismemoirs,

that there was no consensus as to facts, much less as to policy.

Nothing in Kissinger’s survey changed President Nixon’s plan to reduce
American participation in combat and negotiate a settlement of the war. With
the secret bombing in Cambodiaserving asashield, Nixon hoped to begin with-
drawing U.S. forces. Idedlly, the rate of reduction would depend on increases
in South Vietnamese military might and progressin the Paristalks. The policy
of replacing U.S. troopswith South Vietnamese had been foreshadowed in Pres-
ident Johnson’ s address announcing the April 1968 bombing restrictions, and
his administration had begun improving South Vietnam’' s armed forces. Presi-
dent Thieu, whosemilitary establishment had acquired more men and improved
equipment since the Johnson speech, now agreed that alarge number of Ameri-
cans could depart during 1969 without jeopardizing South Vietnam’ s survival.
Thewithdrawal of perhaps 50,000 men, the Nixon administration hoped, would
for a time silence domestic criticism without affecting the military balance
between North and South.?

Shortly after President Thieu indicated that American troop reductions
would be acceptableto hisgovernment, Secretary Laird visited Saigon and dis-
covered that General Abrams and his staff were basing their plansfor 1969 on
the assumption that the United States would not withdraw troops from South
Vietnam until North Vietnamese units had begun departing.” General Brown,
Abrams' deputy for air operations, adamantly opposed reductionsin American
strength, arguing that withdrawal s before June 1970 involved greater risk than
advantage. Money saved through troop withdrawalsin the near term could, he
warned, require the eventual expenditure of American blood.*

Argumentslike General Brown’sdid not convince Secretary Laird that the
United States, considering its other military commitments, could maintain a
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force of 500,000 men in South Vietnam. Even if such acourse werefeasible, it
might prove counterproductive, for the Secretary of Defense doubted that the
South Vietnamese would attempt to pacify the countryside while our own
forces constitute so pervasive a presence. As a result, Laird recommended
drafting plansto return 50,000 to 70,000 American troops from South Vietnam
during 1969.*

Designed to enhance the vital interests of our country (particularly in
recognition of our world-wide military requirements), to stimulate increased
self-defense awareness and self-reliance by the Government of South Vietnam,
and to sustain the support of the American public, * the program of with-
drawing U.S. troops and turning the war over to the South Vietnamese at first
borethelabel de-Americanization. Secretary Laird, however, objected to the
term because it emphasized the American departure without reflecting the in-
creasing importance of better trained and more formidably equipped South
Vietnamese combat forces. Hethereforeproposed Vietnamization, ascarcely
less awkward term, which promptly received Presidential approval .*

Faced with three alternatives— escalation of the war, abandonment of
South Vietnam, and Vietnamization — the Nixon administration had selected
the one that seemed likely to achieve an independent South Vietnam without
further alienating public opinion at home. Such a course entailed certain risks,
however. Withdrawal of U.S. troops, Kissinger warned the President, could
become like salted peanuts to the American public: the more U.S. troops come
home, themorewill bedemanded. Besides preventing theadministrationfrom
linking withdrawals to progress in negotiations at Paris and communist
inactivity in South Vietnam, snowballing departures might encourage Hanoi to
take advantage of the headlong retreat by attacking and possibly embarrassing
the United States.®

Because of the attendant dangers, U.S. military leaders sought assurance
that Nixon would not allow the withdrawals to become unmanageable. Air
Force General McConnell, serving as acting Chairman, Joint Chiefsof Staff, in
General Wheeler’ s absence, proposed three conditions essential to successful
Vietnamization. He told the National Security Council that the reductions
should not place the remaining American forces at a tactical disadvantage,
should not result in abandonment of equipment the South Vietnamese could not
use, and should not be completed until South Vietnameseunitswere abletotake
over their nation’s defense.®

The decision made on the basis of views expressed at the Security Council
meeting reflected General McConnell’s concerns. Although Nixon did not
repeat McConnell’ sthree points, they apparently influenced him ashe declared
that U.S. forces would not reduce pressure on the enemy except as a con-
sequence of aNorth Vietnamese withdrawal. The departure of U.S. forces and
transfer of responsibility tothe South Vietnamesewould, moreover, becarefully
controlled to avoid pulling out completely before Hanoi’ stroops had done s0.%
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Kissinger then issued a directive that set in motion planning for the first
reduction in U.S. strength since 1963, during the advisory years, and for a cor-
responding transfer to the South Vietnamese of responsibility for combat opera-
tions. A large contingent was to depart on July 1, 1969, arming and training
South Vietnam’ sforceswould receivethe highest national priority withinthe
Nixon administration, and the United States might revert to a purely advisory
and support role as early as December 31, 1970.¥

For the Air Force, theinitial withdrawalswould involve four Air National
Guard squadrons maobilized after the capture of the Pueblo and sent to South
Vietnam in response to the Tet offensive, but now due for release from active
service. The replacement of these units had come under discussion even before
Kissinger formally launched the planning for Vietnamization. Asearly as Feb-
ruary 1969, the Air Staff had concluded that some reduction of Air Force
strength in Southeast Asiawas all but inevitable in the near future and formed
a study group to address the subject.

The panel suggested the Air Force choose among four courses of action.
One possihility was to retain in the United States the four F—4 squadrons that
were scheduled to replacethedeparting Air National Guard F—100Cswhenthey
reverted to inactive service. Two other possibilities involved replacing the
National Guard units and either canceling plansto substitute four squadrons of
A-37s for two F-100D units that would leave South Vietnam in the spring of
1970 or simply withdrawing three F—105 sgquadrons from Thailand. Under a
fourth option, B—52 sorties might decline from 1,800 to 1,440 per month; the
F-4sand A—37swould deploy and the F=105sremainin place, enabling tactical
fighters to take up the slack left by the scaling back of B—52 operations.

Generals Brown at Seventh Air Force headquarters and Nazzaro at Pacific
Air Forces opposed any reduction of fighter strength in Southeast Asia. They
insisted they needed all the scheduled replacements, both F-4s and A-37s, to
maintain pressure on the enemy in South Vietnam and Laos while retaining the
ability to resume the bombing of North Vietnam, if necessary. Brown rejected
claims by Dr. Ivan Selin, acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for Systems
Analysis, that only 20 percent of all tactical sortiesin South Vietham — for the
most part close air support and battlefield interdiction — benefitted troopsin
contact with the enemy. Dr. Selin, Brown declared, failed to see the true contri-
bution of tactical aviation, for even strikesin southern Laoshel ped the manwith
the rifle by delaying or destroying supplies destined for the battlefield.*®

General Brown had little patience with the attempts of Dr. Selin and his
Department of Defense colleagues to measure the impact of tactical air power
solely in terms of strikes upon hostile forces actually exchanging fire with
Americansor South Vietnamese. General Abrams, Brown pointed out, used air
attacks as a kind of reconnaissance by fire. Troops advanced until they located
a confirmed or suspected defensive strongpoint then called for air strikes to
flush the enemy from cover. In some cases, the North Vietnamese or Viet Cong
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The Cessna A—37 was a greatly modified model of the T-37 basic trainer,
with a strengthened fuselage and wings, hard points under the wings,
refueling capability, and an internal gun mounted in the nose.

were not present or fled immediately, so that the advancing unit did not make
actual contact with the enemy, and the air attack did not meet Dr. Selin’s
standard, even though it may have kept the advance moving and saved lives by
preventing afirefight from erupting.®

Infact, Nixon’scommitment to troop withdrawals, rather than Selin’ sanal-
ysis, was becoming the principal determinant in establishing American aerial
strength in South Vietnam. Conversationswith Secretary Laird and his deputy,
David Packard, convinced General McConnell that the Seventh Air Forcewould
lose two of twenty-three Vietnam-based tactical fighter squadrons. Faced with
the inevitable loss, the Air Force Chief of Staff formally proposed to the Joint
Chiefsof Staff that just two F—4 squadronsreplace thefour Air National Guard
units scheduled to return to the United States.

Of the Air Forcecommanderswho commented on the M cConnell proposal,
only General Momyer, now in charge of the Tactical Air Command, favored it.
He based his support on two assumptions: that the ban on the bombing of North
Vietnam would remain in effect; and that combat in the South would continue
to be relatively light, at least through the rainy season beginning in May.
Neither Generals Brown nor Nazzaro, however, retreated from their belief that
no squadrons could be spared, and Brown argued that the number of tactical air
strikes would actually have to increase during the rainy season because of the
effect of cloud cover on bombing accuracy.

General Abrams shared the views of Brown and Nazzaro. When apprised
of the McConnell proposal, the Army officer declared that regardless how we
phrase it, the net result . ..would be the unilateral reduction. .. of those all-
important U.S. capabilities on which our aliesrely heavily and which give me
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Departing troops board a commercial airliner at Da Nang.

the means and flexibility to deal with a constantly shifting threat. Nor did
Abramsbelieveintrading forceimprovement — theacquisition of two squad-
rons of newer and deadlier aircraft—for force reduction — the loss of the
four F—100C squadrons. There are battlefield situations, hewarned, which
make the availability of tactical aircraft relatively more important than the
capability of the individual aircraft employed. *

Although Admiral McCain endorsed the arguments offered by Genera
Abrams, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff agreed that four, rather than two, squad-
rons of F—4s should replace the four squadrons of F—100Cs, Secretary Laird
inclined toward a two-squadron reduction, possibly in Thailand rather than
South Vietnam. Any suggestion to reducethe number of Thailand-based tactical
fighters alarmed Abrams, who pointed out that war planes based there could
concentrate on targets in southern Laos, where the greater weight of the aeria
effort was shifting, and still be able to help deal with any tactical emergency
that might arise in South Vietham. Having heard from the commanders in-
volved, the Joint Chiefsof Staff reminded Laird that they considered areduction
in fighter strength militarily unwise, adding however that if the Secretary of
Defense insisted on such an action for other than purely military reasons, the
reductions should take place in South Vietnam.*

Whilethe question of tactical fighter reduction was debated, planning went
ahead for thewithdrawal from South Vietnam of 25,000 troops— some 15,000
soldiers, amost 8,500 Marines, and the rest sailors. No airmen would leave
South Vietnam as part of this group. During a meeting with President Nixon at
Midway Island early in June, President Thieu endorsed the policy of Vietnam-
ization, agreeing that South Vietnamese forces could take over from departing
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American combat units. Nixon then announced the 25,000-man withdrawal,
which was completed as scheduled by the end of August.®®

The net loss of two Air Forcetactical fighter squadrons became a part of a
second withdrawal, intheworkssincelate March, when Abramsfirst addressed
the question of returning another 25,000-man contingent. During President
Nixon' svisit to Saigon latein July, Abrams advised against withdrawing more
than 25,000 men in this group, the second that would depart during 1969. The
President, however, was coming under pressure to increase that number. As
Kissinger later acknowledged, the return of some men tended to demoralizethe
familiesof thosewho remained, and onereduction increased the desirefor other
larger ones, proof of his salted peanuts analogy. When Nixon returned to the
United Statesfrom Saigon, herejected the ceiling recommended by Abramsand
told Laird to increase the second contingent to 37,000, thus bringing theyear’s
total to 62,000.*

Like General Abrams, the Joint Chiefs of Staff insisted that no more than
50,000 men be withdrawn during 1969 — the 25,000 who had departed that
summer and an equal number that would leave by the end of December. The
President, however, ignored this advice, as he had the views of Abrams, for he
was determined that the second reduction would be greater than the first. The
number finally decided on for group number two was 40,500 — 31,000 actually
withdrawn and 9,500 vacancies |eft unfilled, reducing authorized strength to
484,000. Although the Joint Chiefs of Staff warned that so bold amove, atotal
reduction of 65,500 during 1969, was clearly without justification on military
groundsand beyond thethreshold of prudent risk, Nixon persisted, and thelast
elements of the second contingent departed in mid-December.*®

The Air Force share of the reduction was 2,541 officers and men, about 5
percent of thetotal, divided among five squadrons either withdrawn from South
Vietnam or not sent there as originally scheduled. The major units selected for
departure under the approved plan were two specia operations squadrons and
alight bomber or tactical fighter unit. As anticipated, two squadrons of F4Es,
formerly designated as replacements for two of the four Air National Guard
F-100C squadronsalready recalled from Vietnam, did not join General Brown's
Seventh Air Force.* The absence of the Phantoms would, according to Brown,

resultin asmall decreasein our sortie capability, an acceptableimpact given
the decline in ground combat within the country.*

During the final planning for this reduction of men and aircraft within
South Vietnam, a new economy drive heralded further cutsin aerial strength,
the full impact of which would not befelt until 1970, and limitations on sorties
by the forces that remained. Facing a growing budget deficit, President Nixon
inthesummer of 1969 directed the various departmentsand agenciesof govern-
ment to collaborate in reducing federal spending by an additional $3.5 billion
during thefiscal year that would begin on July 1, 1969. The share projected for
the Department of Defense amounted to $3 billion, areduction of $1 billion by
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each of the three services. This action, called Project 703, would affect Air
Force units throughout the world, including those fighting in Southeast Asia.®®

Ashe searched for savings, General Brown hoped to concentrate the reduc-
tions in three kinds of missions; psychological warfare, defoliation, and the
admittedly important area of reconnaissance. He maintained that air power
could do infinitely more harm to the enemy by dropping high explosives than
by scattering leaflets or spraying herbicide, and he had become convinced that
sensor-laden gunships, aerial cameras, communications monitoring, and visual
sightings by forward air controllersand other pilotsgavehim morereconnais-
sance that we really needed. His experience in command of the Seventh Air
Force had persuaded him that the fighter-bomber and the transport comprised
the essential tools of tactical air power in South Vietnam.*

In the reductions, consolidations, and redesignationsthat he recommended
during thelatter half of 1969, Brown tried with some successto put theseviews
into practice. The second redeployment, completed on December 15, included
the 5th Special Operations Squadron, apsychological warfare unit, which used
its C—47s and U-10 Helio Couriers to support Thai, South Vietnamese, and
South Koreanair forcesin Southeast Asia. The4th Special Operations Squadron
also becameinactive, after turning most of its AC—47 gunshipsover to Lao and
South Vietnamese airmen. To compensatefor theloss, General Brown received
asquadron of AC-119Ks— themodel with auxiliary jet engines— that arrived
in South Vietnam by year’s end. The 6th Special Operations Squadron passed
from the scene, transferring its A—1 Skyraiders to an Air Force wing based at
Nakhon Phanom, Thailand. In addition, General Brown accomplished another
of hisgoals, at least in part, by shifting a dozen UC-123s from spraying herbi-
cideto carrying troops and cargo, a mission that he considered more useful.

Themanipulation of fighter and bomber resourcesverged onthe Byzantine.
The 5th Tactical Bomber Squadron dispatched its Martin B-57s to the United
States, took over the A—37s assigned to an attack unit scheduled for movement
to South Vietnam, and became the 5th Attack Squadron. Similar legerdemain
converted the 90th Tactical Fighter Squadron into the 90th Attack Squadron,
also flying A-37s, though its F-100Ds were redistributed in South Vietnam
instead of being returned to the United States, as the bombers had been. The
510th Tactical Fighter Squadron was inactivated and its aircraft, too, were
divided among the F—100D units remaining in the country.

During 1969, therefore, the Seventh Air Forcelost four Air National Guard
units, receiving two squadrons of F4Esintheir place, and also surrendered one
B-57 squadron with its aircraft and two F-100D units (though retaining the
fighter-bombers), whilein effect gaining two A—37 squadrons. A psychological
warfare squadron disbanded, as did a second special operations unit that had
flown Dougl as Skyraiders. One gunship squadron replaced another. The number
of airmen actually serving in South Vietnam had declined as projected in the
reduction plan, with the 2,500-man cut compl eted at about the end of the year.™
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In General Brown’ skey categories of fighter-bomber (or attack) and trans-
port, Air Force strength in South Vietnam now totaled 65 A—37s in the two
newly designated attack units and one special operations squadron; 123 F-4s
divided among eight squadrons, including two F—4E units; 187 F-100Dsin ten
squadrons; 67 C—123 transports, including those recently converted from herbi-
cide spraying; 64 C-130s; and 81 C—7s. Other aircraft not in Brown’ senumera-
tion of critical typesincluded 91 O-1s, 231 O—2s— the most numerous type of
aircraft in South Vietnam at thistime— and 83 OV—-10s. During 1969, adjust-
ments resulting from losses, overhaul, replacement, and withdrawal had in-
creased the number of A—37s by 47 and F—4s by 24 but eliminated 66 F—100s.
Thefleet of C-130sdeclined by 17, while C—7sincreased by one, and the total
of cargo-carrying C—123sgrew by virtue of the 12 planes converted from herbi-
cide duty. In the observation category, Seventh Air Force ended the year with
56 fewer O—L1s, but 120 additional O—2sand 70 more OV-10s. The grand total
of the principal kindsof attack planesand fighter-bombers— A—37s, F4s, and
F-100Ds— did not decline, for the number of smaller, less versatile A—37s
tripled, offsetting a 26-percent reduction in F=100s. In spite of the departure of
2,500 officers and airmen, the aggregate number of Air Force planes based in
South Vietnam actually increased by about 40 during the course of the year.*

Not all the changes during 1969 involved flying units. The 555th Civil
Engineer Squadron was deactivated at Cam Ranh Bay and its equipment redis-
tributed throughout the country. Also, the security police reserve at Phan Rang,
established as a result of the 1968 Tet offensive, began declining in strength.
The Air Force reduced that contingent by about 150 personsin December, the
first step toward inactivation, which took place early in 1971.%

Presidential concern over thewar’ simpact on the federal budget antedated
Project 703 and the cost reductions it foreshadowed; indeed, President Nixon
had inherited the problem from his predecessor. Even before President Johnson
left the White House, areduction seemed likely in the number of combat sorties
flown in South Vietnam. This prospect did not dismay General Brown, who
guestioned the value of leaflet dropping and other missions and was convinced
that thereismore air support of all types being provided U.S. forcesin South
Vietnam thanisneeded. He acknowledged, however, that such aview, which
implicitly questioned the effectiveness of B-52 attacks, would seem heretical
to Abrams, who was determined that the sorties by these bombers remain at
1,800 per month, the level established at the time of Tet and Khe Sanh.*

Even though the Tet battles had ended long ago and the encirclement of
K he Sanh been broken, Abrams continued throughout 1968 to echo Westmore-
land’ s enthusiasm for the B-52s, declaring that what he described as central-
ized control over the bombers provided the assistance command with the
punching power of several ground divisions, giving itscommander a means
of influencing the battle without a constant shift of troop units. > Far from
accepting the possibility of fewer B-52 sorties, he stated he could use even

141



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

The Cessna O-2 had two engines and hardpoints under the wings.

more, though hewould settlefor continuation of the existing rate until therewas
some major change in the tactical situation which warrantsiits reduction.

The Strategic Air Command could not share Abram’ s enthusiasm, particu-
larly in the absence of solid proof that the B—52s were hurting the enemy. The
command lacked the bombers, crews, and maintenance men needed to fulfill its
commitment to the single integrated operations plan for nuclear war and at the
same time fly 1,800 sorties per month in Southeast Asia. Reducing the sortie
rate would prove difficult, however, for Abrams would not willingly accept
restraints upon aswift and powerful weapon unless convinced that the bombing
was not achieving worthwhile results.*® Before the Strategic Air Command
could begin marshaling arguments to challenge the military judgment of so
experienced a commander, financial considerations intervened.

The departing Johnson administration, troubled by the cost of B-52 opera-
tionsin Southeast Asia, addressed theissuein December 1968. Secretary Nitze
suggested avariable sortierate. Instead of requesting aninflexible 1,800 sorties
per month, Abrams might vary the number from 1,400 to 1,800, depending on
the tactical situation, provided that the annual total did not exceed 19,000, or a
monthly average of 1,650.%” This compromise, however, satisfied neither the
Strategic Air Command nor the military assistance command.

The Strategic Air Command staff pointed out that the Air Forcewould have
to retain in the western Pacific enough B-52s to fly the maximum of 1,800
sorties in any month. To effect worthwhile savings, planners would have to
divide the year into two segments, flying 1,400 sorties per month during the
rainy season from mid-March to mid-September, when the paceusually slowed,
and maintaining the higher rate for the rest of the year. Although dividing the
year in such a fashion could, to some extent, hamper tactical flexibility, the
policy would cut costs by reducing to 1,600 the average monthly sorties,
permitting the withdrawal of some men and bombers for half the year.*®

Whereasthe organi zation that flew the B—52 missions objected to the Nitze
proposal because it offered only the illusion of savings, Admiral McCain op-
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posed the plan because it would produce fewer than the current 1,800 monthly
sorties. Like Abrams, he argued that troops in South Vietnam could use even
more B-52 strikes, declaring that commandersthere proposed each day roughly
three times as many targets as were actually bombed.>

The Joint Chiefs of Staff endorsed the views of Abrams and McCain,
advising Secretary Laird that to reduce the B-52 sortie rate below 1,800 per
month would be militarily inadvisable. Financial pressure did not abate,
however, and after some two monthsin office, Laird realized that he could not
continue the existing rate beyond June 1969. He proposed to fix the monthly
number of B-52 sorties at 1,600 for the fiscal year ending on June 30, 1970,
even though this level of effort would cost more than had been budgeted.®

At this point, when Laird knew he had to act but had not yet done so, the
President’ s call for a$3 billion cut in Department of Defense spending, the so-
called Project 703, exerted its effect on all sortie rates, tactical fighter as well
as bomber. Facing the necessity of cutting costs by about $1 billion, the Air
Force had no choice but to propose further limitations on aerial activity in
Southeast Asia, offering to reduce monthly B-52 sorties to 1,500, 100 fewer
than Laird had proposed, and tactical sorties by 4,000 to 14,000 each month.
After reviewing the Air Force recommendation, the Joint Chiefs of Staff op-
posed such cuts at atimewhen Marine aviation squadrons and Navy shipswith
supporting gunswoul d al so bedeparting from Southeast Asia. General Wheeler,
the chairman, raised this objection with Secretary Laird and President Nixon,
but to no avail. While accepting the 14,000 tactical sorties, Laird cut the B-52
sortiesto 1,400 monthly, twicethereduction offered by the Air Force. On Octo-
ber 2, 1969, the new rateswent into effect, and the declining frequency of B-52
operations permitted areduction in the aggregate number of the bombers based
in the western Pacific— on Guam, in Thailand, and on Okinawa— from 104
in January to 88 in December.®

During the debate over B-52 sorties, the tactics used by the big bombers
underwent revision. The 3d Air Division had adopted a practice of dispatching
two cells, each of three aircraft, against most targets in Southeast Asia. By the
end of 1968, however, the bombers were attacking relatively compact targets
insouthern Laos, such asmountain passesor road junctions, wherefewer planes
could obtain adequate coverage. Asaresult, General Brown suggested dividing
the usual six-plane missions so that each cell of three B-52s could attack a
different target. The Strategic Air Command endorsed the idea, and the 3d Air
Division began dispatching six bombersto asingleinitial point, where the two
cellsseparated so that Combat Skyspot radar operatorscould direct each against
one of two nearby targets. At first these so-called tandem tactics saw service
only in southern Laos, but during April 1969 the practice was authorized for
South Vietnam, as well.%

Besidesmaking provisionfor moreeconomical coverageof relatively com-
pact targets, the 3d Air Division adjusted the relationship of aircraft within the
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cell to obtain a better bomb pattern within sprawling targets such as the base
camps attacked by the Menu strikes. Instead of following each other intrail, the
B—52swithin acell might now form an arrowhead so that the three tracks were
500 yardsapart. However, thisformation, adopted in January 1969, could never
beused wherethewider lateral separation might bring bombsdangerously close
to friendly troops.®®

Although tactics and formations changed and aerial activity declined, the
American publicfocused itsinterest during 1969 on the Nixon administration’s
withdrawal of ground troops from South Vietnam. This reduction in strength
failedto satisfy opponentsof thewar. Neither theinitial 25,000-man withdrawal
nor the subsequent decision to reduce the U.S. force by an additional 40,500
men silenced the President’ scriticsin Congress. During September, even asthe
air war was undergoing sharp reduction, Republican Senator CharlesE. Goodell
from New Y ork proposed enacting alaw that would require the removal of all
U.S. forces from South Vietnam by the end of 1970,% and Senator Mansfield
called for a cease-fire as the first step toward free electionsin the South.®® The
President rejected these recommendations, telling agroup of Marinesback from
South Vietnam that peace. .. will be due to the fact that Americans, when it
really counted, did not buckle and run away, but stood fast. ®

The halls of Congress did not provide the only forum for dissent. In mid-
October 1969, foes of the war staged rallies, prayer vigils, and processions
throughout the country. Although this so-called Moratorium Day drew crowds
varying from afew thousand in some cities to 100,000 in others, it brought no
announced change of policy, for Nixon insisted he would continue the gradual
withdrawal begun during the past summer, while working toward a negotiated
settlement of the conflict. Counterdemonstrations and declarations of support
encouraged Nixon to stand fast.®’

The President and his supporters could not still the voices of protest,
however. An estimated quarter-million persons gathered at Washington, D.C.,
during November in amobilization against the war. Senator Goodell and other
antiwar legislators addressed the throng, which offered vocal and occasionally
violent proof that the withdrawal of American forcesfrom South Vietnam was
gathering the kind of headlong momentum that Kissinger had feared.®

Against this backdrop of opposition to the war, the President had launched
B-52 attacks upon enemy bases in Cambodia, thus reducing the likelihood of
repetition of the 1968 Tet offensive asthe United Statesreduced itsown combat
forces and turned responsibility for the fighting over to the South Viethamese.
The secret bombing and the highly publicized troop withdrawals formed ele-
ments of the President’s plan, a strategy that could not succeed unless South
Vietnam became strong enough to sustainitself and help pressurethe Northinto
peace negotiations. As the withdrawal got underway, therefore, American air-
men continued to wage war in the South, while helping train and equip that
nation’s armed forces.
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The atureof theAir War, 1969

The Air Force throughout 1969 continued to devote most of its efforts
within South Vietnam to supporting the ground forces. Aviation, however, aso
carried out a number of tasks that Air Force doctrine normally catalogued as
independent of the Army’s war. These functions of air power included the
making of maps and aerial charts, which received new emphasis during the
conflict. Maps of Southeast Asia tended to become unreliable as the fighting
moved farther from the areas charted by the French, whose cartographers had
focused on regionsalong the coast, near towns, or on riversand main highways.
Toremedy thisfailing, RF4Cs photographed the poorly mapped terrain, using
signals from long-range radio aids to navigation (Loran) transmitters on the
ground to fix the exact location of checkpoints, such as a mountaintop or the
conflux of two streams. Technicians at the Aeronautical Charting and Informa-
tion Center at St. Louis, Missouri, transferred the control datato mosaics made
up of high-altitude photographs, thusrecording a series of precisereferencesto
be used in locating targets.

By mid-1971, this geographic information was being fed into a computer
at Tan Son Nhut Air Base. When asked for the location of a possible target,
operators could retrieve from the machine’'s memory the Loran coordinates of
nearby checkpointsand theninterpol atethelocationin question, atask that took
no more than forty-five minutes. Although aerial mapping remained a separate
function, doctrinally distinct from the support of ground forces, the Loran-
controlled photography had immediate benefits for airmen directing strikes to
assist troops. Specialistsat Tan Son Nhut could print an arbitrary grid on photo-
graphstaken by the L oran-equipped RF—4Cs. Forward air controllersthen used
thisgridtolocatetargets and submitted the coordinatesto Tan Son Nhut, where
the computer converted the information into Loran data for fighter-bombers
fitted out to use that navigation aid.*

Operation of the Military Airlift Command, aworldwide airline that car-
ried both passengers and cargo, proved important throughout the war in South-
east Asia. Having flown reinforcementsinto South Vietnam during the buildup
that followed the Tet offensive, the Military Airlift Command then brought

145



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

Tactical reconnaissance aircraft used in Southeast Asia, top to bottom: the
McDonnell RF101, the McDonnell Douglas RF—4, and the Grumman OV-1.

home the troops that President Nixon withdrew from the country. During the
first reduction in the summer of 1969, the command’ s Lockheed C-141s flew
morethan 15,000 men from Bien Hoato McChord Air Force Base, Washington,
by way of Hickam Air Force Base, Hawaii. The second withdrawal, ending in
mid-December, required that the command fly some 14,000 troops and thirty
tonsof cargoto avariety of basesin the United States, using chartered commer-
cial aircraft, regularly scheduled military flights, and special airlift missions.?
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The evacuation of the wounded from South Vietnam for medical treatment
elsewhere was another continuing activity of the Military Airlift Command.
Some of the planesengaged in thiseffort flew apolar route by way of Japan and
Alaskato bases on the east coast of the United States, while others crossed the
Pacific via Hawaii, and still others brought the wounded to hospitalsin Japan
or the Philippines. The number of flightsreached a peak inthe summer of 1968,
with twenty-six dispatched each week from South Vietnam or Japan to the
United States and twenty-three from South Vietnam to Japan, some of thelatter
stopping enroute at Guam or in the Philippines. Each week aspecial burnflight
left Japan, carrying patientsvia Travis Air Force Base, California, to Kelly Air
Force Base, Texas, and the burn treatment center at nearby Wilford Hall Med-
ical Center. Despite the beginning of Vietnamization and the first troop with-
drawals, the Military Airlift Command scheduled forty-eight medical evacua-
tion flights each week during 1969, though the number declined afterward to
reflect further reductions in American combat strength®

In 1969, air power’s important contributions to success on the ground in
South Vietnam included 174,000 tactical reconnaissance sorties, both aerial
photography and radio direction finding, projectsthat involved Army aviation.
Inthe case of aerial photography, the Army, dissatisfied with Air Force efforts,
had developed its own equipment and techniques. The centralization of photo
processing and interpretation at Tan Son Nhut Air Base, the Army claimed,
slowed the distribution of intelligence to combat units. As early as 1966, Gen-
eral McConnell, Air Force Chief of Staff, attempted to meet these objections by
establishing photo processing centers at other bases in South Vietnam.

This measure of decentralization helped, as did the creation of an aerial
courier service to speed the processed and annotated photographs to ground
combat units, but the fact remained that the McDonnell RF—101C, in 1969
being withdrawn from active service, and the more modern RF4C were ill-
suited to thekind of aerial photography that the Army usually wanted. Air Force
jets with their wide-angle cameras covered a vast area quickly, but ground
commanders tended to want detailed information on a hill mass or other small
objective or repeated coverage of a specific road or hamlet. Only a plane like
the Army’s Grumman OV-1 Mohawk, flying slowly at low altitude over the
target, could provide the desired information.*

General Brown, Seventh Air Force Commander, concluded that the attempt
to improve responsiveness had come too late. Although courier service and a
modicum of decentralization might have been adequate back in 1947 or 1954,
the changes had not come until the Army had acquired aircraft, equipped them
with cameras, and gotten into the business. The Air Force, he conceded, had
neglected thething for solong that Army airmen geared up to handleit them-
selves, andyou couldn’tblamethem. TheArmy’ stactical reconnai ssanceforce
may have contributed to Brown'’ s belief that the Air Force might be placing too
much emphasis on this function in the Southeast Asia conflict.’
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A Military Airlift Command C-141 receives wounded.

In radio direction finding missions, the Army and Air Force cooperated
smoothly as they tried to locate radio transmitters broadcasting from North
Vietnameseor Viet Congfield headquarters. A coordinating committeeat assis-
tance command headquarters parceled out requests among the various squad-
rons, but aircraft characteristics, rather than jointly agreed policy, determined
who would fly where. Only the Air Force SC—47Ds, almost sixty in number,
had the endurance for long patrols over Laos, western South Vietnam, or the
coastal waters off North Vietnam’ s panhandle. Other missions, where time on
station wasalesser consideration, becametheresponsibility the Army’ sBeech-
craft U-8s or U-21s.°

The air war in South Vietnam, of which these reconnaissance missions
formed so important a part, continued throughout 1969 to be fought mainly in
support of ground operations, with almost 85 percent of all fixed-wing opera-
tional sorties by Seventh Air Force planes contributing in one way or another
to success on the battlefield. Some 49 percent of these almost 590,000 sorties
involved the delivery of men and supplies by tactical airlift units operating
inside the country. Combat support, the loosely defined category that included
battlefield illumination, herbicide spraying, and psychological warfare, ac-
counted for about 4 percent of the total. Tactical reconnaissance, including
sorties by forward air controllers, made up 29 percent and attack sorties 16
percent.’

The total number of attack sorties flown in South Vietnam — and the Air
Force contribution, as well — had increased in the final months of 1968. This
change resulted from the bombing halt that had taken effect throughout North
Vietnam on November 1. Once the air strikes ended there, additional sorties
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became available in South Vietnam and southern Laos. A large number of Air
Force planes formerly dispatched against targets in the North now helped in-
tensify the campaign to disrupt the movement of men and cargo over the Ho Chi
Minh Trail, the complex of roads, waterways, trails, dumps, and bases that
passed through Laos and sustained the enemy in South Vietnam. Indeed, about
asmany Air Force planeswere attacking in southern Laos at year’ send aswere
battering the North Vietnameseand Viet Cong withinthe South.? A similar divi-
sion of effort persisted into 1969, though the tempo of the air war slowed in
L aos when the southwest monsoon rains were falling there, and restrictions on
the number of tactical sorties— a result of budgetary considerations and the
withdrawal of U.S. forces— reduced the level of aerial activity in South Viet-
nam. The ever-changing demands of the ground war, as well as weather and
policy, affected Air Force operations, for, as General Brown pointed out, the
focus of the aerial effort could be changed by a telephone call to meet an
emergency.’

In 1969 the B-52s began attacking with greater frequency outside South
Vietnam. Of more than 20,000 sorties flown by the bombers during that year,
approximately two-thirds hit targets in the South; the remainder divided their
attention between Laos and Cambodia, with roughly two bombers attacking in
Laos for every one that took part in the secret raids inside Cambodia. By way
of comparison, the previous year’s ratio of B-52 sorties in South Vietnam to
those in Laos had been four to one, and the Menu strikes had not yet begun.
Wherever the B-52sattacked, they functioned in both yearsaslong-range artil-
lery, usually attempting to disrupt theflow of men and material to the battlefield
by hitting supply dumps, troop bivouacs, truck parks, and the like.*

Thebudget-based ceiling imposed on tactical sortiesduring thefall of 1969
applied only to American aerial endeavors. Attack sorties flown by the South
Vietnameseair armincreased during theyear asthe early effectsof Vietnamiza-
tion made themselves felt. The Royal Australian Air Force, meanwhile, sus-
tained its usual level of activity, flying an average of 231 sorties per month.*

Although Canberra bombers manned by New Zealanders and Australians
hit targets by day and occasionally by night throughout all of South Vietnam,
the planes did most of their bombing by daylight inthe delta, where atask force
from Australiaand New Zeal and fought among thewaterwaysand paddies. The
combination of an optical bombsight and precise navigational gear gave the
Canberra, uponwhichthe American B-57 had been based, exceptional accuracy
from altitudes between 1,000 and 3,000 feet. Although under operational con-
trol of the Seventh Air Force, the Canberra squadron, based at Phan Rang, had
asits principal mission the support of troopsfrom Australiaand New Zealand.

Usually, as many asten airmen from Australia or New Zealand served as
forward air controllersfor the task force, directing strikes by the Canberras, by
American fighter-bombers, or by the sixteen helicopter gunshipsin an Austral-
ian squadron at Vung Tau. Whether incorporating air strikesintheir operational
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plan or calling for air strikes to meet an emergency, task force officers proved
reluctant, excessively so in the opinion of some American airmen, to call for
strafing or bombing in close proximity to their own troops. The Australians,
however, made extensive use of aerial reconnaissance, for exampleusing Vung
Tau-based helicopters, fitted with a people sniffer, to detect enemy troops at
night for attack by artillery or air.

Besidesthe helicopters and light bombers, the Royal Australian Air Force
operated asquadron of ahalf-dozen deHavilland Caribou transports, essentially
thesameaircraft astheU.S. Air Force C—7A. Although the Americanshad inte-
grated the Caribou unit into a centralized airlift control system, they had
promised to give first consideration to the needs of the Australian task forcein
assigning missions to the squadron. In general, the Australians and New Zea-
landers flying the Caribou did the same work as their American equivalents,
delivering cargo, carrying troops and occasionally dropping South Vietnamese
paratroopers, hel ping move refugee families, dispensing flares, and sometimes
bringing out sick or wounded from isolated camps or villages.*?

Two other nations, Thailand and the Republic of Korea, had substantial
ground forces in South Vietnam, but made only minor contributions to the air
war. The South Koreans maintained a fleet of about two dozen miscellaneous
planes, used mainly on administrative missions. A pair of C-54s, the largest of
the group, sometimes flew wounded men back to South Korea.

Like their Australian counterparts, South Korean commanders made little
use of tactical aviation in close support of ground troops. Although aware of the
value of air strikes in suppressing enemy fire around a helicopter landing zone
or similar objective, the South Koreans seemed to distrust the accuracy of
fighter-bombers attacking close to their forces. Moreover, these troops main-
tained security among the vill ages between Qui Nhon and Phan Rang, akind of
duty in which counterintelligence, the setting of ambushes, and aggressive
patrolling proved more effective than aerial attack.™

Thai combat leaders shared South Korean misgivings about bombing ac-
curacy and tended to call for immediate strikes only after troops had broken
contact and withdrawn somedistancefrom thetarget. Aninnovation that helped
overcomethislack of confidence wasthe use, beginningin 1970, of Thai pilots
asforward air controllers. Normally, between five and ten officers, each on a
one-year tour of duty, flew O—2s provided by one of the Air Force tactical air
support squadrons. Instead of merely translating the conversation between an
American strike controller and a Thai commander on the ground, the Thai air-
man now dealt directly with his infantry comrades, obtaining clarification of
their situation and advising them of the ordnance available to help them. The
men on the ground could be confident that their requests were understood.

The Royal Thai Air Force had begun early in the war to send transport
crewmen to servefirst with South Vietnamese squadrons and later in American
C-123K units. From just sixteen members, the contingent increased to a max-
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imum of forty-five, with aone-year tour of duty remaining therule. The exper-
ienced Thaisconsidered themsel ves advisers, but to the South Vietnamesethese
foreigners simply represented a source of replacements. In contrast, the Thal
pilots who had joined an American C-123K squadron received more suitable
recognition for their skills, becoming aircraft commanders or, if fluent enough
in English, pilot instructors.*

The types of aerial action undertaken by units from the United States and
other nations, the tactics they used, and in some cases the major battlefields
remai ned unchanged fromthe previousyear. In 1969, the enemy again launched
alatewinter offensivethat included the bombardment of Saigon, ashelling that
killed twenty-two civilians, wounded twenty-eight, and contributed to President
Nixon's decision to bomb the Cambodian bases in the Menu operation. This
time, however, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong conducted raids and
shelled objectives, instead of trying to seize towns and military installations as
they had attempted at Tet in 1968. Just fourteen major attacks took place in
early 1969, the most seriousdirected against BienHoaAir Baseandthe Army’s
depot and administrative center at nearby Long Binh.

A barrage that fell upon Bien Hoa in the early hours of February 23 des-
troyed two Air Force planes on the ground, damaged eight others, and served
tosignal an abortiveground attack. Air Forcesecurity police, reinforced by U.S.
Army armored cavalry and aided by forward air controllersand Air Force gun-
ships, pounded the huts where the enemy appeared to be massing, and the antic-
ipated assault did not take place. On the morning of the 26th, however, two
North Vietnamese battalions tried to raid the base, but failed to breach the
perimeter defenses and instead entrenched themselvesin nearby villages. After
loudspeaker broadcasts had urged the enemy to surrender and warned any civil-
ians still in their homes to flee, the South Vietnamese corps commander ap-
proved the destruction of the two communist-held villages. Air Force F-100s
and F4s, directed by forward air controllers, joined South Viethamese planes
and U.S. Army helicopter gunshipsin ending this particular threat to the base.

Enemy forces closing in on Long Binh encountered the same sort of resis-
tance that ended the danger to Bien Hoa. On the morning of February 23, local
security units blunted a ground attack launched in conjunction with an artillery
and rocket barrage. Later that day, tactical fighters helped rout a company of
Viet Cong and joined in an attack, successfully completed on the 25th, against
thefortified bunkersthe enemy had used as an assembly areaand supply point.
The strong defenses at Long Binh, manned in part by Thai troops, proved asur-
prise to enemy soldiers, who had been assured that only clerks and typists
guarded the base.®

Although Bien Hoa, not far from Long Binh, was the only Air Force base
subjected to an infantry assault, shells, rockets, or small-armsfire struck Phan
Rang, Pleiku, Phu Cat, Da Nang, Cam Ranh Bay, and several lesser airfields
used by American airmen from the different services. The February attacks
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killed four Americans, one of them a member of the Air Force, and destroyed
three Air Force planes— an O-1E at Dau Tieng and an F—100 and a U-10 at
Bien Hoa. The greatest |oss of aircraft occurred among Army helicopters, nine
of which were destroyed on the airfield at Kontum.*

Theattacks on Bien Hoa, Long Binh, Saigon, and the other townsor instal -
lations coincided with arenewal of pressure against the Special Forces camps
in the highlands along the western border of South Vietnam. In February 1969,
at thetime of the late winter offensive, the North Vietnamese directed their fire
against the outpost at Ben Het, within howitzer range of Base Area609 in Cam-
bodia, ahostile staging area soon to become a Menu target. From either side of
the Cambodian border, 100-mm guns commenced shelling the camp.

Faced with this threat, General Abrams invoked the rules of engagement
that permitted retaliation with tactical aircraft and artillery against hostile
gunners firing from Cambodian soil at American or South Vietnamese border
garrisons. Fighter-bombers attacked on February 24 and 25, destroying at |east
one gun but failing to end the danger. Abrams wanted to use B-52s in defense
of Ben Het, but at thistime, lessthan amonth before the M enu operation began,
he could not obtain permission for the bombing, which might have alerted the
enemy to theraidsthat beganin March. The shelling of Ben Het continued until
early March when the enemy advanced upon the camp, using Soviet-designed
amphibiouslight tanksin an unsuccessful attempt to overwhelm the defenders.
Confronted by heavier American armor and subjected to tactical air strikes, the
enemy broke off hisattack. Essentially aprobe of the defenses of the highlands,
rather than a serious attempt to overwhelm Ben Het, this North Vietnamese ef-
fort served mainly as the prelude to further action later in the year.'’

While helping the South Vietnamese retain Ben Het as an outpost from
which to contest infiltration by way of Cambodia, General Abrams continued
the effort to impede the passage of North Vietnamese troops and cargo through
the A Shau Valley, relying exclusively on air power to accomplish this objec-
tive. In December 1968, some six weeks after the roads in southern Laos had
dried following the seasonal rains and traffic toward the A Shau Valley in-
creased, the Seventh Air Force sought to establish three interdiction points on
Route 548, over which men and cargo could travel the length of the valley.
Planners chose the usual kind of choke points where the road appeared vulner-
able to bombing and bypasses seemed difficult to construct. The northernmost
interdiction point embraced a stretch of highway that hugged acliff, the central
point encompassed the narrowest part of the valley, and the southern one
covered a segment of road that followed the crest of a narrow ridge. Severing
the route at these three places marked just the first step, for the planning group
intended to harassrepair crewsand attack any truck convoysmoving cargofrom
one cut to another for transshipment to South Vietnam.

As single manager for tactical combat aviation, General Brown could call
upon the Marines to use the Grumman A—6, with airborne radar capable of
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A Marine Corps Grumman A—6 at Chu Lai Marine Base.

tracking a truck. Army OV-1 Mohawks, though not under Brown'’s control,
scanned the valley with side-looking airborne radar, alerting a patrolling A—6
to any traffic they detected so that the Marine airmen could use their radar to
lock onto and attack the target. Air Force forward air controllers and Combat
Skyspot radar directed other strikesin the valley.*®

Although carefully thought out and diligently executed, the aerial inter-
diction plan could only fail, a victim as much of geography as of enemy re-
sourcefulness. Those who drafted it thought they had chosen the best possible
choke points, and initially they had, but within the valley a number of trails or
paths could be improved to accept truck traffic, forcing the planners to select
new interdiction sites to keep pace with an expanding road net. Despite ridges
and cliffs, the A Shau Valley, even at its narrowest, afforded room to maneuver
around theincreasing number of cuts. Infact, North Vietnamese engineersdem-
onstrated they could construct a bypass overnight and move almost as quickly
to close a cut in the main road, working despite aerial harassment, delayed
action bombs, tear gas, and even mines.* By the end of February, with road
traffic reaching a seasonal peak in adjacent parts of Laos, the valley again
became a hot spot of enemy activity that could be dealt with only on the
ground.®

Thefirst attempt during 1969 to use ground forces to impede enemy move-
ment through the A Shau began latein January when the 9th Marines, in Opera-
tion Dewey Canyon, attacked toward the L aotian border and the entranceto the
valley. Whenever the skies above the battleground cleared, Marine airborne
controllers directed their fellow aviators against North Vietnamese artillery.
Unfortunately, clouds blanketed the northern A Shau about half the time, pro-
viding concealment that enabled the enemy to continue using the roads and
trails funneling into the valley. Unobserved Marine artillery fire, B-52 sorties
directed by Air Force Combat Skyspot radar, and fighter attacks controlled by
Marine Corpsradar operatorswith the regiment could do little more than harass
the North Vietnamese.

153



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

TheAir Force contributed in several waysto Dewey Canyon, which ended
inmid-March. Four timesgunshipswent to theaid of Marineinfantrymen under
attack by night, flare ships flew fourteen illumination missions, and the radio
relay aircraft linked the 9th Marines with higher headquarters.”* The B-52s
attempted for the most part to disrupt supply lines, but the Marines who later
advanced through one of the target boxesfound that the enemy was making the
best of what must have been a harrowing experience. Lt. Col. George C. Fox,
aMarine battalion commander, reported that North Vietnamese engineerswere
taking advantage of the destruction caused by the bombing, using downed trees
to corduroy roads and storing cargo in bomb craters.?

During Dewey Canyon, theleader of an element of Air Force F-105slined
up on smoke from aforward air controller’s marking rocket and took aim on a
target that lay within afree-fire zone inside Laos. Before the two planes could
release their bombs, aradio message, relayed by the controller, warned that the
troops below were American. Even as he was breaking off the attack by his
F-105s, the leader protested that anyone on the ground in this part of Laos had
to be an enemy, but in thisinstance he was wrong. The commanding officer of
the 9th Marines, Col. Robert H. Barrow, had sent patrols beyond the border into
southern Laos, an action that his superiors approved, but word had not reached
the direct air support center or the Air Force squadrons flying missions in the
area. If the F—105 pilotswere surprised, so, too, werethe North Viethamese, for
the proberesulted in the destruction of alarge quantity of suppliescached along
aroad inside Laos and awaiting shipment through the A Shau Valley.®

The second part of the ground interdiction effort, Operation M assachusetts
Striker, attacked the southern part of the A Shau. Onceagain, the action took the
form of araid designed to disrupt traffic and destroy supplies rather than an
attempt to seal off the valley. On March 1, 1969, reinforced elements of an air-
borne brigade established the first of a planned series of fire support bases, so
that troops|eapfrogging by helicopter could enjoy artillery aswell asair support
asthey advanced into thevalley. Scarcely had thisfirst outpost been completed
when clouds descended upon the A Shau, blinding Air Force forward air con-
trollers, forcing the attackers to rely upon radar controlled air strikes and
unobserved artillery fire, and delaying subsequent moves for about ten days.
Once the operations plan began unfolding in its successive stages, Air Force
C-130s dropped 10,000-pound bombsto blast helicopter landing zones on for-
ested hilltops. Army engineers enlarged two of these zones into artillery fire
support bases that functioned throughout the rest of the operation, which ended
on May 8, some 250 of the enemy killed, amost six tons of rice captured, and
several North Vietnamese trucks and other pieces of equipment destroyed.?

During Massachusetts Striker, the Air Force performed much as it had
during the previous year’ sraidsinto the A Shau. Forward air controllers spent
more than 500 hours aloft, two-thirds of that time actually handling strike air-
craft. Attacks by some 500 fighters lashed the southern reaches of the valley
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with three million pounds of munitions— incendiary weapons, high-explosive
bombs, and 20-mm shells.”®

The third raid into the A Shau Valley during 1969, Operation Apache
Snow, began two days after Massachusetts Striker ended. The objective this
timewasthe central part of thevalley, the areagenerally west of A Luoi and Ta
Bat, where Air Force forward air controllers had been reporting signs of recur-
ring truck traffic. This evidence, backed by statements from a captured North
Vietnamese soldier, convinced Army Capt. Robert Fredericks, intelligence
officer for the brigade scheduled to attack in thisarea, that alarge supply depot
lay concealed on aridge about five miles northwest of A Luoi, rather than on
thevalley floor aspreviously believed. Capt. Albert W. Estesand other forward
air controllersworking with thisunit, the 3d Brigade, 101st Airborne Division,
located the dump, nicknamed Warehouse 54. Strikes by tactical fighters and
B-52s, followed by areconnaissancein forceby troopslanded from helicopters,
reveal ed aseriesof cachesand defensive strongpointsextending fromthisridge
south toward the border with Laos.”®

Despitethe preliminary fighting around Warehouse 54, the main assault on
the central A Shau Valley seemed to catch the enemy off guard, for opposition
proved light at the landing zones. Three American and two South Vietnamese
battalions touched down in areas cleared of scrub growth by 1,000-pound and
3,000-pound bombsfitted with fuse extendersto detonatejust abovetheground.
Asthe operation progressed, the fighting became more intense, and American
commanders soon realized that Ap Bia, amountain about three miles southwest
of A Luoi, was the key to the North Viethamese defenses. Not until May 12,
however, had the airborne forces secured the approaches and fought their way
into position to storm the redoubt.?’

Ap Bia, which crested 937 meters above sea level, derived itsimportance
not from its height — other nearby peaks towered above it — but from the fact
that North Vietnamese troops had turned it into afortress. When the American
commander decided that the enemy force entrenched there was too dangerous
to cordon off or somehow neutralize, the objective became thekilling of North
Vietnamese rather than the capture of the height itself. The defenders had con-
structed two basic kinds of bunkers, built from logs and covered with sod, that
studded Ap Bia's slopes. The smaller kind measured four feet on a side, had
eight to sixteen inches of overhead cover, and featured firing ports to the front
and two outside foxholes from which riflemen could fight off attacks from the
flanks or rear. The larger variety, measuring eight by ten feet with a roof one
foot thick, had firing positions at the front and an area at the rear for sleeping.
Instead of being cube-shaped, both types resembled pyramids, which made the
structureseasier to camouflageand gavethem greater resi stanceto explosions.®

So formidable were the fortifications of Ap Bia that the attackers had to
commit four battalions to a struggle that lasted until May 20. Of an estimated
700 to 800 North Vietnamese defenders, about 600 fought until killed in their
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bunkers or foxholes, while only two surrendered. American losses on the hill
and its approaches numbered fifty-six killed and 420 wounded, even though air
strikes and artillery barrages had pounded the mountain. Because so many sol-
diershad been killed or wounded in what seemed like ameat-grinder operation,
the airborne troops nicknamed the objective Hamburger Hill, atitle that caught
on with press and public.?®
Seldomin. ... any. ... battle, concluded areport onthefighting, had

TAC air been employed so massively as in the battle of Dong [Mount] Ap
Bia. ¥ The assault force had been unable, however, to take advantage of the
numbing shock of B-52 strikes. Because preliminary aerial reconnaissance had
not reveal ed this strongpoint, the bombersmade no strikes before A pache Snow
began, and once the airborne battalions had begun fighting their way to the
summit, the safety margin required for B-52 strikesno longer existed. At night,
AC—47sdropping flaresand AC-119Gsfitted with searchlightsilluminated the
mountainside and trained their multibarrel guns on the counterattacking North
Vietnamese. Besides the gunships, fighter-bombers made some 270 strikes,
dropping amillion poundsof munitions, including delayed action bombs, which
could bury themselves among the timbers of a bunker roof before exploding,
and napalm, which burned away camouflage and could consume the oxygen
within the shelters. However, of some 600 North Vietnamese killed during the
fight for Ap Bia, only forty-seven could belisted as definitely killed by tactical
air strikes. In addition to the Air Force planes, Army helicopterstook part inthe
battle, conducting treetop reconnaissance, evacuating wounded, broadcasting
surrender appeals, and dropping tear gas among the fortifications.®

After the capture of Ap Bia, Operation Apache Snow continued until June
7, when the Americans and South Vietnamese withdrew from the A Shau Val-
ley, never to return, save for an ineffectual probe two years later. Hamburger
Hill joined Khe Sanh on the list of battlefields abandoned after a great invest-
ment in blood and effort. The A Shau Valley campaign of 1969 proved impor-
tant not because of any innovations in the use of air power, since there were
none, or because of the more than 700 enemy killed and the tons of supplies
destroyed. Hamburger Hill had its greatest impact on politics— and ultimately
onthe conduct of thewar — for aflurry of criticism soon erupted in Congress.*

When Senator Edward M. Kennedy learned of thestrugglefor themountain
and thefact that American forceshad promptly abandoned it, he condemned the
attack as senseless and irresponsible. To the Massachusetts Democrat, the
battle seemed awaste of livesto gain atemporary success that, because of the
withdrawal, could have no lasting effect on the course of the war. His Demo-
cratic colleague, MikeMansfield of M ontana, added that, though objectiveslike
Ap Biaare gained and lost many times, human lives are lost just once.®

Senator J. William Fulbright, an Arkansas Democrat, asked to see the
specific directive under which General Abrams was fighting the war, in order
to determinewhether actionslikethe Hamburger Hill fighting wereindeed auth-
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orized. On the Republican side, Dr. Kissinger suggested shifting the military
emphasis from sharing in the defense of South Vietnam, which recognized the
need for operations like those in the A Shau Valley, to preparing the South
Vietnameseto defend themselves, achangethat would inevitably reduce Amer-
ican casualties. In short, Kissinger sought to neutralize the critics by stressing
the shift of responsibility to the South Vietnamese, a program begun by the
Johnson administration and accelerated when Nixon took office.

The controversy stemming from the fight for Hamburger Hill and the
decision to redefine the Vietnam commitment in terms of training rather than
combat may well have been on President Nixon's mind when he made a brief
visit to Saigon in July 1969. While there, he modified the instructions to
General Abrams to reflect Dr. Kissinger's reaction to Senator Fulbright’s
request. Instead of the former goal of preserving South Vietnam from com-
munism, Nixon emphasi zed handing over toimproved South Vietnameseforces
a progressively greater role in fighting the war, a policy that President Thieu
had already accepted. Under thenew orders, Nixonexplainedtothe American
public, theprimary mission of our troopsisto enable South Vietnameseforces
to assume the full responsibility for the security of South Vietnam. *

The battle for Hamburger Hill, which had prompted the President to an-
nouncethischangein emphasis, represented but asingleelement in oneof three
related effortsin the A Shau Valley and its northern approaches— by the 9th
Marinesin the north; the 2d Brigade, 101st Airborne Division in the south; and
the 3d Brigade, 101st Airborne Division at Ap BiaMountain in the center. As
these were drawing to a close, the enemy again demonstrated his annoyance
with the Special Forces camps astride other infiltration routes.

During May 1969, coinciding with a spring offensive, North Vietnamese
tanks, infantry, and artillery again massed near Ben Het, which lay within ten
miles of the meeting point of the borders of South Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Laos. The portents of animpending attack on Ben Het lent urgency to theinter-
diction of roads and trails in the vicinity of the camp. Such a campaign had
begun in January with the establishment of an Air Force special interdiction
program, which permitted pilots to attack after obtaining clearance from only
the commander of the major ground unit in whose sector the target had ap-
peared. Clearance from the province chief wasno longer necessary, for all non-
combatants were believed to have fled the region around Ben Het. The main
concern, therefore, wasto avoid strikes on friendly patrols or outposts, and the
commander on the ground should know the locations of these.

By the end of June, intelligence indicated that motor traffic in the areahad
declined some 90 percent, areduction that Seventh Air Forceanalystsattributed
toair power alone, although seasonal rains probably helped impede movement.
This estimate of the impact of aerial interdiction may have been overly opti-
mistic, but the fact remained that enemy armor, now forced to travel over alter-
nate roads hacked through the jungle, did not again test Ben Het’ s defenses.®
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Fog persisted around Ben Het during mornings and thunderstorms drenched
the region each afternoon, conditions common at that time of year. With the
time that forward air controllers could work reduced, tactical strikes depended
heavily on radar control, essential for B-52 raids. During the year’'s second
siege of Ben Het, B-52s enjoyed far greater freedom than before, bombing a
reported 140 targets on both sides of the Cambodian border. Menu attacks on
Base Area 609, Abrams believed, contributed directly to Ben Het' s survival.*’

Targeting around Ben Het, especially for B-52 strikesin South Vietnamese
territory, became increasingly difficult as the siege wore on, for friendly out-
posts and patrols disappeared from the hills around the camp, depriving plan-
ners of auseful source of information. In anticipation of the U.S. withdrawals
planned for the summer, the region now formed part of the 24th Tactical Zone,
commanded by Col. Nguyen Ba Lien. Instead of probing North Vietnamese
positions menacing Ben Het and locating targets for air strikes, he pulled his
troops back into the camp itself or the nearby headquarters town of Dak To.
Because of hisreliance on apassive defense, intelligence officers could not find
worthwhile targets for all the available B-52 sorties.®

By calling in histroops, the colonel yielded control of theridgesthat over-
looked Ben Het. Hostile antiaircraft crewstook advantage of the absence of any
threat on the ground and set up their weaponsto cover the approachestotheair-
strip. At the beginning of June, the C—7As supplying the base could no longer
land to unload. Afterward, the transports either parachuted their cargo from
medium altitude or roared along the runway at an altitude of afew feet and re-
leased an extraction chute that snatched a heavily laden pallet through the rear
hatch. Even though they no longer landed, the cargo craft required an escort of
fighter-bombers to suppress enemy fire.

For much of the siege, aforward air controller met the approaching cargo
planes and shepherded them, spaced fifteen minutes apart, over the camp, while
two F4s stood by to pounce on any antiaircraft battery the controller might
spot. In spite of these precautions, North Vietnamese gunners scored hitson six
C—7As and wounded three crewmen during the first three weeks of June. To
deal with the threat, mission planners increased the number of strike aircraft,
made surethat fightersand forward air controllersarrived afew minutes before
the transports, and adjusted the tactics used by the C—7As and their escorts.

Beginning on June 27, the direct air support center used the availableinfor-
mation— principally visual sightingsby air crews, sincethe South Vietnamese
had ceased patrolling — to pinpoint gun positions along the approachesto Ben
Het. Forward air controllers marked these for attack by the flak suppression
escort of F4s, and other fighter-bombers placed asmoke screen over part of the
valley, blinding some of the gunners without obscuring the camp itself or the
road that served as areference point for incoming pilots. Flying in clusters of
three or more, within which theindividual aircraft were about one minute apart,
the transports headed for Ben Het. Two A—1 Skyraiders and an observation
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plane carrying a forward air controller accompanied each group to mark and
silence any antiaircraft gun that opened fire. The powerfully escorted and
irregularly timed clusters seemed to work — even though one-minute separation
prevailed within each cluster — for the enemy scored just one hit on the forty-
five C—7As sent to the camp after the change went into effect.

The siege of Ben Het ended on July 2, when the North Vietnamese relaxed
their pressure after some 1,800 tactical sorties had been flown in defense of the
camp, one-third of them radar controlled. The Air Force had been responsible
for about 90 percent of these, the South Vietnamese about 8 percent, and there-
mainder were divided between U.S. Navy and Australian airmen. Although the
use of cover targetsto conceal Menu strikes complicated the bookkeeping, the
number of B-52 sorties in defense of Ben Het totaled about 800, with almost
150targetsattacked. Gunships, AC—47sand AC-119Gs, averaged not quitetwo
sorties each night, firing more than 500,000 rounds into the hills overlooking
the camp. Sorties by C—7saveraged four per day; these aircraft delivered more
than 200 tons of cargo during the battle.*

From Ben Het, the enemy turned his attention to Bu Prang and Duc Lap,
Specia Forces encampmentsin southern Il Corps, acrossthe border from Base
Area 740, another of the Menu targets in Cambodia. The aerial onslaught in
defense of the two camps began late in October, and by mid-December, when
the enemy broke contact, Air Force tactical fighters had dropped 3,000 tons of
bombsand B-52sdropped fivetimesthat weight. Thisexplosive deluge did not
produce immediate effects, however, so that for atime early in December an
even greater aerial effort seemed necessary.*

By December 1, General Abramswas seeking permission for the B-52sto
hit targetsin an areawest of Bu Prang that was claimed by both South Vietnam
and Cambodia. Although Ambassador Bunker endorsed the strikes, Secretary
of State Rogers opposed the plan, apparently out of concern that the bombing
would become public knowledge because of press interest in the fate of Bu
Prang and, once publicized, be interpreted as an endorsement of South Viet-
nam’sclaimstotheland. Rogers' view did not prevail, for Secretary of Defense
Laird obtained Presidential approval to begin the bombing. In deferenceto the
concernsof the Secretary of State, Laird directed that Menu security procedures
conceal theraids. At least two night missionsattacked thedisputed territory, but
reconnaissance photos failed to reveal any damage or casualties.”

Although exerting less pressure than against Ben Het or even Bu Prang,
hostileforcesconducted operationsalong other partsof South Vietnam’ sborder
with Cambodia. The mountains at the southern edge of Chau Doc Province, site
of an airborneraid in 1968, served as a dry-season operating base for the Viet
Cong and asaplace of refuge during the southwest monsoons, when heavy rains
inundated thericelandsinthearea. In July 1969, asthe seasonal rainswerefal-
ling, General Abrams established two free-fire zones encompassing the moun-
tains. Hegaveair power thetask of demoralizing thetroopsencamped there and

159



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

YL e
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forcing them out onto the flooded plain to escape the bombs. There, South Viet-
namese ambush parties guarded the earthen dikes upon which the enemy would
have to flee across the paddies.

An Air Force command post at the Chui Lang Special Forcescamp directed
the operation, nicknamed Alpine. An Army intelligence officer suggested tar-
gets based on infrared and radar coverage by OV—1 Mohawks, reports from
agents, and activations of electronic sensors. The Air Force duty officer at the
camp selected the proposed strikes that he considered worthwhile and radioed
the IV Direct Air Support Center to arrange the sorties.

During the campaign, Air Forcetactical aircraft executed some 300 strikes,
morethan one-third of theminthefirst eight days. Rain andlow-hanging clouds
spawned by the southwest monsoon impeded the efforts of forward air control-
lers, who directed no more than sixty strikes. Radar operators at Combat Sky-
spot sites handled the remaining tactical fighter missions plus thirty-six B-52
sorties. The big bombers had rarely hit targets in the densely populated IV
Corps, but in thisinstance the enemy occupied aredoubt isolated from friendly
or potentially friendly villages.

Since South Vietnamese troops did not probe the approachesto the Alpine
areauntil therains abated in first week of August and made no attempt to seize
the mountain encampments, the assessment of results depended, aswas so often
the case, on fragmentary reports by scouts and intelligence agents, who listed
some 350 Viet Cong soldiers and laborers killed. A patrol reported finding
another forty-one bodies, and interrogations of the few men captured in the
vicinity indicated that the aerial bombardment had hurt enemy morale. The
southwest monsoon season ended, however, with the base area firmly in Viet
Cong hands and its link with the depots in Cambodia till intact.®
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| mproving the South Vietnamese Air Force

While conducting combat operationslike Alpine, the Air Force hel ped pre-
pare the South Vietnamese air arm to assume a greater share of responsibility
for fighting the war. Inimposing restrictions on the bombing of North Vietnam
(in effect, placing a ceiling on U.S. participation in the conflict) President
Johnson set in motion an effort to strengthen South Vietnam’ sarmed forces. In
the spring of 1968, American planners converted the President’s policy into a
plan for improvement and modernization based on the assumption that the war
would continue with the U.S. role basically unchanged, although the South
Vietnamese would assume a larger role in the ground fighting as rapidly as
possible.

This so-called phase | plan preserved an existing imbal ance in the compo-
sition of South Vietnam’ sdefenseforces. Ground strength remained dispropor-
tionately largein comparison to theair and naval establishments, an acceptable
arrangement as long as the United States continued to exert its air and naval
might on behalf of itsally. Phase | called for the addition of just four UH-1H
helicopter squadrons to the twenty-squadron South Vietnamese Air Force. Be-
sides expanding by atotal of 124 helicopters, the air arm would undergo a de-
gree of modernization: T—41 trainers replacing some of the older U-17s, four
H-34 squadronsconverting to UH—1Hs, aC—47 transport squadron reequi pping
withthe AC—47 gunship, and three A—1 squadronsreceiving jet-powered A-37s
in place of their propeller-driven Skyraiders. These changesincreased by some
41 percent the authorized number of aircraft, but after the variousincreases and
substitutions, all but two of the additional aircraft were helicopters, but flown
by the U.S. Air Force to lend mobility to the South Vietnamese army.*

When the negotiations, to which President Johnson had committed the
country, produced asettlement, U.S. forceswould withdraw, knocking away the
underpinning of the phase | force structure. A new plan was needed, one that
would enable South Vietnam to defend itself after a peace treaty, when the
opposition would consist of Viet Cong insurgents supplied from the North and
strengthened by any North Vietnamese regulars remaining behind after an
agreed withdrawal.
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Todeal largely onitsown with thistype of threat, similar to the conditions
that had existed before 1965, South Vietham would require a better balance
among the armed forces. General Abrams therefore proposed enlarging the
nation’s air arm to forty squadrons— the existing twenty, the four to be added
under phase I, and sixteen others— all of which would be in service by July
1974. Thelatest additionsformed the aerial component of aphasell plan aimed
at filling those gapsintheoverall force structure that would appear asU.S. units
withdrew, leaving South Vietnam to cope with an insurrection supported from
abroad. Besidesan additional five helicopter squadrons— for atotal augmenta-
tion of nine— phase |1 called for three new squadrons of A—37s, four of trans-
ports (all but one flying C-123s), an AC-119G gunship unit, and three liaison
squadrons equi pped with planes suitablefor use by forward air controllers. The
new plan would double the current number of South Vietnamese squadrons,
more than doubl e the total number of aircraft, and increase the authorized man-
ning from the present 17,000, beyond the 21,000 authorized for phase |, to a
new figure of 32,600.

Abramsbelieved that these additions, plusthe F-5 and A—37 strike aircraft
and CH-47 helicoptersalready scheduled for delivery, would enable the South
Vietnamese air arm to conduct operations in the Republic of Vietnam similar
to those conducted by the air forces of both the United States and South Viet-
nam in 1964 and 1965. The AC—47 and AC-119 gunship force were believed
sufficient for base defense and the support of ground operations, and by July
1974 the fighter arm would have achieved satisfactory strength and skill, even
though the F-5, the first of which had arrived in South Vietnam during 1965,
would have to double as strike fighter and interceptor. The planned number of
helicopters seemed adequate, moreover, to permit airmobile operations agai nst

insurgency activity. The planned liaison units, which included forward air
controllers, and the transport squadrons did not have enough aircraft, however,
and General Abrams acknowledged that the proposed reconnaissance force, a
half-dozen RF-5s, could not cover an areathe size of South Vietnam. TheU.S.
Air Force would have to compensate somehow for these obvious weaknesses.?

Although the stronger air arm would improve the balance among South
Vietnam’s armed services, phase |1 could not bring about overall military self-
sufficiency, apoint that Abramsconceded. In spiteof thisfailing, Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense Paul Nitze approved the plan assuitablefor existing conditions,
though pointing out that circumstances were certain to change. Indeed, Nitze
suggested the possible need for a plan to deal with a postwar insurgency less
violent and widespread than the fighting envisioned in phase I1. Also, Abrams
warned that the President’s October 1968 decision to suspend air and naval
bombardment throughout the North might result in such rapid progress toward
acease-fire that the phase 11 effort would have to be accelerated.*

After considering the points raised by Nitze and Abrams, the Joint Chiefs
of Staff on January 4, 1969, presented the outgoing administration a plan for

162



Improving the South Viethamese Air Force

A South Vietnamese A-37.

changing thetarget date for completion of phasell from July 1974 to July 1972.
They next gave incoming President Nixon’ s newly chosen advisersthe kind of
plan for a diminished insurgency that former Deputy Secretary Nitze had re-
guested, though they recommended abandoning this proposal in favor of an ac-
celerated phase 11, as suggested by General Abrams, for this seemed a more
prudent course than preparing exclusively for sporadic guerrillawarfare.®
When President Nixon entered the White House, he had Kissinger review
the progress being made in South Vietnam. The investigation, which took the
form of questionsto the agencies responsible for waging the war, included an
examination of the status of the South Vietnamese armed forces. As was com-
mon during the Vietnam war, the experts disagreed. On the one hand, the Joint
Chiefsof Staff, the Pacific Command, the Department of State, and the Military
Assistance Command, Vietnam, maintained that South Vietnam’s armed ser-
vices were making reasonable progress toward becoming a self-sufficient
force able to hold its own against the VC [Viet Cong] threat. On the other
hand, the Central Intelligence Agency and the Office of Secretary of Defense,
although acknowledging that the South Viethamese military establishment had
grown in numbers and firepower, insisted that the nation’s armed forces had
made only limited progress, leaving many weaknesses uncorrected.®
Whatever their present failings, the South Vietnamese forces would have
to become more proficient and more aggressive, and do so quickly, if President
Nixon were to Vietnamize the war, reducing American casualties while main-
taining enough pressure on the enemy to prod him toward a negotiated settle-
ment. Instead of being concerned, as former Deputy Secretary Nitze had been,
about apostwar insurgency, Secretary of DefenseLaird now emphasized arapid
buildup of South Vietnamese strength so that sizeable American contingents
could leave Southeast Asia during 1969. Laird's political experience in the
House of Representatives no doubt alerted him to the need for acceleration.
Dissension over the Vietham war had, after all, divided the Democratic party’s
nominating convention at Chicago, triggered violencein the streets of that city,
and, if it had not helped Nixon at the polls, it had certainly handicapped his op-
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ponent. I ncreasing domesti c opposition to the war — which had opened gaping
cracksintheDemocratic party’ scoalition — served asawarning that aleisurely
buildup of South Vietnamese forces to take over the defense of their nation
would not be possible. Indeed, South Vietnam might have to accept greater
responsibility for waging the war before the North Vietnamese had withdrawn
entirely from the country. The United States, Laird believed, would haveto act
immediately to strengthen the South Vietnamese armed forces so they could
begin replacing American combat units during the coming months. The kind of
acceleration that General Abrams had mentioned in November 1968 was
coming to pass, but the change resulted from political realities at home rather
than from progress at the Paris talks.’

In April 1969, the Department of Defenseissued instructionsto accelerate
the phase I improvement and modernization plan, as the Joint Chiefs of Staff
had proposed three months earlier. Deputy Secretary of Defense David Packard
declared that, Viethamizing the war should have the highest priority. He
warned, however, that the United States, besides providing the needed equip-
ment, would have to make surethat the South Vietnamese knew how to operate,
employ, and maintain it.2

Thegovernment of South Vietnam agreed to reduced American strength on
the battlefield in return for more and better weapons and appropriate training.
OnJune 8, 1969, not quite three weeks after the Hamburger Hill fighting, Presi-
dents Nixon and Thieu met on Midway Island and discussed both the with-
drawal of American troops and the arming and training of South Vietnameseto
take over agreater share of the fighting. Although the controversy surrounding
that battle lent immediacy to the topic of Vietnamization, the Nixon plan had
been in the works since January and could trace its antecedents back to the
Johnson administration.

Although amenable to the idea of Vietnamization, President Thieu had
ideas of his own about the kind of weapons his armed forces required. In ac-
ceding to an American reduction in strength, he offered a plan of his own for
modernizing the military services, asking for what the Joint Chiefs of Staff
termed appreciable quantities of sophisticated and costly equipment, in-
cluding F4 fightersand C—130 transports. If South Vietnam received theseair-
craft and the other weapons he sought, the nation would have the meansto play
amore nearly decisiveroleinthe struggle against the combined forces of North
Vietnam and the Viet Cong. Granted that thiswasthe very objective that Nixon
sought, the Joint Chiefs did not believe it could be attained as rapidly or as
easily as President Thieu seemed to think, and certainly not by merely handing
the South Vietnamesedeadlier but far morecomplex aircraft and other weapons.

To American eyes, Thieu appeared to betrying to movetoo fast. Compared
to their American counterparts, members of South Vietnam’'s armed forces
seemed to lack the technical skills necessary to make effective use of the wea-
ponry the nation’ s chief executive desired. Nor did the phase I plan, now to be
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President Richard M. Nixon (left) and President Nguyen Van Thieu.

accelerated, envision the South Vietnamese promptly taking on the aggregate
strength of North Vietnam and the Viet Cong. However desirable thismight be
as an ultimate goal, the Joint Chiefs of Staff did not believe that mere weapons
could, in view of such problems as leadership and desertion, enable South
Vietnamto takeover major fighting responsibility against the current threat. °

A review of the Thieu proposal by General Abramsresultedinarecommen-
dation that the United States turn down almost every request. The South Viet-
namese air arm would have to do without F—4s and C-130s, additional VC-47
transports for high-ranking officials, coastal surveillance aircraft, and a search
and rescue organization like that operated by the U.S. Air Force. Thieu's
ambitious plan did, however, generate an additional $160 millionin American
military aid to improve logistics support and also produced a decision to speed-
up previously authorized recruiting, adding some 4,000 men to the South Viet-
namese Air Force by June 1970.%°

Although Secretary Laird accepted the views of General Abrams and the
Joint Chiefs of Staff on the kinds of equipment South Vietnam should receive,
he saw acceleration of the phase 11 effort as signaling afundamental change of
purposein the modernization project. Earlier ... modernization and improve-
ment programs, he wrote, were designed to provide a balanced and self-
sufficient . . . force capable of meeting insurgency requirementsand were based
on the assumption that U.S., Allied, and North Vietnamese forces would with-
draw from South Vietnam. Now the object of Vietnamizationisto transfer pro-
gressively to the Republic of Vietnam all aspects of the war, assuming current
levels of North Viethamese and Viet Cong forces remain in the Republic of
Vietnam and assuming U.S. force deployments [back to the United States)
continue. **
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Throughout the rest of 1969, the United States pushed ahead with acceler-
ated phase |1 modernization and improvement. The U.S. Air Force Advisory
Group, headed by a brigadier general who reported to an Army officer on the
staff of the military assistance command, assumed responsibility for Viet-
namizing the air war. General Brown, the senior Air Force officer in Southeast
Asia, remained outside the formal advisory structure, at least in theory, for he
dealt with operations, whether as Seventh Air Force commander or as deputy
for air to General Abrams and single manager for tactical combat aviation. He
did not, according to the organization charts, serveasprincipal air adviser tothe
South Vietnam's armed forces; but in actual practice, he pointed out, There
was never amajor decision taken or action onthe Vietnameseair force program
that | wasn’t aparty to in my two years under General Abrams. Whatever the
organizational diagramsmight indicate, the Seventh Air Force commander was

totally responsible, and the advisory group commander worksfor him. Gen-
eral Brown harbored no doubtsthat if there was a problem with the advisory
group, | was the guy that was responsible. *2

As to the mechanics of Vietnamization, General Brown expressed confi-
dence that new sguadrons would take shape on time and improved equipment
would arrive on schedule. Hewarned, however, that amodernized and strength-
ened air arm would differ greatly from the combined American and South Viet-
namese air forces currently fighting thewar. In thefuture, South Vietham’' sair-
men would haveto rely on their own leaders and plannersin wielding an aerial
weapon considerably less devastating than the American armada of strike and
support aircraft that had helped fight the battles of 1968 and 1969. If South
Vietnamwereto survive, theUnited States, whilereducing itsown participation
in combat, would have to help reduce the communist threat to alevel the South
Vietnamese could handle. This reduction, General Brown believed, would re-
quiremorethan purely military measures; economic reform and political devel-
opment were essential, better trained police had to create a climate of security,
and the Viet Cong leadership had to be ferreted out and destroyed.*®

Since he was in overall charge of the entire assistance effort, General
Abrams, after consulting with General Brown, established priorities for the
South Vietnamese Air Force. Emphasis rested on the activation of helicopter
units and the training of pilotsand technicians. The air arm wasto recruit up to
the recently authorized level of 32,600 as rapidly as this increase could be
absorbed.™

The South Vietnamese tended to follow the American patternin structuring
their armed forces, but the assignment of control over helicopters proved an
exception. Even though General Westmoreland had intended the machines pri-
marily for airmobile operations by South Viethamese army troops, the heli-
copter squadronsformed amajor component of South Vietnam’sair force. The
reasons for this decision remained unclear, though Brig. Gen. Kendall S.
Y oung, chief of the Air Force advisory group, believed that Vice President Ky,
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aformer commander of the air force, had influenced the choice. In any event,
U.S. Air Force advisers had to assume responsibility for teaching tactics that
their service did not use.®

Thehelicopter program, launched by General Westmoreland early in 1968,
had already resulted in the conversion of two squadrons from the old Sikorsky
H-34totheBell UH-1. Sincethe U.S. Air Forcelacked experiencein planning
and staging helicopter assault operations, the teams that trained the reequipped
units had to include Army airmen. The squadrons, both located in 1V Corps,
made the transition from the kind of special operations that the U.S. Air Force
conducted, such as landing patrols or raiding parties, to airmobile combat, a
speciaty of theU.S. Army. Thechangein missionwent smoothly and increased
the mobility and striking power of South Vietnamese ground forcesin that tac-
tical zone. The successful retraining of these two squadrons provided a pattern
for the conversion of four more H—34 units during phase | modernization, using
UH-1 helicoptersshipped to South Vietnam for theU.S. Army, and theaddition
of one CH-47 and four UH-1 squadronsin phase 11.*°

Coordination between South Vietnamese air and ground elements on the
use of helicopters broke down only rarely, but such afailuretook place at Binh
Thuy on one occasion, when the base commander refused to allow army assault
troops onto hisinstallation intime for unhurried and detailed planning of an air
assault. In general, Air Force advisory teams, with the help of officers made
availableby theU.S. Army, succeeded intransferring American air assault con-
cepts and tactics to the South Vietnamese. For each specific operation, South
Vietnam's air force made an appropriate number of gunship, transport, and
command helicoptersavailableto the corps headquartersthat was mounting the
attack. The corps tactical operations center, where the South Vietnamese air
service had representation, drew up an overall plan and handed it to the direct
air support center, which then issued orders to South Vietnamese helicopters
and fighter-bombers.*’

LikeGeneral Westmoreland, General Abramsinsisted that theprimary mis-
sion of South Vietham’s new UH-1 helicopters was to carry men and provide
firepower for airborne assault. Second priority, according to General Abrams,
went to medical evacuation. Any helicopters not needed for these activities
might deliver cargo to isolated installations or to tactical units.*®

All potential mechanicsand pilots, whether for helicoptersor other aircraft,
had to have a basic understanding of English, for most of the operating and
technical manuals sent to South Vietnam were written in that language, and
most undergraduate pilot training took place in the United States. A technical
translation branch, established by the earliest U.S. advisersin 1955, attempted
to keep pace with aseemingly endlessflood of publications. The hundred or so
South Vietnamese civilians employed by the branch became skillful enough to
translate amoderate-size manual in twenty-four hours. They eventually turned
out translations cheaper, an average of $400 per publication, as well as faster
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A new South Vietnamese UH-1 helicopter at Binh Thuy Air Base.

than was possiblein the United States, outperforming even acomputerized sys-
tem devised for automated translation.

Because students from all over the world crowded the Defense Language
Institute’s course in English, offered at Lackland Air Force Base, Texas, the
military assistance command arranged for additional language classesat Saigon
and Nha Trang. Attending classin their own country spared young South Viet-
namese the cultural shock of being flown halfway around the world, deposited
in an alien society, and told to learn a difficult subject. By remaining in South
Vietnam, U.S. expertsbelieved, the studentswould need lessfluency in conver-
sational English, allowing them to concentrate on technical termsrather than on
placing an order at aMcDonald’ sand otherwise getting along in the midst of an
English-speaking populace.

Despite the attempt to teach English in South Vietnam, individual s chosen
for undergraduate pil ot training in the United States often reached their destina-
tion without the necessary language skill. Although it avoided a clash of cul-
tures, training in South Vietnam allowed students to escape true immersion in
the English language, for they had easy accessto friends, family, and even mer-
chants, who spoke only Vietnamese. To make up for this weakness, the lan-
guageinstituteat L acklandinaugurated aremedial coursedesignedto helpindi-
vidual s acquire the minimum vocabulary necessary for flight instruction. In ad-
dition, the Air Force and Army weretrying to reduce the minimum still further,
cutting away any linguistic frills that might remain.®

Although the corrective program and streamlined curriculum hel ped, profi-
ciency in English remained an obstacl e that barred many candidates from spec-
ialized training. During the fiscal year ending in June 1969, some 650 South
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Vietnamese began English language instruction, but roughly 30 percent failed.
Some received a second chance; othersforfeited the opportunity to learnto fly
or to acquire atechnical skill.#

Thelanguage barrier had to be overcome, for acceleration of phase Il mod-
ernization depended upon intensivetraining, amost al of it given by American
instructors. The South Vietnamese Air Force had no cadre of veterans to pass
onwhat they had |earned and guide the service through aperiod of rapid expan-
sion. Half the enlisted airmen had served ayear or less, and more than half had
yet to complete basic or specialized training. Three of every four officerswere
lieutenants, and some 25 percent werethemsel vesundergoing instruction of one
sort or another.

The arguments in favor of teaching English in South Vietnam applied to
other subjects as well. A training center at Nha Trang Air Base operated six
schools with some 2,250 students in subjects that ranged from the duties of the
forward air controller to the repair of electronic equipment and included Eng-
lish. Another 1,000 South Vietnamese Air Force trainees were undergoing
instruction at operating wings during atypical period of 1969. At those bases
where American and South Vietnamese units served side by side, members of
theU.S. Air Forcedid theteaching. If the students had difficulty understanding
English, an interpreter translated the lessons, which dealt with such topics as
photo processing, civil engineering, base defense, fire fighting, weather fore-
casting, air traffic control, intelligence, and security.

Undergraduate pilot training did not take place in South Vietnam, though
refresher courses and transition instruction were available. Until the nation’s
security became more stable, combat rather than training received first priority.
Since the South Vietnamese armed forces seemed to be gaining the upper hand
inthevicinity of NhaTrang, U.S. Air Force adviserswereworking on aplanto
train liaison pilots for O—1 squadrons at that base, beginning in the spring of
1970. At about the sametime, helicopter pilotswould al so begin receiving their
initial instruction in South Vietnam, probably at Vung Tau. Rather than agree
to interfere with the application of South Vietnamese air power, Seventh Air
Force headquartersflatly opposed a suggestion by the Joint Chiefs of Staff that
South Vietnam cut back on air operations, thusfreeing pilotsto serve asinstruc-
tors. Nothing came of this proposal, which would have exchanged current com-
bat effectiveness for an easing of language problems and the possibility of an
increase in the number of aviators at some time in the future.?

The transfer to the South Vietnamese of the air bases at Nha Trang, Binh
Thuy, and Pleiku had begun when 1969 ended. The shift of Nha Trang enjoyed
the highest priority, and by mid-October, all U.S. Air Force flying units had
departed, leaving behind some 800 men to operate the base until the formal
transfer of authority scheduled for the summer of 1970. The South Vietnamese
flying units based there would form the 2d Air Division, supported by its own
maintenance and supply wing. At Binh Thuy, the establishment of South Viet-
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A South Vietnamese O—1 near Da Nang.

namese liaison squadrons to operate there encountered delays, though the
change of status was expected to take place as planned late in 1970. An Air
Force A—1 squadron left Pleiku in December 1969, part of a realignment that
accompanied the year’ s reduction in American troop strength, as did the base
rescue helicopters, but the airfield would not change hands until 1972, when it
was schedul ed to becomethethird air base operated by the South Vietnamese.”®

Responsibility for these bases included providing protection against both
shelling and ground attack. At Nha Trang, an Air Force advisory team chief
found the South Vietnamese cooperative and enthusi astic, taking over the defen-
sive perimeter, installing additional floodlights, and laying more barbed wire.*
In contrast, work lagged on the building of revetments for South Viethamese
planes at Tan Son Nhut, among the last of six air bases that the Americans
wouldyield, apparently because of abelief that construction of these protective
structures would be awaste of time, since the United Stateswould replace any
aircraft the enemy might destroy. Months of patient persuasion finally got the
revetment program moving again.%

The conversion of the South Vietnamese air logistics wing into alogistics
command capabl e of serving the needs of alarger, more modern air arm prom-
ised to be one of the more important developments during 1969. Besides as-
suming soleresponsibility for basecivil engineering, supply, andtransportation,
the new command would handle the periodic inspection and repair of most air-
craft, overhaul jet and piston engines, repair and calibrate precision measuring
equipment used by maintenance crews, repair most avionicsgear, and overhaul
ground equi pment such asthe power cartsused in starting aircraft engines. Once
the command came of age, fewer pieces of equipment would have to be en-
trusted to contractors or shipped back to the United States for repair.®

Until the establishment of thiscommand, the South Viethamese had largely
ignored common U.S. Air Force practices. They had, said General Y oung, chief
of the Air Forceadvisory group, been concentrating onreally fighting aseffec-
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tively as they can ; now they would have to start thinking more in terms of
managing those assetsfor thelong pull — not kick thetire, light thefire, and go
off into the wild blue. Asafirst step, General Y oung suggested, South Viet-
nam’s air force might begin scheduling individual aircraft with an eye toward
establishing regular maintenance cycles.”

Meanwhile, South Vietnamese fliers were learning to use the airplanes
made available to them under the successive improvement and modernization
plans. Completed during 1969 were the conversion of four H-34 helicopter
squadronsto the UH—1, the reequipping of one C—47 squadron with the AC47
gunship, and the substitution of the A—37 for the A—1 in three attack units. Of
the year’s three projects, the transition from transport to gunship proved the
most demanding. Crashesthat destroyed two planes and killed one crew mem-
ber marredthechangeover. Aninvestigationreveal ed that changed takeoff char-
acteristicsresulting frominstallation of side-firing gunsand rel ated equipment,
amodification that increased weight and shifted the center of gravity rearward,
probably caused the accidents. The helicopter conversion, during which U.S.
Army aviators trained South Viethamese instructors, who then helped their
countrymen make the transition to the UH-1, proved much smoother.®

The South Vietnamese also attained greater skill in the use of planes
aready in the hands of operational squadrons. For example, athough the pilots
assigned to fly the F-5 found the cockpit uncomfortably humid, and the shorter
men had to compensate for their lack of height by using seat cushions and
attaching wooden blocksto the control pedals, the plane and its pil ots neverthe-
less performed dependably. More important, perhaps, mechanics of the South
Vietnamese Air Logistics Command conducted a successful corrosion control
program after cracks appeared in a panel on the upper surface of the wing of an
F-5.%

South Vietnam’'s A—1s, three squadrons of which were converting to the
A-37, a'so required structural renovation during 1969. In this instance, how-
ever, South Vietnamese did not do the work; instead, members of an Air Force
L ogistics Command field team and civilian mechanics under contract to main-
tain these planes repaired the wings of the Skyraiders. South Vietnamese did,
however, perform routinework onthe A—1, and early in 1970, the outside help
ended, leaving them solely responsible for everything from changing tires to
periodic inspection and repair.®

The Fairchild C-119G, a twin-engine, twin-boom transport delivered to
South Vietnam in 1968, proved a headache to the nation’ sair force. In the first
place, flight crewswere scarce. Several members of thefirst operational outfit,
trained in the United States, received transfers to AC—47 gunships or even to
Air Vietham commercial transports, and replacements were not readily avail-
able. The shortage, said Col. Harrison H. D. Heiberg, aU.S. Air Force adviser,
resulted from a reluctance to qualify sufficient instructor pilots to conduct an
upgrade training program for officers already qualified to fly the C—47. Hei-
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The commander of the South Vietnamese Air Force 413th Transportation
Squadron accepts an Air Force C-119 at Tan Son Nhut Air Base.

berg attributed this situation to the fact that assignment as an instructor con-
ferred great prestige on theindividual, causing South Vietham’ s senior airmen
to choose carefully, stressing personal reliability and loyalty in addition to
flying skill. *

Although the delaysannoyed American advisers, the slow process of selec-
tion ultimately produced instructors and replacement crewsfor the C-119G; far
more serious were the maintenance problems attendant upon that aircraft. The
Wright R—3350 radial engines caused most of the trouble. They had functioned
reasonably well until the American advisory team handed the South Vietnamese
33d Wing and the Air Logistics Command full responsibility for operating and
maintai ning the plane. The number of enginefailurespromptly soared, but U.S.
Air Force adviserscorrectly placed the blame onlack of experiencewith acom-
plicated powerplant. The Americans persuaded the South Vietnamese to treat
the elderly engineswith care, paying particul ar attention to routine maintenance,
careful warmup, protection from dust, and close supervision of mechanics. With
these reforms, the average time between engine failures increased from 472
hours early in 1969 to 609 hours, roughly the same asin the U.S. Air Force, by
mid-year. When a serious breakdown did occur and the powerplant required
overhaul, it had to be sent to the United States where parts and skilled tech-
nicianswereavailable, atime-consuming practicethat hampered effortsto keep
an adequate number of spare engines on hand in Southeast Asia.*®

During the latter half of 1969, the Air Force began transferring O—1Es to
the South Vietnamese as newer O—2s and OV-10sreplaced them, just one step
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toward entrusting the entire tactical air control system to the South Vietnam-
ese.® Because of the critical importance of air support in the ground war, the
United States had established and run atactical air control system in which the
South Vietnamese played a minor role. Thus far, emphasis rested upon the
efficient use of tactical aviation rather than upon adapting the control network
to the needs and skills of the South Vietnamese. Y et, air power would remain
an indispensable weapon despite the American departure, and South Vietnam's
air arm would require its own system for requesting, dispatching, and directing
air strikes. As a result, Air Force advisers established a control mechanism
modeled after the U.S. Air Force system and suitable for Vietnamization.*

Thedirect air request network, asthe Vietnamized control system cameto
be called, had three principal elements: the tactical air control party, the direct
air support center, and the Tactical Air Control Center. Grouped together inthe
tactical air control party weretheforward air controllers, variousradio operators
and maintenance men, and the air liaison officer, who acted asair adviser to the
ground commander. Like his American counterpart, the South Vietnamese air
liaison officer served asfocal point for all mattersrelating to air activities, from
close support to weather reports.

Thedirect air support center boreresponsibility for fulfilling requestsfrom
the tactical air control parties for air strikes, tactical reconnaissance, or emer-
gency airlift. Likethetactical air control parties, the centerswould continuefor
atimeto bejoint operations, with the American role diminishing as South Viet-
namese skillsimproved. Plans called for adirect air support center in conjunc-
tion with each South Vietnamese corps headquarters: | Direct Air Support Cen-
ter at DaNang, Il at Pleiku, 111 at Bien Hoa, and 1V at Binh Thuy Air Base, near
the corps command post at Can Tho. Each of these centers would keep in con-
tact by radio, telephone, or teletype with the subordinate tactical air control
parties and with the Tactical Air Control Center at Tan Son Nhut.

TheTactical Air Control Center served as nerve center of the Vietnamized
system, just as it had with the U.S. prototype. In the tightly centralized
American model, this agency functioned as command post for strikes through-
out South Vietnam, establishing priorities among competing needs and issuing
daily and weekly operations orders in support of the war on the ground. South
Vietnamese officers began serving in each component of the center, creating a
parallel structure that could sustain the air war after the Americans left.®

Whether atactical air control center of thistype could be transplanted and
flourish remained open to question, for South Vietnam’s armed forces had not
yet accepted the concept of centralized control over tactical aviation. The corps
commander, though theoretically influenced by an air liaison officer, remained
supreme in his fiefdom and could use the direct air support center for his own
purposes, regardlessof ordersissued el sewhere. With these constraints, asingle
control center that could shift planes across tactical zone boundaries as the
overall situation demanded was hard to imagine.
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Whatever thefate of the Tactical Air Control Center, the South Vietnamese
Air Forcewould benefit from acontrol mechanism that would sort out requests,
though not necessarily respond to them asthe Americans might have. Battalion,
regimental, and division commanders, assisted by their air liaison officers,
channeled requests into the corps headquarters. The direct air support center
wouldthenrespondwiththeaircraft availabletoit, after obtaining the necessary
strike approval from the corps commander (who might have an agenda of his
own) and the appropriate province chief . *

Progresstoward Vietnamizing thetactical air control system proved swifter
inthelV Corps Tactical Zone, embracing the Mekong Delta, than elsewherein
the country. The first step consisted of finding and training English-speaking
South Vietnamesetowork alongsidetheir American counterpartsintheparallel
tactical air control structures called for in the Vietnamization plan. This went
smoothly enough, but the next step, actually transferring authority to these
South Vietnamese, proved difficult. Some U.S. Air Force officers refused to
yield the ultimate authority for controlling tactical aviation; they believed that
placing American airmen under South Vietnamese authority represented too
much of a gamble. New Air Force advisers took over in IV Corps in 1969,
however, and they forged ahead with Vietnamization. During that year, South
Vietnameseforward air controllersbegan directing strikesby American planes,
tactical air control partiesand air liai son officersfrom South Vietnam' sair force
started handling strike requests for the South Vietnamese divisions that had
taken over from the departing American forces, and South Viethamese airmen
commenced operating the local direct air support center, with the Americans
serving exclusively as advisers.¥

The degree of South Viethamese control over tactical air strikes in each of
the corps zones reflected the severity of the combat there. Control was greatest
inthe comparativecalmof 1V Corpsandleast in |1 Corps, where the enemy was
exerting pressure on Special Forces camps in the highlands, and in | Corps
along the dangerous northern border. In both | and 11 Corps, South Vietnamese
had begun serving at only one of the two direct air support centers established
by the Americansin each of these zones, the scene of recurring savagefighting,
leaving the other center in exclusively American hands. The direct air support
center for 111 Corps, the only such organization in that tactical zone, had been
integrated by December 1969, so that progress there was faster than in the
northern zones but slower than in the delta.®

InVietnamizing thetactical air control system, perhapsthe hardest problem
facing American advisers proved to be finding suitable air liaison officers.
According to General Brown, the Seventh Air Force commander, the trouble
stemmed fromthefact that South Vietnam’ sair forceenjoyed aninferior status
in the force structure than does our Air Force. |If Seventh Air Force were to
assign anindividual asair liaisonto aU.S. Army brigade, he would have suit-
able rank — that of major or lieutenant colonel — and could, by doing his job
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well, expect to gain the confidence of the unit commander. Such was not the
case in South Vietnam’'s armed forces.* Unlike the U.S. Air Force, the South
Vietnamese air arm tended to send junior officers, aerial observersrather than
pilots, to advise ground commanders on the employment of tactical aviation.
Nor could the air liaison officer expect much support from his superiorswithin
theleast prestigious of South Vietham’ sarmed services. Of four generalsinthe
organization, two were no longer on active duty — Vice President Ky and
General Loan, severely wounded during May 1968, while commanding the
national police. Also, air force officers assigned to South Vietnam's Joint
General Staff remained few and their influence slight.*

Toremedy thesituation, U.S. Air Forceadvisersworked closely with South
Vietnamese air liaison officers, not only to perfect their skills but to persuade
ground commanders to listen to them. In an attempt to increase the credibility
of air liaison officers, the South Vietnamese Air Force agreed to assign addit-
ional pilotsto thisimportant job, selecting them from fighter, transport, liaison,
and helicopter unitsuntil 60 percent werefliersand therest observers. The new
breed of air liaison officer would carry asuitablerank, be ableto speak English
to communicate with the Americans, and serve atwo-year tour in hisjob — or
so the South Vietnamese promised.

Aerial observers had aso dominated the ranks of the forward air control-
lers, directing strikes from the second seat, while a pilot flew the plane. Asin
the case of air liaison officers, U.S. Air Force advisers urged that pilots take
over the controller’ s duties from the observers, and the South Vietnamese tried
to comply. Here, too, progress proved slow. Not only did pilotsresent exchang-
ing the comforts of a permanent air base for a more primitive existence in the
field, but the chief of theair service, Gen. Tranh Van Minh, was himself an ob-
server rather than a pilot and was used to doing things the old way.

By early 1970, the American-sponsored reforms seemed to be taking hold,
with South Vietnamese pilots beginning to serve asforward air controllersand
air liaison officers. These men, together with their radio operators, formed the
tactical air control partiesassigned to the major South Vietnamese ground units,
where they received afinal indoctrination from American advisers. Comman-
dersin South Vietham’ sarmy were turning to the newly arrived liaison officers
to obtain air support, and the South Vietnamese were controlling and delivering
much of that support®.

Besides playing a greater role in controlling tactical aviation, the South
Vietnamesewerebecoming acquai nted with methodsof electronic surveillance.
Early in 1969, adeployable automatic relay terminal, or Dart, arrived at Pleiku,
whereit wasintended to function asa Spartan version of theinfiltration surveil-
lance center at Nakhon Phanom, the facility that gathered, analyzed, and stored
datafrom electronic sensor fields emplaced to report nighttime truck traffic on
enemy supply routes passing through southern Laos. Initially, plans called for
incorporating the Dart into the tactical air control system, using it to keep
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electronic watch over supply and infiltration routes leading from Cambodia. If
necessary, the terminal could be loaded into a cargo plane and flown to Thai-
land as temporary replacement for the more elaborate surveillance center at
Nakhon Phanom.*

Genera Brown, however, had no confidencein an el ectronic border surveil-
lance scheme based on Dart. Such an undertaking impressed him as totally
impractical. Sensors could sound false alarms, he pointed out, and the aeria
verification of signalswas complicated by mountainous terrain. . . over very
heavy jungle foliage. Moreover, in the region where main infiltration routes
entered South Vietham from Cambodia, hazewasprevalent at thistime of year
[March] and cloud or fog can come in either monsoon period, but were more
common during the southwest monsoons, usually lasting from May through
September.*

Whether for the reasons pointed out by the Seventh Air Force commander
or simply because of the great cost, no electronic barrier comparable to the
surveillance net across southern Laos took shape along the Cambodian border.
Instead of functioning aspart of thetactical air control system, the Dart terminal
at Pleiku served as nerve center for sensor fields maintained by the U.S. Army
units responsible for security along the Cambodian border. Air Force technic-
ians monitoring the Dart equi pment took note of likely targetsfor immediateair
attack and alerted I11 Direct Air Support Center at Bien Hoa, which at night
might divert a patrolling AC—47 to investigate. The division commander in
charge of thisareaof operation usually consulted the Dart record of sensor acti-
vationsinplanning artillery fire, and General Abrams’ headquartersmight occa-
sionally use thisinformation in requesting a B-52 strike.*

Thesensor array reporting to Dart wasfar simpler thanthelgloo White net-
work that signalled indications of enemy activity to a computer-equipped sur-
veillance center at Nakhon Phanom. For example, signals from the more com-
pact fieldsguarding accessroutesfrom Cambodiacould berelayed aswell from
ahilltop station as from the slowly circling Lockheed EC-121 used with Igloo
White. Instead of the computer memory and display panelsat the Thailand facil-
ity, the Dart van featured equipment that recorded sensor activations on aroll
of paper for interpretation by the operator. Because of itssimplicity, the deploy-
able automatic relay terminal became acandidate for Vietnamization, whereas
Igloo White did not.*®

Beginning in April 1969, the military assistance command established a
school at Vung Tau to train South Vietnamese soldiers, sailors, and marinesto
use sensor fields for detecting infiltration and providing local security. In
October 1969, Air Force advisers began offering similar instruction at Pleiku,
teaching a succession of classes, each numbering about twenty students, to
operate the Dart equipment. After ayear, however, the course for South Viet-
namese airmen came to an end, for the assistance command decided to Viet-
namize an Army-developed terminal judged less complex than Dart.*
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The decision to give the South Viethamese the simpler of two possible
sensor arrays was typical of Vietnamization. In the words of General Y oung,
who headed the Air Force advisory effort during thelatter months of 1969, the
simpler we can keepit, thebetter. He saw two principlesgoverning thearming
of South Vietnam’'s air force: First, we are trying not to give them sophisti-
cated equipment unlessit isabsolutely necessary to the mission (and seldom do
wefindthat itis); second, we aretrying to minimize the proliferation of equip-
ment, settling upon afew basic typeswithin each category, three kinds of tac-
tical transports, for example, out of five possibilities.*’

The policy described by General Y oung did not, in the view of some U.S.
officias, reflect alack of flying skill on the part of the South Vietnamese but
stemmed from logistical considerations. They can fly our best aircraft now,
said CurtisW. Tarr, Assistant Secretary of the Air Force (Manpower and Re-
serve Affairs), but they will not be able to maintain them for several years,
they could not hope to overhaul them for a decade.

In spiteof lingering problems of mai ntenance and logistics, the South Viet-
namese air arm had improved during 1969. In the last three months of the year,
it flew some 74,000 sorties of all kinds, compared with 55,000 for the first
quarter of that year.”® Indeed, all of the nation’s armed forces, and the South
Vietnamese economy aswell, seemed to begrowing stronger. Despite some 300
casualtiesin an averageweek’ sfighting, South Vietnam’ smilitary had taken up
the slack during the American troop withdrawals of 1969. The reduced partici-
pation by the United Statesin ground combat brought adeclinein battle deaths
from 225 each week during January to a hundred per week at year’s end.®

Althoughtheaccel erated phasel | improvement and modernization planwas
moving forward, Secretary Laird realized that continuing American departures
would requireafurther strengthening of South Vietnam’ sarmed forces. Inmid-
November 1969, he directed the Joint Chiefs of Staff to commence work on a
phaselll plan designedtoincrease effectiveness tothe point wherethegovern-
ment of Vietnam can maintain current levels of security whilethe U.S. forces
are phased down first to a support force by July 1, 1971 and then, by contin-
uing towards an advisory assistance group two years later.>

Unlesscarefully executed, any further acceleration of Vietnamization could
easily disrupt the South Vietnamese Air Force, already inthe midst of an expan-
sion that would doubleits number of aircraft in two years and leave the organi-
zation in charge of its own tactical air control system. During the phase Il
effort, South Vietham’s airmen would face the same basic problems, though
greatly intensified, that they already were trying to solve. According to David
Packard, Secretary Laird sprincipal deputy, the manpower needsof theair arm
would have to be measured against those of the other services and of South
Vietnamese society asawhole. Simplicity would haveto remain aguiding prin-
cipal in selecting aircraft and other weaponsfor the country’ sarmed forces, and

new and different approaches to the solution of the training problem would
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be necessary, especially when providing on-the-job instruction. 1ndeveloping
anew force structure. .., Packard continued, itisessential that we focuson
what the Viethamese forces must have rather than [on] what . . . we are doing
that they could do. >

Throughout phaselll, assuming the Laird proposal went into effect, the Air
Forcewould continueto fly combat and support missionseven asit prepared the
South Vietnameseto shoulder the entire burden of theair war. South Vietnam's
rapidly expanding air arm had anumber of weaknessesthat defied easy correc-
tion. The most dangerous, in terms of itsimpact upon troop withdrawals, was
aninability to conduct the kind of systematicinterdiction that would disrupt the
enemy’ s attempts to infiltrate men and supplies for attacks on the scale of the
1968 Tet offensive. A blow of comparable violence, delivered in 1970 or 1971
after the American departures were well underway, could create havoc among
the forces remaining behind.* Until the South Vietnamese Air Force attained
acapacity for interdiction, or the North Vietnamese basesin Cambodiaand sup-
ply lines in southern Laos were somehow neutralized, U.S. air power would
have to help General Abrams with firepower to keep losses down.>*

Like so many of the programs conducted in South Vietnam, the improve-
ment and modernization of the air arm proved difficult to measure. Numbers
wereincreasing, but the South Vietnamese Air Force could not yet conduct sus-
tained, independent action under centralized control. Thelanguage barrier thus
far remained largely intact, and concern existed that complex technol ogy, intro-
duced too rapidly, might overwhelm the South Vietnamese. In North Vietnam,
however, Soviet-trained controllers operated an integrated air defense—
including radar, missiles, antiaircraft guns, and jet interceptors— al more
complex than any comparable equipment made available to America s ally.
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Stormingthe Cam odian ases

Operation Menu, the secret bombing of Cambodia, sought to forestall a
North Vietnamese offensive timed to take advantage of the American with-
drawal fromthe South; it continued into 1970 without measurableresults. Since
the Menu B—-52s performed the function of long-range heavy artillery, harrying
the enemy and trying to disrupt his activity, bomb damage proved difficult to
assess on the basis of evidence from aerial photographs and an occasional
ground patrol. Whatever loss or inconvenience the North Vietnamese suffered,
they maintained a stoic silence; on the other hand, they did not mount the kind
of attack in South Vietnam that President Nixon was attempting to discourage.

Nor did Prince Sihanouk protest the secret attacks, apparently because he
hoped they woul d loosen North Vietnam’ sgrip on easternmost Cambodia.? Fear
that theNorth Vietnamesewould, in effect, annex this part of hiscountry moved
Sihanouk, in the spring of 1969, to stop the flow of cargo through the port of
Sihanoukville to the base camps near the South Vietnamese border. In Septem-
ber of that year, whilein Hanoi attending the funeral of Ho Chi Minh, Sihanouk
apparently obtained assurancesthat the North Vietnamese army woul d exercise
restraint and not extend its authority beyond the base areasit already controlled
and from which Cambodian officials, soldiers, and citizens had been excluded.
In return for this vague pledge, Cambodia's ruler allowed weapons and other
suppliesfrom North Vietnam to move once again through the port that bore his
name, but he kept close watch on events along the eastern border.?

Besidesthethreat from North Vietnam, Cambodiafaced economic difficul-
tiesthat forced Sihanouk to broaden his government and include members op-
posed to hisvariant of socialism. Gen. Lon Nol became prime minister and min-
ister of defense, and another of the opposition, Sisouth Sirik Matak, accepted
the office of deputy primeminister. Although willing to heed the advice of these
two men on domestic and narrowly military topics, Sihanouk reserved for him-
self all matters of foreign relations, including the problem of the North Viet-
namese bases.

Unfortunately for Prince Sihanouk, thisdivision of labor provedinfeasible.
North Vietnamese forces along the border with South Vietnam demanded and
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got alion’s share of Cambodia's rice crop, which otherwise could have been
sold overseas to obtain foreign credits for needed imports. The impact of the
base areas upon the domestic economy emboldened Sihanouk’ s opposition to
try to eliminate the North Vietnamese presence, put an end to Cambodian
socialism, and restore prosperity to the nation by establishing their own form
of capitalism.

Even asthe political storm was gathering, Sihanouk and his family left on
ajourney that included a vacation in France and avisit to the Soviet Union. In
his absence, the prince’ s enemies authorized an expansion of the army, issued
orderson March 13, 1970, for the North Vietnamese to leave the country, and
fivedayslater deposed Sihanouk, who had led the nation for almost thirty years
as either hereditary monarch or constitutional chief of state. Lon Nol promptly
took charge of the government, seeking to capitalize on the resentment shared
by many Cambodians toward the intruders from North Vietnam, apparently
determined to provoke the armed clash that Sihanouk had carefully avoided.*

When the North Vietnamese ignored aforty-eight-hour deadline for aban-
doning their bases, Cambodian officers called on South Viethamese comman-
ders on the opposite side of the border to help drive out the common foe. The
response took the form of an occasional artillery barrage or air strike, though
infantry sometimes probed the enemy basesin Cambodia. American forceswere
prohibited from joining in this South Vietnamese activity, though they had per-
mission to cover gaps in defensive positions caused when South Vietnamese
troops abandoned assignments to take a hand in the Cambodian fighting.
American advisers, upon learning that a South Vietnamese commander had
decided to cooperate with the Cambodians, were to avoid crossing the border
and taking part inthe action, but instead remain in South Vietnam after warning
the officer to avoid endangering noncombatants.®

Despite the prohibition against direct American involvement, the right of
self-defense, set forth in the rules of engagement, continued to apply if the
enemy fired from Cambodian soil at American or South Vietnamese troops
within South Vietnam. On March 24, roughly one week after the cross-border
skirmishing had started, just such anincident occurred in Kien Tuong Province,
south of the Parrot’s Beak. The senior American adviser to the South Viet-
namese unit under attack called for air strikes, and Seventh Air Force planes
silenced North Vietnamese batteries inside Cambodia.®

Lon Nol’s appeal to Cambodian nationalism, in effect pitting the pride of
the Khmer people against North Vietnamese firepower, held out the possibility
of either triumph or disaster for the United States. Taking advantage of the up-
rising against Sihanouk, invading South Viethamese or American ground forces,
supported by air power, might ferret out military stockpiles unscathed by the
Menu raids, destroying or capturing food and munitions needed by North Viet-
namese and Viet Cong troopsin South Vietnam. On the other hand, such an op-
eration, whatever itsinitial success, could commit the United Statesto thelong-
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Prince Norodom Sihanouk, after his ouster as |eader of
Cambodia, visiting North Vietnamese Premier Pham Van Dong.

term support of a Khmer army of dubious competence. To President Nixon,
however, opportunity seemed to outweigh danger, for hewasconfident hecould
control the degree and duration of American participation. Nixon, Henry
Kissinger recalled, from the first was for amore active policy. ’

By themorning of March 26, the President had presented General Wheeler,
who would continue until July 2 to serve as Joint Chiefs Chairman, with an
urgent requirement for a plan for ground action against the North Vietnamese
and Viet Cong logistics sanctuaries along the South Vietnamese/Cambodian
border. The plan would offer three options: an attack exclusively by South
Vietnamese forces, the coursethat Nixon favored; ajoint undertaking by South
Vietnamese and American troops; or an exclusively American effort, the course
that the President considered | east attractive. No more than two communi st base
areas would be attacked, and the operation would begin only if the enemy
menaced Phnom Penh, threatening the survival of Lon Nol’s government.®

Sihanouk’ soverthrow and Lon Nol’ sdefiance of North Vietnam had rekin-
dled General Abrams' interest in neutralizing the Cambodian bases and he was
already sketching outline plans for a possible advance across the border. This
staff exercise produced objectives for both U.S. and South Vietnamese forces
and went forward for consideration by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The preferred
target was Base Area 352, located in the shank of the Fishhook and believed to
be the site of the Central Office for South Vietnam. If General Abrams could
not obtain permission to attack this jungle depot and the communist headquar-
ters, hehoped to deliver simultaneousblowsagainst three other Base Areas. 367
and 706 in the Parrot’s Beak and 704 astride the Mekong and Bassac Rivers.’

As he had in considering the Menu bombing, Nixon relied on as few ad-
visers as possible. Not yet admitted to the inner council during discussions of
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an invasion of Cambodia, Secretary of State Rogers was instructing Ambas-
sador Bunker at Saigon to dissuade President Thieu from sending South Viet-
namese unitsinto Cambodia, even as President Nixon pondered military action
against the communist bases there. Cooperation between Thieu’s troops and
those of Lon Nol might, Rogersfeared, convince opponentsof the Vietnam War
that the United States was expanding the conflict and result in renewed antiwar
demonstrations.

The instructions from the Secretary of State to the embassy at Saigon re-
flected the official policy of the moment, based to some degree on the concerns
Rogers expressed. Even Dr. Kissinger, who favored intervention, realized that
South Vietnamese operationsin Cambodia might provoke aNorth Vietnamese
response that would topple Lon Nol. Because the President’s interventionist
attitude had not yet become administration policy, Ambassador Bunker passed
along the concerns expressed by Secretary Rogers, even though Abrams had
advised him that preliminary planning was underway for attacks against the
bases. In persuading President Thieu to suspend activity in Cambodia, Bunker
indicated that the U.S. government was reviewing its policy and might decide
to encourage, or even take part in, the kind actions that the South Vietnamese
were being asked to abandon.™®

AsBunker wasgently cautioning Thieu, agroup met at Abrams’ headquar-
tersto work out the details of the basic concept that Nixon had suggested, with
itsthree optionsinvolving either American troops, South Vietnameseforces, or
acombination of both. During a session on March 27, representatives of Gen-
eral Brown's Seventh Air Force called attention to the lack of information on
military conditions in eastern Cambodia. The intelligence that was available
camefrom three main sources: the V esuvius photography that antedated Opera-
tion Menu; the pictures taken by the Studies and Observations Group of the
military assistance command in conjunction with the Menu strikes; and the
reports of Salem House ground probes of the border region. The troops advan-
cing into Cambodia and the airmen supporting them would need precise and
timely intelligence to find and destroy the bases; and roads and trails in the
border area had to be pinpointed, if air power were to harry the enemy’s at-
tempts at withdrawal or reinforcement.

Planning went ahead, however, without provision for intensive aerial recon-
naissance, out of concern that the flights would disclose a sudden American
interest in the bases. The sessions at Saigon emphasized ground combat rather
than air power, preventing the Seventh Air Force from contributing to an inte-
grated plan that would have called for extensive aerial preparationsfor assaults
by infantry, armored, and airmobile units. Besides avoiding preliminary aerial
reconnaissance, planners postponed tactical air strikes until the morning of the
invasion, also to avoid alerting the enemy.™*

Theonly air activity within Cambodiain preparation for theinvasionwould
consist of Menu bombing. Originally, Secretary of Defense Laird had offered
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intensified B-52 raids as a substitute for an invasion, which he opposed, but the
President incorporated theraidsintotheinvasion plan, endorsing the stepped-up
Menu attacks as a means of weakening the defenses of the Fishhook, alogical
objective of a cross-border assault. The Fishhook seemed especially attractive
not only because of the depots and headquarters instal lations located there but
al so because the native popul ace apparently had fled or been expelled, thusre-
ducing the likelihood of casualties among noncombatants.

Theeffectivenessof the proposed preparatory bombing by B-52sremained
open to question. Coordination was tenuous at best between planners of the
Menu raids and those officers who were at work on the ground assault. More-
over, the staff had no body of past results from which to predict the impact of
future attacks; intelligence concerning the earlier Menu bombardment proved
far too sketchy for that purpose.*?

Thefact that Laird proposed using B-52s rather than assault troops agai nst
the Fishhook reflected his desire to limit American involvement in Cambodia.
Indeed, the Secretary of Defenseand Secretary of State Rogers— who wasnow
participating in formal National Security Council deliberations about Cam-
bodia— seemed so unenthusiastic about i nvading the sanctuariesthat Kissinger
characterized the behavior of both men as bureaucratic foot dragging. This
reluctance stemmed from their conviction that the use of American troopsin
Cambodiawas certain to intensify domestic opposition to thewar. For thetime
being, however, their fears proved groundless; the President unexpectedly
balked at sending American forces across the border.™

Since Nixon would not commit American units at thistime, responsibility
for diverting pressurefrom Lon Nol’ sill-trained and poorly equipped forcesfell
on the South Vietnamese. On April 1, Nixon agreed that President Thieu of
South Vietnam shoul d resumeattacksinto enemy-held Cambodia, provided that
no American troops crossed the border, except to prevent the slaughter of a
South Vietnamese unit, and that precautions were taken to avoid killing or
injuring Cambodian civilians. Once unleashed, South Vietnam’ s Joint General
Staff responded to arequest from Lon Nol’ s commanders by launching athree-
hour probe of Base Area 706, in the northern part of the Parrot’s Beak, using
infantry and armor. American advisers |eft their assigned units just before the
attack, and the South Vietnamese furnished their own air and artillery support.**

AsApril wore on, the South Vietnamese continued to do the fighting, with
Seventh Air Force remaining on the periphery of both the planning of future
combat in Cambodia and the conduct of operations already in progress. South
Vietnamese airmen assisted their country’ s ground forces, with the Americans
offering only advice. Moreover, aproposed Seventh Air Force undertaking, an
expanded | eaf| et-dropping campaign to rally the popul ace behind Lon Nol, met
aveto at the hands of Secretary Laird, who feared that the effort would result
in his being branded an American puppet.” The role of the Seventh Air Force
in preparing for apossible attack on the Fishhook remained nominal at best, in
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part aresult of the need to preservethe secrecy of the Menu bombing, now con-
sidered an overturefor any thrustinto Cambodia. Wearewalkingatight rope,
confessed General Abrams, to maintain the security of Menu operationswhile
trying to satisfy planners’ requirements for aerial photos. *°

To provide planners with the information necessary for ground operations
against the Fishhook, Abrams turned to his Studies and Observations Group,
which had been dispatching American-led South Vietnamese patrols, some of
which included ethnic Cambodians, on reconnaissance missions within Cam-
bodia. Unfortunately, these Salem House probes, which might travel on foot or
inU.S. Air Forceor South Viethamese helicopters, had avoided Base Areas 352
and 353 since October 1969. By that time, American aircraft were scattering
antipersonnel mineson the South Vietnamese side of the border, thusimpeding
movement on foot by both Salem House patrols and communist infiltrators.
Moreover, the defenses in the Fishhook had grown so strong as to inflict
unacceptable casualties on patrols trying to probe the two sites; indeed, had it
not been for the support of artillery and air strikes, the reconnaissance teams
could not even have approached the base areas.”

While Abramsgrappled with theintelligence problem and the other aspects
of planning, the Nixon administration wastrying to navigate between giving
enough, quickly enough, to the Lon Nol government . . . to contributeto its self-
confidenceaswell asits capabilities, while on the other hand not doing so much
as to embolden the Cambodians to take excessively strong military actions. *®
A partial solution to this quandary lay in the thousands of Soviet-designed
AK-47 rifles and stocks of ammunition captured over the years and stored in
South Vietnam. The North Vietnamese, however, were consolidating their hold
over the border provinces of Cambodia, preventing shipment by road or river.
During April, therefore, five C-119Gs of the South Vietnamese Air Force,
planesideally suited for the mission because of their convenient loading doors
and cavernousinteriors, flew 2,500 rifles and 84,000 rounds of ammunition to
Phnom Penh.™ By the end of June, U.S. Air Force C-130s and South Vietnam-
ese C—47s had joined in agreatly expanded supply effort.?

Besides providing weapons and ammunition, the United States acceded to
a Cambodian request, first made in March, to jam pro-Sihanouk radio broad-
castsfromHanoi and Beijing. An Air Force EC-121, fitted out with transmitters
whose signals disrupted the communist broadcasts, carried out the mission.?

Despitethe help received thusfar from the Americans and South Vietnam-
ese, Lon Nol’ sforces could not hold their own against the North Vietnamese,
let alone expel the enemy from the border provinces. While President Nixon
was visiting Hawaii to congratulate the three Apollo X111 astronauts, who had
returned safely despite an explosion on board their spacecraft, communist at-
tacksintensified throughout eastern Cambodia. Only the strongest of LonNol’s
outposts managed to hold out in the border region, and hostile forces were re-
ported within twenty milesof Phnom Penh. During the discussionsin Washing-
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Lon Nol, center, speaks to Cambodian troops in the field.

ton of apossible American incursion, Nixon had indicated that agenuine threat
to the Cambodian capital would justify such an action.?

The nighttime Menu bombing could not prevent the enemy from shifting
his forces, isolating garrisons loyal to Lon Nol, and closing in on the capital.
The secret raids, after al, were intended as a shield for the U.S. withdrawal
from South Vietnam, a purpose achieved by disrupting bivouacs or destroying
storage depotsrather than by breaking sieges or impeding road traffic. General
Abramstherefore sought to supplement the B-52 attackswith strikesby tactical
fighters, better able than the huge bombers to hit troop columns or other com-
pact, moving targets. On April 18, he made such a request of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, which promptly approved the tactical air strikes.

Thekind of security restrictionsthat concealed Menu envel oped the newly
authorized tactical air campaign, Operation Patio. All message traffic dealing
with Patio strikes traveled over secure circuits, and the information went only
to those directly involved in the undertaking. To preserve the cloak of secrecy,
Patio raids were described as strikesin Laos, just asthe Menu attacks had used
cover targets in South Vietnam.?

Plans called for the Patio strikes to continue for thirty days, until the third
week of May, but the onset of aground campaign in Cambodia caused an early
termination on May 4. At first the attacking aircraft hit targetsin that portion of
northeastern Cambodia extending eight miles west of the border with South
Vietnam. On April 25, however, the Patio area was extended to a depth of
eighteen miles all along that boundary.*

Because of the confused situation along the border, where the enemy rap-
idly shifted his strength and Lon Nol’ s troops reacted, General Abrams spec-
ified that all Patio attacks be directed by aforward air controller or by a Salem
Housepatrol. On April 24, aforward air controller spotted thefirst Patiotarget — a
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column of 125 North Viethamesewearing dark green uniforms, carrying packs,
and moving southward into the Fishhook — and called in six F=100Ds. The Air
Forcetactical fighter pilots dropped antipersonnel and general purpose bombs,
strafed with 20-mm cannon, and claimed a hundred of the enemy killed.”

The original Patio operation, which totaled just 124 sorties, had run its
coursewhen Secretary Laird approved aproposal to attack aNorth Vietnamese
truck park onthe Kong River, astream in Cambodianear the border with Laos,
well beyond the current limit of thirty kilometers established for American
activity inCambodia. Theoperationorder calledfor forty-eight fighter-bombers
to attack within an interval of twelve hours and for the strike to be listed as a
raid in Laos. On May 14, this special Patio bombing mission began, but after
thirty-two aircraft had blasted theinstall ation, damage seemed so compl ete that
the remaining sixteen planes were diverted to other targets.

Even as the secret Patio bombing campaign took shape, President Nixon
continued to follow hisinclination toward decisive action against the commu-
nist sanctuaries in Cambodia, even though his advisers were far from unani-
mousin supporting suchacourse. | think weneed abold movein Cambodia. . .,
he told Kissinger, to show that we stand with Lon Nol. Nixon believed that
the United States was entirely too concerned that its help for the new Khmer
government might spur theNorth Vietnameseinto action. Over and over again,
we fail to learn that Communists never need an excuseto comein..., hede-
clared, warningthat theonly government in Cambodiain thelast 25 yearsthat
had the guts to take a pro-Western and pro-American stand is ready to fall. %

Although determinedto aid Lon Nol, Nixonwasreluctant to commit Amer-
ican ground forces. As aresult, the approved plan called for attacks by South
Vietnamese units against Base Areas 706 and 367, both located in the northern
jaw of the Parrot’s Beak, while U.S. Army battalions took over the border se-
curity mission astheassault troopsadvanced into Cambodia. Nixonwanted this
attack to begin about April 27, and the operation, called Toan Thang (Total
Victory) 43, got underway on the 29th.

For President Nixon, the South Vietnamese offensiveinto the Parrot’ sBeak
represented adefinite political risk. With good reason, hetold Admiral Moorer
and General Wheeler that failure would bring the sort of criticism that had be-
fallen John F. Kennedy in 1961 after the Bay of Pigsfiasco, when Castro’ scom-
munist forces defeated an American-trained invasion army of Cuban exiles. He
was determined that there be no repetition of Kennedy’s embarrassment of
almost a decade before. Consequently, American advisers, even though they
could not accompany the South Vietnamese assault troops into Cambodia, had
to make sure the South Vietnamese devel oped an aggressive attitude, instilling
determination and boldness in any who might seem too cautious.

Besides making preparationsfor theimpending South Viethamese advance
into Cambodia, American commandersin Southeast Asia conducted the secret
Menu and Patio air strikes and drew up contingency plansfor an attack into the
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Fishhook, using U.S. troops. A Fishhook operation, Admiral Moorer believed,
was becoming increasingly likely despite tenacious opposition on the part of
some Presidential advisers. Moorer, now serving as acting chairman of the Joint
Chiefsof Staff, acknowledged that thereis much opposition in Washington to
introducing even asingle U.S. soldier into Cambodia, but he believed that the
President might yet overrule these objections. Nixon, after all, had expressed
determination that the Cambodian bases be destroyed, using whatever force
might be necessary. According to Moorer, Nixon had said, If we get caught
with our hand in the cookie jar, we must be sure we get the cookies. Alluding
to apopular motion picture about Gen. George S. Patton, Jr., Nixon had urged
that Abramsimitate the aggressive Patton rather than Bernard Law Montgom-
ery, aBritish field marshal and World War |1 colleague of Patton with areputa-
tion for caution.®

Admiral Moorer’s analysis proved correct. When the South Vietnamese
hesitated to attack in the vicinity of the Fishhook on the grounds that the bases
there posed alesser threat than thosein the Parrot’ s Beak, President Nixon ap-
proved General Abrams’ plan for acombined operation involving the 1st Cav-
ary Division (Airmobile) and South Vietnam’ sairbornedivision. B-52 strikes,
which ended shortly after midnight on the morning of the assault, and last-
minute artillery concentrations helped prepare the way for an advance into the
Fishhook on May 1, 1970.*

Initially named Operation Shoemaker after thetask forcecommander, Brig.
Gen. Robert Shoemaker, the American driveinto the Fishhook might well have
delighted Patton, with helicopters providing mobility and B-52s, fighter-
bombers, and tanksjoining in battering the North Viethamesedefenders. Truly
amajesticsight, declared oneparticipant, aseighty-seven helicoptersin perfect
formation, along with tactical aircraft and gunships, inserted an entire brigade
withintwo hours. So devastating wasthe onslaught that the brigade from the 1st
Cavalry Division (Airmobile) camethrough the day all but unscathed, suffering
twelve wounded but none killed.*

Asthe combined South Vietnamese and American advance surged into the
Fishhook, President Nixon, on the evening of April 30, Washington time, ap-
peared on television to explain the need for cleaning out the major North
Vietnamese and Viet Cong occupied territories— those sanctuarieswhich serve
asbasesfor attackson both Cambodia. . . andforcesin South Vietnam. If Viet-
namization of the war and the withdrawal of American combat troops were to
continue, the communist bases had to be destroyed. Wetakethisaction, said
the President, not for the purpose of expanding the war into Cambodia but for
the purpose of ending thewar in South Vietnam. Asaresult, theattacking U.S.
troopswould withdraw once the enemy had been driven from the border region
and his military stockpiles destroyed. We will not, Nixon vowed, allow
American men by thethousand to bekilled by an enemy from privileged sanctu-
aries. ¥

187



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

Meanwhile, the Thieu government was asking the assi stance command to
stop using the nickname Operation Shoemaker and adopt the title selected by
the South Vietnamese, Toan Thang 43. Since the armed forces of South Viet-
nam were making an important contribution to the Fishhook offensive, General
Abrams readily agreed. Doubt soon arose at Washington whether Toan Thang,
translated as Total Victory, reflected the objective of alimited incursion, but no
further change took place.®

Besides approving thisthrust into the Fishhook, Nixon authorized other at-
tacks, to adepth of thirty kilometers, against North Vietnamese and Viet Cong
basesel sewherein Cambodia’ sborder provinces. If possible, South Vietnamese
troops were to carry out the raids, with such American support as they might
need. Should an objective seem too difficult for the South Vietnamese aone, a
combined operation might be planned, though actual execution would require
approval by the President or Secretary Laird. Forcesof thetwo nationslaunched
eleven major raids, beginning with Toan Thang 43 on April 29, an undertaking
the Americans joined on May 1, and lasting until July 22, when that longest-
lived of all the operations came to an end.®

Theattacksagainst North Vietnam’ s Cambodian sanctuariesrendered obso-
lete the elaborate security measures that had conceal ed the Menu and Patio air
operations. On May 4, the Joint Chiefs of Staff put an end to the secret Patio
reporting methods, which had veiled fighter activity in Cambodia since April.
The security practices reappeared, however, for the May 14 attack on the Kong
River truck park. Thistarget, personally approved by Laird, qualified for strict
security because it lay beyond the thirty-kilometer line that Nixon had estab-
lished as the limit of American operations.®

American armored and airmobile units taking part in Toan Thang 43 had
scarcely crossed the border on May 1 when the Joint Chiefsbegan reviewing the
practice of creating cover targetsfor Menu strikes. Asground forces probed the
Fishhook and other border redoubts, the need for these security precautions
abated. Thelast of the secret Menu bombingstook place onthe night of May 26
in Base Area 609, which was not stormed during the 1970 incursion.*”

The change in Menu security procedures came too slowly to avoid con-
fusion at Bangkok, Thailand, where, about one hour before President Nixon's
speech announcing the incursion into Cambodia, the ambassador learned from
the local pressthat B-52s were taking off from U-Tapao Air Base to bomb the
Cambodian sanctuaries. These accounts provided thefirst word that Ambassa-
dor Leonard Unger had heard of air operations originating in Thailand against
targetsin Cambodia. The absence of advance notice from Washington annoyed
Unger but not the Thai government, which apparently understood that thedesire
for secrecy had ruled out prior consultation.®

Following the last-minute Menu strikeson May 1 that caught the attention
of Ambassador Unger, Seventh Air Force lent its striking power to the assault
into the Fishhook. On the first day, General Brown's airmen supported
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American and South Vietnamese unitswith 192 sortiesby fighter-bombers, two
by gunships, and one by aflareship patrolling throughout the night. Thisflurry
marked the beginning of arapidly expanding air campaign.®

Indeed, the aerial might and military power unleashed against the Fishhook
foreshadowed even more extensive ground action, assisted as always by air
power. President Nixon was determined to destroy the border sanctuaries and
eliminatethethreat they posed to Vietnamization and the accompanying Amer-
ican withdrawal. He had, after all, asked Abrams about the need to attack other
bases outside the Parrot’s Beak and Fishhook and given Toan Thang 43 atop
priority. In calling for ahard-hitting imaginative offensivein Cambodia, he had
authorized planning for possible additional attacks, using either American or
South Vietnamese forces, singly or in combination. He suggested, moreover,
that the advancing columns might ultimately penetrate beyond the thirty-
kilometer limit established for Toan Thang 43.%°

Because of the President’ s attitude, the ground war expanded in scope and
increased in intensity, with aerial combat keeping pace. On May 5, acombined
American and South Vietnamese task force entered Base Area 702, west of
Kontum, South Vietnam, launching Operation Binh Tay (Tamethe West) I. A
day later, South Vietnamese forces invaded Base Area 350, northeast of the
Fishhook, while American sol diersprobed Base Areas 354, north of the Parrot’ s
Beak, and 351, not far from the boundary between the Il and 111 Corps Tactical
Zones. Thesethree operationsborethe designations Toan Thang 46, 44, and 45,
respectively. From the April 29 attack through the expanded fighting on May
6, American and South Vietnamese tactical aircraft flew 1,129 sorties into
Cambodia, striking targets within thirty kilometers of the South Vietnamese
border. Included among thefighter-bombers, flareships, and gunshipswerefour
C-130transports, each of which dropped a 15,000-pound bombto clear landing
zones for helicopters assaulting the Fishhook and Base Area 354.

Ground and aerial operationsin Cambodiacontinued, and on May 9, anew
offensive started when a predominately South Viethamese task force began
clearing the enemy from the banks of the Mekong River in Operation Cuu L ong
(Mekong River) I. Besides driving communist boat traffic from the river, the
operation sought to clear theway for convoys carrying suppliesto Phnom Penh.
Air operationsduring thisMekong offensive total ed some 1,900 sorties by mid-
May, not quite 6 percent by U.S. or South Vietnamese Air Force gunships and
almost al the others by fighter-bombers.*

After May 15, aerial activity withinthethirty-kilometer zone prescribed by
President Nixon began to ebb, even though fighting continued on the ground.
Toan Thang 43, 44, 45, and 46 entered new phases, asdid Binh Tay | and Cuu
Long . Inaddition, South Viethamese units, with aminimum of U.S. participa-
tion, launched three new efforts— Binh Tay |1 and |11 against Base Areas 701,
west of Pleiku, and 740, across the border from Ban Me Thuot, and Cuu Long
I1, athrust toward Takeo in Cambodia from Chau Doc Province, South Viet-

189



Air War over South Vietnam, 1968-1975

Flying through the smoke of previous strikes, an Air Force F4
hits an enemy bunker complex in the Fishhook region of Cambodia.

nam. Despite asurgein air action late in May — the result of good weather, a
flurry of combat within Base Areas 350 and 351, and a South Viethamese ad-
vance toward Kompong Trach in Cuu Long Il — the decline continued as the
invasion of Cambodia drew to an end.”

Asearly asMay 8, President Nixon assured Congress that the Cambodian
venture would be short-lived, with American soldiers |eaving the country after
three to six weeks. At the beginning of June, he became more specific, prom-
ising the American people that the last U.S. combat troops would leave Cam-
bodia by the end of that month. Since more than half the force had departed
when he made the pledge, the military assistance command had no trouble in
carrying out his wishes. All American ground troops, including those serving
with Salem House teams, were out of Cambodia on schedule, but South Viet-
namese units continued to operate there.*

Begun on April 29 by the South Vietnamese, and ajoint operation with the
Americans after May 1, Operation Toan Thang 43 ended on July 2, the first
incursion of the Cambodian campaign and the last completed. During Toan
Thang 43, assault troops penetrated Base Areas 354 and 706, overrunning both
those objectives, and South Vietnamese troops probed asfar asthetown of Prey
Veng, some fifty kilometers beyond the border, not quite twice the depth ap-
proved for American forces. During the three months that embraced the Toan
Thang, Binh Tay, and Cuu Long operations, six Seventh Air Force fighter
squadrons, with a minimum of reinforcement, flew all tactical missionsin the
border area. Indeed, the only outside help received by General Brown'’s half-
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dozen squadrons consisted of three C—130 flareships shifted to Cam Ranh Bay
from Ubon, Thailand, and four A—1s moved from Nakhon Phanom, Thailand,
to Bien Hoawhere they flew cover for rescue helicopters.

The incursion into Cambodia imposed new demands on Air Force fliers,
armorers, and maintenance men, but luckily thisexpansion of the conflict came
during alull inthefighting in South Vietnam. Moreover, the comparative calm
in South Vietnam coincided with the approach of the rainy season in southern
Laos, which heralded a sharp declinein the volume of truck traffic detected on
the Ho Chi Minh Trail and, asaresult, fewer targetsfor air attack. This combi-
nation of circumstances enabled General Brown’ s plannersto support thefight-
ing in Cambodiaby boosting thedaily utilization ratefrom .75 or .80 sorties per
aircraft to one sortie or more, depending upon the needs of the ground forces.
From May 6 through 12, for example, F—100s of the 3d Tactical Fighter Wing
managed 1.44 sorties per aircraft per day, dropping to .84 the following week.
Thesame organization flew .89 daily sortieswith each of its A—37Bsduring the
week ending April 28, reached afigure of 1.20 the following week, peaked by
May 12 at 1.38 sorties per aircraft per day, then declined to .98, still in excess
of the pre-incursion average.

Thisredirection of effort from South Vietnam and southern L aosto eastern-
most Cambodia complicated the work of planners at the tactical air control
center, who were responsible for committing air power when and where it was
needed. To accomplish this goal, they assigned Seventh Air Force fighter-
bombersto preplanned strikesin South Vietnam that otherwisewould have been
carried out by South Viethamese airmen. Whenever an emergency arose in
Cambodia, the control center diverted some of these Air Force fighters for
immediate strikes acrossthe border. The South Vietnameseair crewsthusfreed
for preplanned strikesin Cambodiamade aval uabl e contribution to the success
of the incursion, flying more than 300 sorties in the critical first week.*

Air support for theten individual operationsof the Cambodian offensivein
1970 represented an extension of the air war in South Vietnam. The direct air
support center at the corps headquarters nearest the scene of the fighting con-
trolled and coordinated aerial activity in that sector of Cambodia. As aresult,
Il Direct Air Support Center handled combat missions for the three Binh Tay
operations; |11 Direct Air Support Center for the four elements of the Toan
Thang series; and 1V Direct Air Support Center for the three components of the
Cuu Long fighting. The basic rules of engagement followed in South Vietnam
applied in Cambodia, but interpretation was simpler during theincursion, if not
afterward, becausethe North Vietnamese had expelled the noncombatantsfrom
the base areas, and the few Cambodian military unitsin the border region were
easily located.*®

Asin South Vietnam, forward air controllers linked troops on the ground
in Cambodiawith the fighter-bombers assigned to support them. In this aspect
of theair war, Vietnamization paid dividends, for many South Vietnamese con-
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trollershad qualified to direct strikes by American airmen and now did so over
Cambodia. South Vietnam's aerial resources remained limited, however, and
U.S. Air Force forward air controllers and fighter pilots continued to come to
the aid of the embattled South Vietnamese throughout the incursion. Acrossthe
border from Pleiku, Capt. James C. Weatherbee, an Air Force forward air
controller, received word from atactical air control party that advancing South
Vietnamese had collided with aNorth Vietnamese strongpoint. Oncethetroops
below him had marked their position, Captain Weatherbee directed an F4
against the enemy entrenchment farthest from the unit that had been pinned
down. He assigned a second Phantom to bomb and strafe the likeliest escape
route and then fired a series of rocketsthat marked asuccession of impact areas
that brought American bombs progressively closer to the South Vietnamese
infantrymen. He thus succeeded in clearing the way for the attackers, while at
the same time harassing the most probable avenue of retreat open to the
defenders. Weatherbee's application of aerial firepower killed eight of the
enemy manning the trenches and contributed not only to the capture of the
machinegun that had stalled the advance but al so to the confiscation of military
supplies cached nearby.*

Light observation helicopters from the U.S. Army aso performed as they
normally did in South Vietnam, locating and investigating gaps in the jungle
canopy to find targetsfor Air Forceforward air controllers. On May 18, near Se
San, Cambodia, the Army scout helicopters aerted Air Force 1st Lt. Joseph
Faherty to a cluster of bunkers and huts on the jungle floor. Since no fighters
were immediately at hand, Faherty radioed the Il Direct Air Support Center,
which launched two F-4sand apair of F—100s. As soon asthefightersarrived,
Lieutenant Faherty had the helicopters mark thetarget, atask that brought them
low over thetreesand attracted fire from the ground. The F—4sand F-100sthen
attacked, silencing the guns and destroying the structures they guarded. Army
helicopter crews reported the strike had leveled twenty storage bunkers and
killed ten North Vietnamese.*®

Throughout the Cambodian incursion, the enemy tried to concea his
strongholds and supply depots from forward air controllers and the crews of
scout helicopters. Inadditionto regularly schedul ed visual reconnaissance, U.S.
airmen used whatever devices were availableto ferret out stockpiles and forti-
fications— airborneradio direction finding, infrared equipment, aerial cameras,
and even peopl e sniffers. Finding camouflaged bunkers proved no lessdifficult
than determining the damage done them by aeria attack. Unless U.S. or South
Vietnamese troops promptly occupied the site of an air strike, or leisurely low-
altitude reconnai ssance was possible, the only measure of destruction was the
number and size of thefires or secondary explosionstouched off by the attack.*

To bereally useful to the ground war in Cambodia, reconnai ssance aircraft
like the RF—4 had to range beyond the thirty-kilometer limit imposed on the
American advance. Initially, these planes flew sixty nautical milesinto Cam-
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bodia, reconnoitering the roads and waterwaysin the northeastern part of Cam-
bodiato gauge enemy reaction to the invasion, but avoiding Phnom Penh and
its environs. The rules of engagement governing missions beyond the immed-
iate border region prohibited armed reconnai ssance or fighters escorting recon-
nai ssance missions to prevent injury to noncombatants or unnecessary damage
to Cambodian property.*®

Each day theaerial camerasrecorded movement along riversand highways,
and supplementary infrared detection missionstook place each week. Specially
scheduled flights investigated areas of immediate interest, using whatever
equipment seemed suitable. Theresulting intelligence reveal ed the general pat-
tern of North Vietnamese reaction to the incursion, disclosing heavy traffic
moving southward from Laos by road and water. Indeed, during the four weeks
beginning in mid-May, adaily average of 31 trucksand 116 boats or bargeswas
detected — convincing evidence that further aerial action was needed.™

Throughout this expanding reconnaissance effort, Air Force C—130s scat-
tered propaganda leaflets over Cambodia. At first the printed messages fell
among the border bases, urging the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong defenders
tolay downtheir weapons. L ater, asthe enemy regrouped to the west and began
attacking Khmer outposts, the air war expanded accordingly, and Air Force
psychological warfare specialists began using leaflets and loudspeaker broad-
casts to warn Cambodian noncombatants of strikes against targets nearby.>

Even as General Brown'’sair crewswerejoining South Viethamese airmen
insupporting theincursion, someU.S. Air Force planesbombed or strafed high-
waysand storagedumpsin southern North Vietnam. Seventh Air Forceplanners
had been making preparations for these raids before receiving orders for the
advanceinto Cambodia, and General Wheeler, inannouncing President Nixon's
approval of thestrikesin the North, issued instructionsto coordinate this effort
with the Cambodian incursion. As a result, from May 1 through May 4, Air
Force and Navy planes struck avariety of targets along the road net that chan-
neled supplies through Mu Gia, Ban Karai, and Barthelemy Passes into Laos,
where the cargo might make its way westward to the L aotian plateau or south-
ward to Cambodia and South Vietnam.*

In his April 30 speech announcing the incursion into Cambodia, President
Nixondeclared, Tonight Americanand South Vietnamese unitswill attack the
headquarters for the entire Communist military operation in South Vietnam.
Withthesewords, the Central Officefor South Vietnam, believed located within
the Fishhook in blatant violation of Cambodia’ sneutrality, > becamefixedin
the mind of the American public asthe key objective of Operation Toan Thang
43, adevelopment that troubled General Wheeler. Asyou know, hetold Ad-
miral McCain and General Abrams, thishas never been aprincipal objective,
and, indeed, | have been careful to point out to higher authority that it would
probably be sheer good luck if wewere ableto bag it as part of this operation.
To avoid the bad publicity that seemed likely to result from failure to seize the
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headquarters, Wheeler recommended educating the pressto the true goal of the
invasion, thedisruption of theenemy’ slogisticsnetwork, whileat the sametime
following up any leads that might help pinpoint the headquarters.®

Frequently on the move, the Central Office for South Vietham proved an
elusive target, evading both aerial bombardment and ground attack. A North
Vietnamese headquarters clerk captured in mid-May claimed that the organiza-
tion received twenty-four-hour warning of B-52 strikes and that, while he
served there, it had moved three times to escape approaching troops.>

Despiteearly failureto locate the central officeand Wheeler’ semphasison
logistical targets, Abrams continued searching for the headquarters that con-
trolled communist activity throughout South Vietnam. LateinMay, intelligence
reportsencouraged him to obtain temporary authority to attack sitesasfar asten
kilometersbeyond thethirty-kilometer operating zonethat President Nixon had
established. To protect Cambodian civilians, General Wheeler insisted upon a
one-kilometer buffer, separating B—52 target boxes from inhabited villages.
Moreover, aforward air controller had to direct strikes by tactical fighters to
prevent potentially deadly errors.>’

Even as he pursued the various intelligence leads, General Abrams tried
publicly to play down the importance of the Central Office for South Vietnam
as an objective of the Cambodian incursion. Still wary of the bad publicity that
could result from failure to destroy the headquarters, he continued to insist that
statements to the press deal exclusively with the campaign against the supply
depots and that reports on the search for the communist command post use se-
cure communications channels.®

Another probable headquarters site soon surfaced in the Fishhook, well
within the thirty-kilometer area of operations prescribed by the President, and
Abrams promptly alerted Brown to send Seventh Air Force fighter-bombers
against it. The B-52s battered two target boxeson May 21 and 23, followed by
ninety tactical fighters, directed by fourteen tactical air controllers, concen-
trating on the untouched areas between rows of bomb cratersleft by the B-52s.
A photo reconnai ssance planerecorded the damage asbest it could, and Seventh
Air Forcefliersreported touching off ten secondary explosions and destroying
or damaging nineteen bunkers. Dense foliage and smoke from fires prevented
thekind of visual or photographic reconnai ssancethat might have verified dam-
age to— or even the presence of — the Central Office for South Vietnam.*

The fruitless search for the central office persisted through June. On the
21st, Abrams responded to fresh evidence by arranging to divert thirty-five
B-52s against another promising target in the Fishhook. The attack produced
thirty-seven secondary explosions, anindication that supplieswerestored there,
but no proof that a headquarters occupied the site.®

Although the communist headquarters apparently survived bombing and
ground probes, the frequent moves necessary to survive almost certainly dis-
rupted its activities. As to the main purpose of the attacks into the base areas,
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dislocation of the enemy logistics system, American and South Vietnamese
troops unearthed vast stores of weapons, ammunition, food, and other vital sup-
plies. A year of Menu bombing had not prevented the North Vietnamese from
filling their Cambodian depots to overflowing. The booty captured during the
invasion included some 25,000 individual and crew-served weapons, almost
eighty tons of food, more than fifty-five tons of medical supplies, and at |east
fifteen million rounds of ammunition, varying from pistol bullets to artillery
shells. Some of the war material came from as far away as eastern Europe,
arriving by way of the Ho Chi Minh Trail or the port of Sihanoukville.®*

For U.S. ground forces, the Cambodian campaign ended on June 29, in
keeping with President Nixon’s promise to have all these troops out of Cam-
bodiaon July 1. South Vietnamese elements of theinvasionforcewould remain
in Cambodiafor another three weeks, however, and they could return if neces-
sary. President Thieu had authorized his principal commanders to advance as
far asforty kilometersbeyond the border if requested to interveneby Lon Nol’s
Cambodian forces.*®

What had the Cambodian invasion accomplished? According to Sir Robert
Thompson, arespected veteran of the successful British counterinsurgency ef-
fortin Malaya, the military effectswerelittle short of spectacular. Theinability
to channel cargo through Sihanoukville (renamed Kompong Som by the Lon
Nol government) and the destruction or capture of the stockpilesnear the border
with South Vietnam forced the enemy to divert men and material to improve
and defend the supply lines passing through southern Laos and the northeastern
corner of Cambodia. Communist forces— whether North Vietnamese, Viet
Cong, or Khmer Rougerecruited inside Cambodia— had expended ammunition
and sustained casualtiesin resisting the cross-border attacks and would invest
additional men and suppliesin an attempt to topple Lon Nol. Theincursion, he
believed, had reduced to negligible proportionsfor at least the next year the
enemy threat inthe 111 and 1V Corps Tactical zones of South Vietnam.®

Theincursion clearly helped facilitate the American withdrawal from the
Vietnam conflict, asthe British specialist in counterinsurgency maintained. For
the Cambodians, however, the attack signaled disaster; the border crossings of
April and May 1970 inaugurated more than adecade of foreign conflict or civil
war, attended by famine, disease, and mass slaughter. William Shawcross, a
British journalist, has blamed the Nixon administration for these years of
violence and death. Although he concedes that North Vietnamese troops con-
trolled the border region when the Menu bombing and the invasion took place,
he argues that the President and his principal adviser, Henry Kissinger, should
havefound some other solution to the threat posed by the hostile bases, acourse
of action that would have enabled Cambodia to remain non-belligerent, it not
truly neutral. While condemning U.S. policy, Shawcross admits, Any...ad-
ministration would have faced dreadful decisions from 1969 onward, but in-
sists that alternativesto invasion did exist.
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A small part of the vast amount of goods captured in Cambodia:
cases of ammunition (top) and 200-pound bags of rice.

Y et, to attribute all Cambodia’s suffering solely to decisions made or rati-
fied by President Nixon represents an oversimplification. Sihanouk, after all,
waswalking atight-rope, trying to preserve hiskingdom by bal ancing conflict-
ing domestic groupsand foreign pressures. Hefailed, although cleverly playing
off the United States against North Vietnam. He nevertheless fell victim to a
combination of hisown carelessness, Lon Nol’ sambition, and the discipline of
Cambodian communists, who would embark on their own reign of terror after
the American bombs stopped falling.

Shawcrossacknowledgesthat Sihanouk wasinanimpossiblesituation. The
Prince could not simultaneously accommodate his domestic enemies on the
political left and right. Moreover, the United States failed to understand his
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motivesin trying to maintain Cambodia sindependence and nominal neutrality
or to appreciate that as an active ally, Cambodia would require help that out-
weighed any military contribution it could make. Fascinated by the willingness
of the new Khmer government to defy Hanoi, President Nixon overestimated
Lon Nol’scompetence (to some extent undermined by illness), hispolitical fol-
lowing, and his military strength. The administration, moreover, knew almost
nothing of the zeal, discipline, and ruthlessness of the Khmer Rouge.**

Inthe United States, the Cambodian incursion heightened the opposition to
thewar. News of the attack triggered widespread demonstrations by foes of the
war. On May 4, 1970, at Kent State University in Ohio, National Guardsmen
sent to maintain order fired into a rock-throwing crowd, killing four students.
Two of the dead were women, and one was a cadet in the university’ s Reserve
Officer Training Corps. All were bystanders rather than participantsin the dis-
turbance the guardsmen were trying to quell. These deaths inflamed antiwar
sentiment among college students, who shut down for varying periods most of
the nation’ s campuses. Nor did the President ease tensions when he referred to
the student demonstrators as bums, contrasting them with the American
troops in Vietnam, whom he considered the greatest.

The reaction, especially among students, to the Kent State killings per-
suaded the President to maintain tighter surveillance over the activities of per-
sons and groups opposed to the war. Rather than call upon the Federal Bureau
of Investigation, which the President blamed for failing to discover the sources
of information apparently leaked to the press about the Menu bombing and
other matters, Nixon turned to a young aide, Tom Charles Huston, who con-
cocted apatently unconstitutional schemefor domesticintelligence-gathering.®®
According to H. R. Haldeman, one of the President’ strusted advisers, adoption
of the Huston plan, largely in response to the outbursts that followed the
shooting at Kent State, marked a turning point for Nixon, a beginning of a
downhill slide that ledtoillegal entries, misuse of campaign funds, impeach-
ment proceedings, and in August 1974, the President’ s resignation.®”’

Even before the fatal shots rang out at Kent State, a group that had orga-
nized two major antiwar demonstrations during 1969 scheduled a protest for
Washington, D.C., to be held on May 9. President Nixon sought to reduce the
impact of this gathering, appealing for support directly to the publicin hisfirst
news conference since January. At this session, he emphasized the continuing
troop withdrawal sfrom Vietnam, acknowledging that the protesters, too, want
our boyshome, butinsisting that theinvasion of Cambodiawould help achieve
that very goal by enabling him to bring back another 150,000 men during 1970.
He chosethismoment to promisethat al Americansof all kinds, including ad-
visers, will be out of Cambodia by the end of June.

The demonstrations against the war scheduled for Washington took place
as planned, attracting between 75,000 and 100,000 persons, but producinglittle
in the way of confrontation or violence. In contrast, an antiwar rally held the
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previousday, May 8, in New Y ork City had triggered an attack on the protesters
by construction workers, a clash that resulted in injury to seventy persons, four
of them police trying to separate the combatants. The meleein New Y ork City
inspired ademonstration in support of President Nixon and his Southeast Asia
policy held there on May 20, under sponsorship of the building-trades unions.
An estimated 100,000 pro-Nixon demonstrators attended the event.®

Whilecrowdsprotested — or, lessfregquently, demonstrated approval of —
Presidential actions, Congress began considering | egislation designed to ensure
an Americanwithdrawal from Cambodiaby July 1, 1970. Two senators, Repub-
lican John Sherman Cooper of Kentucky and Democrat Frank Church of 1daho,
offered an amendment to the foreign military sales act that, effective July 1,
would have cut off funds not only for the employment of ground forces or ad-
visersin Cambodiabut also for the conduct of air operationsin support of Cam-
bodian troops. On June 30, the Senate adopted a modified version of the
Cooper-Church resolution, but the House of Representatives would not agree.
To pass the military sales legislation, Congress shelved the Cooper-Church
proviso, though the act in its final form repealed the Tonkin Gulf resolution.
Adopted almost without dissent in 1964 in response to reports of attacks by
North Viethamese patrol boats on American destroyers, the resolution had, in
effect, given the President afree hand in defining and punishing acts of aggres-
sion by North Vietnam.

Far from expiring, the Cooper-Church proposal surfaced againin December
and was incorporated in a defense appropriations bill for fiscal 1971. Asare-
sult, the amended act barred the introduction of combat troops or military ad-
visersinto Cambodiaor Laos, whileignoring the air war in both countries. The
legislative branch thus curbed Presidential initiative, but did not prevent him
from supplying Lon Nol’s army, providing it air support, or reacting with air
power against any Cambodia-based threat to the American forces not yet with-
drawn from South Vietnam.™

President Nixon’ s Southeast Asiapolicy of Vietnamization and withdrawal
weathered the domestic storm caused by the Cambodian incursion. Continuing
troop withdrawals and the return from Cambodia of the American invasion
force enabled him to wage an air war there. Asthe tempest of May died away,
the burden of campaigning in Cambodia shifted from soldiers, most of them
draftees, to airmen serving voluntarily in an organization that sustained far
fewer lossesthan the Army’ s combat arms. In the Cambodian fighting of 1970,
for instance, five Air Force crew members were killed, two others were
wounded, and one remained missing when theincursion ended — eight men —
roughly one-half of one percent of the total U.S. Army casualties during the
period.” A comparison of casualties may well have contributed to the decision
to embark on the sustained aerial interdiction effort that began as American
ground units withdrew from Cambodia.
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From Incursion to I nterdiction

Searching beyond the immediate area of the incursion into Cambodia,
photographic and visual reconnaissance disclosed that the North Vietnamese
were shifting their forcesto contain theinvadersfrom South Vietnam and at the
same time trying to topple Lon Nol’ s government. Reacting to early reports of
hostile movement, the Joint Chiefs of Staff on May 16 suggested an aeria
interdiction campaign designed to impede travel by road and river throughout
northeastern Cambodia. General Brown’s Seventh Air Force staff outlined a
plan for attacking traffic in an area bounded by the South Vietnamese border,
the Laotian border, aline 200 meterswest of the Mekong River, and Cambodian
Route 13, ahighway leading from Kratie southeastward past the town of Snoul.
After coordinationwith Cambodian authorities, air strikesbegan on May 30, six
days after the Joint Chiefs of Staff issued their formal directiveto carry out the
Seventh Air Force plan.*

As approved by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the interdiction campaign, offic-
ially christened Freedom Deal on June 6,2 pitted tactical aircraft against enemy
activities innortheastern Cambodia asnecessary to protect U.S. forcesinthe
Republic of Vietnam. Aerial interdiction, in effect, extended into Cambodia
the attemptsto disrupt traffic onthe Ho Chi Minh Trail in southern Laos. With-
in northeastern Cambodia, asin southern Laos, B-52 bombers could use their
striking power in the interdiction effort, provided that the impact area lay at
least one kilometer from inhabited villages or three kilometers from friendly
troops. The safety zone for military units was greater because they tended to
move about, while villagers were expected to remain close to home.?

These safety margins formed one part of a set of rules of engagement de-
signed to prevent bombing accidentsin Cambodia. During the drafting of these
rules, General Abrams managed to avoid the precedent established in Laos,
where the U.S. Ambassador might veto targets because of adverse political
consequences. For air attacksin the Freedom Deal area of Cambodia, coordina-
tion took place exclusively among military headquarters— the U.S. Military
Assistance Command, the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff, and the Cam-
bodian armed forces.*
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The operational precautionsinsisted upon in Cambodiadiffered little from
thoseenforcedin South Vietnam. Cambodian authoritieshad to validate targets,
periodically reviewing those roads, areas, or waterways they had already certi-
fied as enemy-controlled and cleared of noncombatants. Airmen might attack
trucks travelling by night, the time favored by enemy drivers, or motorboats
moving at any time, even though theroad or stream wasknown to carry civilian
traffic. After all, the peasants of eastern Cambodiararely, if ever, used trucks
or powered boats. Before attempting to disrupt enemy movement on any high-
way or river used by local civilians, plannersrelied upon |eafletsor loudspeaker
broadcasts to warn villagers of the danger, advising them in particular to avoid
travel after dark.

Asin South Vietnam, aforward air controller directed most strikes, except
those by B-52s, for in Cambodia, too, the big bombers dropped their explosive
loads on signal from Combat Skyspot radar operators on the ground. Air Force
gunships, with their array of on-board sensors, along with F—4s and Marine
Corps A—6sfitted out for radar bombing, could also dispensewith aforward air
controller. Only in special operating areasverified and reviewed by Cambodian
officers could tactical aircraft attack solely on the pilot’ sinitiative.

Theexistence of historic structureslikethe Angkor Wat, atemple complex
dating from the twelfth century, complicated the air war in Cambodia. Planners
and air crews exercised care to avoid damaging these buildings, insisting that
Cambodian officersapprovenearby air attacks. To help protect national shrines,
civilian lives, and the safety of friendly troops fighting in Cambodia, English-
speaking Cambodian officersjoined the Tactical Air Control Center at Tan Son
Nhut and the direct air support center at Pleiku. Cambodian airmen fluent in
English proved scarce, American pilots who spoke the Khmer language were
even fewer, and the Air Force soon was searching out American and South
Vietnamese forward air controllers fluent in French, the second language of
most educated Cambodians. These bilingual officers formed an essential link
in the air control system functioning in Cambodia.®

Despite the growing volume of road and river traffic within the Freedom
Deal area, profitable targets proved hard to find. The forest, of course, posed a
problem, but other handicaps may have resulted from the short toursof duty that
Air Force officers served in Southeast Asia. Sometimes changing assignments
during their year in the country, even field-grade officers might not learn ajob
until they were about to leave it. Whatever the reason, Col. Malcolm E. Ryan
and Col. James H. Ahmann, two officers who helped plan the interdiction
campaign, maintained that some of their colleagues had al but ignored the
computerized intelligence available at Tan Son Nhut, apparently not realizing
the extent of recent reconnaissance coverage of Cambodia.®

Initially, the Cambodian liaison officers did not prove as helpful as
expected. After approving eight of the first twenty targets proposed, they
returned early in June to suggest designating much of Freedom Deal a special
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A C-130 drops leaflets to warn villagers of an impending attack.

operating areato be bombed at will. Colonel Ryan and hisfellow planners had
to remind theliaison group that there were people around those areas and that
bombskill people. Afterward, the Cambodiansgrew much moreconservative
in their validation. ’

Already looking forward to possible extension of the air war west of the
Mekong, Seventh Air Force headquarters proposed using Freedom Deal inter-
diction asthe basisfor aerial reconnaissance beyond that river. Thusfar, visua
reconnaissance by F-4s, OV-10s, and A—37s halted at the Mekong, afact that
could not have escaped the enemy’s notice. Given the American tendency to
respect boundaries, whether geographic or political, the communists might not
expect these low-altitude flights to continue on into western Cambodia. Occa-
sional missions beyond the river not only could produce valuable intelligence
for future air attacks, but also might confuse the enemy, serving notice that the
region did not constitute a sanctuary.® The Joint Chiefs of Staff agreed that
information was needed on enemy activity west of the Mekong and approved
unarmed aerial reconnai ssancethroughout theremainder of Cambodia. Only the
capital city, Phnom Penh, and itsenvironsremained off limitsfor tactical recon-
naissance, ostensibly to prevent civilian casualties, though it is not clear how
unarmed aircraft could have caused death or injury among the local populace.’

Likereconnaissance, rescue activity expanded to keep pace with the exten-
sion of the air war. In mid-June, General Abrams expressed concern about the
fate of South Viethamese air crews who might parachute or crash outside the
Freedom Deal area, for South Vietnam’s air arm had no organized rescue ser-
vice. By the end of the month, Air Force rescue units had received permission
to range over al of Cambodia to recover downed Americans and any South
Vietnamese who could not be reached by their own helicopters or ground pa-
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trols. Latein July, moreover, Air Force helicoptersbeganretrieving Cambodian
airmen who otherwise might not be saved.®

Asthe Freedom Deal strikeswere beginning, agroup of Cambodian troops
and civilians fled the town of Lomphat and sought refuge from the pursuing
enemy at L abansiek, where the South Vietnamese had sent atactical air control
party to handle strikes in support of their own forces engaged in the Binh Tay
operations. South Vietnameseforward air controllersand fighter-bomber crews
combined to attack ambush sites along the road linking the two towns, but air
cover could not prevent the communists