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PREFACE 2003

When I received the request to update my 1978 foreword to this
book, I thought it might be useful to give my perspective of some
aspects on the employment of airpower in the Persian Gulf War, the
Air War over Serbia (Operation Allied Force), and the war in
Afghanistan (Operation Enduring Freedom). It is not my intent to
analyze air operations in these wars but to see if there are trends
that might be appropriate for another war. [ was particularly inter-
ested in the application of established airpower doctrine since I was
deeply involved with it throughout my career.

The Gulf War, in many respects, had many features of World
War II. The first requirement in World War II was to gain and
maintain air superiority to have freedom of action to carry out
the destruction of Germany’s ability to wage war and to create
the most favorable conditions for the invasion of Europe (Operation
Overlord). It was mandatory to establish air superiority so that
the German air force wouldn't be able to attack the highly vul-
nerable landing force and the subsequent breakout. A vigorous
interdiction campaign was initiated 60 days prior to the invasion
to seal off the landing areas. Just prior to the assault, all air-
power was turned to direct support of the landing force. As his-
tory records, air superiority was established and maintained; the
area was successfully sealed off from German forces trying to get
at the landing force; and all Allied airpower was directed to close
air support until the main force had landed and operations were
underway to engage the main forces of the Germans. It is of spe-
cial interest that the German air force was able to fly only a few
sorties, and those had no significant effect. ‘

The Gulf War followed the same general pattern. First, we
destroyed the air defense system and gained control of the air prior
to the introduction of ground forces. We exploited that air superi-
ority by systematic attacks on the command and control system,
the governmental supporting structure, and the deployed military
forces. Particular attention was given to the mechanized forces of




the elite Revolutionary Guard. All of these attacks, as in World War
II, were intended to pave the way for our ground forces. As the inva-
sion approached, the major effort was devoted to attacks against
the lines of communication that would be used by the reserve
forces. As the assault on enemy defense lines began, all of the air-
power was devoted to helping our ground force breach the defense
and begin the exploitation. Airpower was a dominant factor
throughout the campaign, in which there were fewer casualties
than in all of our previous wars.

Every war has its own characteristics, but a common thread
on the employment of airpower seems to emerge. As indicated in
this brief review of World War II and the Gulf War, there surfaces
a common operational doctrine. To be sure, the tactics were not
alike but the results obtained appear very similar. Air superior-
ity made it possible to sustain attacks against the core of the
enemy'’s strength and ability to wage war and, at the same time,
to support attacks against enemy forces in the field.

In the Air War over Serbia, the first requirement again was to
neutralize the Yugoslavian Air Force and render the air defense
system ineffective. In many ways, the air defense system was far
more sophisticated than the one in Operation Desert Storm.
Although the number of enemy aircraft was not large, it pos-
sessed some state-of-the-art jet fighters. The elimination of this
flying force was quickly accomplished, but the air defense sys-
tem, with its large numbers of radar, presented a much more dif-
ficult problem. The problem was made more complicated by the
large number of antiaircraft artillery and air-to-surface missiles,
including the man-pack infrared ones. The air defense system
was never wholly eliminated, but it was neutralized to the extent
that Allied airpower could carry out its mission without unac-
ceptable losses or interference. Significantly, however, the enemy’s
multifaceted defenses forced operations above 15,000 feet where
the threat of their weapons was minimized.

With air superiority, the Allied Air Force could devote a major
effort to the strategic objective of destroying the capability and
will of the Yugoslavian government to continue the war. This was
much like the objective of the Strategic Air Force in World War I1.
Although Germany didn’t sue for peace as a result of airpower
attacks, airpower did weaken the German economy and infra-
structure to the extent that the country could no longer sustain
its military forces in the field at a strength needed to defeat the
opposing Allied force. Some evidence indicated the same trend in
Yugoslavia, even though support of military forces was not an
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issue since the bulk of its ground forces were not engaged in
combat. Consequently, the airpower attack there should be per-
ceived as a strategic attack on the nation’s ability to function.

Since no Allied ground forces were involved, most of the air
attacks were against ground force bases and routes used to move
units from the northern part of the country into the combat
areas of Kosovo. Hence, there was no interdiction effort in the

.traditional sense since there were not that many targets.
However, significant effort was devoted o small engagements
throughout the area. Many of these attacks were in close prox-
imity to civilians, and, therefore, required a forward air controller
to control strikes. With only a small portion of the Yugoslavian
army in the field, only a small number of tanks, armored per-
sonnel vehicles, and supply trucks were destroyed. But these air
attacks were of such precision that any large-scale deployment of
Yugoslavian ground force clearly would have met the same fate
as befell the Iraqgi army. Airpower, in my view, was the compelling
force that brought the war to a close. Airpower did in Yugoslavia
what airmen had hoped it would be able to do against Germany
in World War II—avoid a ground war.

The Afghanistan War, Operation Allied Force, exhibited some of
the features of previous wars, but in many ways it was entirely dif-
ferent. Control of the air was the first requirement, but air opera-
tions were made difficult by the long distances to bases and the
location of the Navy carrier task force. Fortunately, the Taliban air
force consisted of only a few fighters, which were destroyed, and the
air defense system—in no way integrated—was rapidly neutralized.

_ The man-pack infrared missiles posed a threat throughout the war,
again forcing Allied air forces to fly above the effective altitudes of
these weapons. But in a real sense, there were no restraints on

Allied use of the airspace over the country.

With such complete control of the air, the objective of destroy-
ing the Taliban government and elimination of the terrorist
organization and ifs leader were pursued with minimum expo-
sure. The primary ground battle was fought between Taliban and
Northern Alliance forces, both of which consisted of a number of
indigenous forces. These forces were deployed along a defended
line of trenches, bunkers, and other obstacles that the Northern
Alliance was unable to break through. Without airpower, it is
gquestionable whether the Northern Alliance would even have
been able to hold its position. To complicate matters, various
warlords were fighting among themselves and with Taliban ele-
ments throughout the rest of the country.




It was in this setting that the Central Intelligence Agency and
Special Forces teams were placed in the country. Their task was
not only the production of intelligence, but also the establishing
of friendly relations with the various warlords. It was these teams
that identified targets suitable for attack. These teams also
established relations with the Northern Alliance leader and con-
vinced him what airpower could be to support his forces.

In Afghanistan, a new level of close air support was developed
compared to all previous wars. With precision weapons, particu-
larly the Joint Direct Attack Munition (JDAM) and its Global
Positioning System (GPS)-aided inertial navigation, strikes could
be made extremely close to friendly troops. With all types of
strike aircraft circling overhead, weapons could be on a target in
a matter of a few minutes. Also new was the use of unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAV]) to deliver weapons and to generate real-time
targets. This was manifested in UAVs sending target data to an
HC-130 overhead, which could engage without delay.

I would like to conclude these new perspectives with the obser-
vation that the fundamentals that airmen have held onto in the
employment of airpower were demonstrated in our recent wars
without qualification. Airpower accomplished what it was capa-
ble of doing, and what many of us thought it could do—indeed,
what many of us had hoped it would do in World War II. These
were abbreviated wars—abbreviated by the wedding of estab-
lished airpower doctrine with dramatically new technologies. To
be sure, we would have achieved success without the new tech-
nologies, but it would have taken more time and precious human
resources. But the doctrine that has guided airpower employ-
ment, it seems to me, remains an enduring foundation that
bodes well for the integration of air and space assets into one
cohesive force.

WILLIAM W. MOMYER
General, US Air Force (retired)
December 2002
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FOREWORD

i began working on this book some months ago when a num-
ber of colleagues asked me to record my thoughts about the
employment of airpower, especially tactical airpower, after 35
years in the profession. I hadn’'t any illusions of being blessed
with special wisdom, but, as they said, no one else shared
exactly my perspective on tactical airpower, and other profes-
sional airmen might find it useful to know how I saw things, par-
ticularly during the Vietnam years, whether they happened to
approve of my perceptions or not. Very soon I realized that my
perspective was in fact several perspectives, and none of them
could be maintained in perfect isolation from the others. I had
watched strategy, tactics, and technology evolve, and all three of
these evolutions fascinated me in recollection. I had seen tactical
airpower from the viewpoints of the greenest fighter pilot {in
1939}, the senior air commander in our longest war, and almost
every position in between: dozens of perspectives there, and all of
them seemed valid and important to me. So my problem became
one of choosing from among my many perspectives the few that
seemed likely to offer the most to other airmen.

Although I take most delight in recalling my experiences as a
young fighter pilot, I had to admit that there’s probably nothing
unique about that perspective. Hundreds of others shared about
the same experiences and could describe them as well or better
than I Thus I turned away {fellow fighter pilots will understand
how difficult this was} from the temptation to spin stories about

‘those days. ‘

On the other hand, if there’s little justification for my dis-
cussing many of the things I do recall from World War 11, there’s
little point, either, in attempting to analyze what I didn’t know {or
knew only by reading about it later] about airpower in World War
iI. My experience was in North Africa and Italy; I didn't partici-
pate in, for insfance, the combined bomber offensive against
Germany or the B-29 offensive against Japan. I have some




strong opinions about the mistakes and successes of those cam-
paigns, opinions which I'll share with other airmen in private,
but I don’t want those judgments lying around in a book like this
one where future airmen might see them and suppose they were
based on authoritative, firsthand observation.

I examined and discarded many other approaches using this
same filtering process—avoid discussing what I don’t know from
my own experience and the experiences of my companions, and
consider telling what I do know only if future airmen might profit
from seeing how those events looked from a perspective that was
uniquely, or almost uniquely, mine. This filtering process kept
me away from perspectives that would include such large topics
as our employment of the atomic bomb in World War II (no first-
hand knowledge of the decision process), and such personal top-
ics as the ways in which President Johnson seemed to have aged
between December 1967 when I talked with him at length about
the bombing campaign and the defense of Khe Sahn as we flew
from Korat to Cam Ranh Bay and October 1968 when I spoke
with him for the last time at the White House (not likely to be of
professional interest to future airmen).

What the filtering left me with were the perspectives you find
in this book, the major preoccupations of my years as a senior
commander: strategy, command and control, counter air opera-
tions, interdiction, and close air support. Most of my unique
opportunities to perceive airpower occurred during my tenure as
Commander of 7th Air Force in Vietnam from July 1966 until
August 1968, and you'll see here mostly what I saw then. But
some of my perceptions from earlier and later years must be
recorded, too, to place my observations from the Vietnam years
in context. My perspective on command and control when I ran
7th Air Force was certainly affected by my earlier observations in
1942-1944 when I was a fighter group commander in North
Africa and those in 1944-1946 when I was Chief of the Army Air
Forces Board for Combined Operations. While I was Assistant
Chief of Staff at Tactical Air Command headquarters between
1946-1949, I undoubtedly picked up many of the ideas reflected
in my approach to close air support in Vietnam. Also, as a mem-
ber of the faculty of the Air War College from 1950-1953, I was
ideally situated to observe the command and control relation-
ships and the complexities of the interdiction, close air support,
and counter air missions during the Korean War. After a series of
tours in which I commanded the 8th Fighter-Bomber Wing and
the 314th Air Division in Korea, and the 312th Fighter-Bomber
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Wing and the 832nd Air Division in the U.S., I served as Director
of Plans, Headquarters Tactical Air Command, from 1958 until
1961. There | saw firsthand the effects on our tactical air forces
of both the Eisenhower adminisiration’s emphasis on nuclear
weapons and the Kennedy administration’s enthusiasm for the
weapons and techniques of sub-limited war. During my tour in
the Air Staff from 1961-1964 I was directly involved in the dis-
cussion of counterinsurgency and the forces that were needed for
the developing war in Vielnam. My assignment in Vietham was
preceded by a two-year tour as Commander of Air Training

‘Command. As Commander of Tactical Air Command from the

time I returned from Vietnam in 1968 until I retired in 1973, 1
remained intimately involved in the planning for all of our tacti-

. cal air operations in Vietnam.

What 1 offer in this book, as fairly and as clearly as i can, is an
account of the way airpower locked fo me from the perspectives |
think will matter most to airmen. I don't record these views in the
hope that airmen, even my friends, will approve them. In fact I hope
that all of our airmen who examine them will do so critically. We
mustn’t rely entirely upon yesterday’s ideas to fight tomorrow’s
wars, after all, but I hope our airmen wornt't pay the price in combat
again for what some of us have already purchased.
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Chapier l

STRATEGY

My vantage point in World War II, as Commander of the 33rd
Fighter Group in North Africa, Sicily, and Italy, gave me a good view
of more German and Italian Fighters than I really cared to see, but
not many opportunities to witness the making of Allied air strategy.
However, every pilot knew that our strategy embraced two funda-
mental features: attacks against the enemy heartland (with which I
had little to do, either in Europe or the Pacific) and participation
with surface forces to destroy the opposing forces or cause them to
surrender. The first priority of our air strategy was to gain control
of the air. Then we concentrated our efforts on isolating the battle-
field and providing close air support. This air strategy provided flex-
ibility to the Allied armies in their ground campaigns and guaran-
teed a minimum of interference from the German Air Force. By the
time I returned to the U.S. in 1944 to become Chief of Combined
Operations on the Army Air Forces Board, our Airpower had virtu-
ally destroyed the Luftwaffe in the Mediterranean through air-to-air
engagements and attacks on airfields and logistical bases; and we

- had repeatedly cut the enemy’s air, sea, and land lines of commu-

nication, enabling our armies to capture North Africa and Sicily and
to invade southern Italy.

At about the time I was leaving Europe, our B-29s in the Pacific

‘were beginning their attacks against Japan from bases in China. In

November 1944, B-29s from China and the Marianas raided Tokyo,
and in March 1945, Major General Curtis E. Lemay began the deci-
sive campaign of night, low-level incendiary attacks. The air war in
the Pacific culminated with the dropping of atomic bombs on 6 and
9 August, events which profoundly affected U.S. air strategy.

NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND TACTICAL AIR FORCES

With nuclear weapons a reality in the late forties and early fifties,
many strategists urged that we evaluate all military forces in light
of their ability to contribute to a general nuclear war.! But other
planners disagreed. A reduction in the size of U.S. armed forces,




and our increasingly heavy emphasis on nuclear weapons,
prompted a debate which brought out basic differences among the
service chiefs and within the Air Force itself, I was uniquely situ-
ated to view this debate. Having been assigned as Assistant Chief
of Staff of Tactical Air Command in 1946, I was at Hq TAC when
the Air Force separated from the Army in 1947, and I remained
with TAC until going to the Air War College in 1949.

The Army maintained that substantial conventional forces would
be needed to fight limited wars. To evaluate all forces on the basis
of their contribution to a general nuclear war with the Soviet Union
would be imprudent, they said. Several air strategists replied that
with nuclear weapons, it no longer made sense to maintain large
conventional forces since such forces couldn’t survive in a nuclear
war. Furthermore, Airpower’s capacity to eliminate the command
centers of an enemy made extensive surface campaigns unneces-
sary. Airmen conceded that some conventional forces would be
needed for limited wars, but said that these forces need only be
large enough to force the enemy into tactics that would produce a
target for our nuclear weapons. They doubted, too, that a limited
war could remain limited indefinitely. Either the employment or the
threat of nuclear weapons would halt the conflict, or the conflict
would rapidly expand to a general war.

But even within the Air Force during the late 1940s and early
1950s, there was fundamental difference of views on limited war.
Many tactical airmen, including Lieutenant General Elwood R.
Quesada and Major General Otto P. Weyland, believed that non-
nuclear war was the most probable type of future conflict. These
airmen argued that limited wars of the future would be fought
without nuclear weapons because national leaders would realize
that once nuclear weapons were introduced, it would become
impossible to prevent the escalation of any conflict into general
nuclear war: If the initial employment of small nuclear weapons
didn’t produce the desired effects, commanders would surely
strike additional targets with more and larger weapons. With the
explosion of a nuclear device by the Soviet Union in 1949, it was
clear that nuclear weapons were no longer a U.S. monopoly, and
tactical airmen argued that we had to prepare for limited wars in
which both sides would voluntarily refrain from using nuclear
weapons. We had to maintain sizeable tactical forces capable of
fighting with conventional weapons.

At a time when the Air Force was shrinking and funds were
short, though, it wasn’t easy to find money for conventional tac-
tical weapon systems. Understandably, most of the Air Force




budget was earmarked for that part of the force which would
have to deter or win a general nuclear war with the Soviet
Union.2 Strategic forces received most of the Air Force dollars,
and only those tactical forces that had a nuclear capability could
demand and get substantial funding. Other elements of the tac-
tical force had to forego modernization. i

Despite our national emphasis on strategic nuclear forces, tac-
tical airmen continued to press for the restoration of a non-
nuclear capability such as we had possessed during World War
II. They stressed that the type of command and control system
needed in a theater nuclear war was the same as that needed for
non-nuclear war. If the tactical air force were to conduct a the-
ater nuclear campaign, it would require a modernized command
and control system and procedures for close coordination with
ground forces, irrespective of the intensity and duration of the
conflict. To carry out a theater nuclear strategy, precise control
of Airpower would be essential to prevent fallout and casualties
to our own air and ground forces.

It seemed to these airmen that the essential elements of a tac-
tical air force would be the same whether the force were designed
for a nuclear or non-nuclear situation. They believed, further,
that although additional aircrew training would be necessary for
some aspects of nuclear operations, basic tactical skills would
remain the same. Tactical training would simply omit certain
aspects of non-nuclear weapons delivery and emphasize a few

~basic techniques such as dive bombing and low altitude bomb-
ing which were common to tactical nuclear and non-nuclear
weapons delivery. Thus it would be feasible to maintain non-
nuclear proficiency without degrading an aircrew’s ability to
deliver tactical nuclear weapons.

In the years preceding the Korean War, tactical air forces were
being cut back in accordance with the overall national policy fol-
lowing World War II. Even with these reduced forces and the
emphasis on nuclear operations, however, there remained a high
residuum of experience in non-nuclear operations from World
War II. Despite a shortage of equipment, the high level of experi-
ence permitted expansion and modernization of the tactical air
forces when they were needed in Korea.

KOREAN WAR—A DILEMMA

When the North Koreans invaded South Korea on 25 June
1950,% U.S. defense planners carefully evaluated our strategy for




conducting limited nuclear war: Was the strategy feasible in Korea?
Would it be acceptable to our allies? On both counts the strategy
was deficient. There were few attractive targets for tactical nuclear
weapons because of the lack of concentration of North Korean
forces and the many alternative routes of advance afforded the
enemy by the Korean terrain. Further, the Allied forces were
retreating in such disarray that it was unrealistic to suppose that
we could promptly turn them around for a counterattack in which
nuclear weapons could provide the basic firepower.

By the time the Allied forces had withdrawn into the Pusan
perimeter, the employment of nuclear weapons was not a realis-
tic option because of the poor targets and the attitude of our
allies toward these weapons. Air strategy, then, was based on
non-nuclear weapons, and it comprehended the same missions
that tactical air forces had performed in World War II. With the
North Korean Air Force neither a significant threat nor within
range of the retreating Allied forces, air strategy focused initially
on chopping off the supply lines to the North Korean ground
forces, making it impossible for these divisions to mount a sus-
tained offensive against the Pusan perimeter. Also a part of this
strategy, of course, was a direct attack against assaulting ground
forces. American airmen maintained complete control of the air
for the Inchon invasion and the subsequent advance into North
Korea. Air strategy was an essential part of the joint strategy.

When the Chinese communists invaded Korea in October
1950, however, the Allies had to make major revisions in their
strategy. As the enemy forces moved across the border, it
appeared that Airpower would have to be employed much more
broadly to reduce the numerical superiority of the Chinese.
MacArthur proposed that the bridges and lines of communica-
tion used by Chinese entering North Korea be subjected to sus-
tained air attack. He felt it imperative to deny these forces the
sanctuary they then enjoyed.

Among airmen the question of how Chinese and Soviet Air-
power could be contained along the Yalu was debated with vigor.
Some airmen, including Majors General Emmett O’'Donnell, Jr.,
believed it would be necessary to strike the airfields and engage
the fighters deep in the rear areas if control of the air were to be
established. (All agreed that such control was absolutely essen-
tial to our retreating ground forces, who were so badly outnum-
bered that many Americans were questioning whether the Allies
could hold any position in Korea.)® O’'Donnell and others insisted
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that the enemy must not be permitted a sanctuary from which to
attack the Allied air forces and our forward bases.

After considerable deliberation, the Joint Chiefs recommended
that Far East Command’s air offensive not be extended beyond
the Yalu into Manchuria unless the enemy launched massive air
attacks against our forces, in which event American airmen
would destroy the airfields from which the attacks originated.®
For airmen in Korea, the recognition of an enemy sanctuary
across the Yalu posed a terrific problem: How were we to contain
a numerically superior enemy fighter force when all of our for-
ward bases and lines of communication were open to attack?

YALU—';CONTAINMENT OF MIGS

Clearly we had to shift from an air strategy oriented primarily
toward close support of our ground forces to a new strategy featur-
ing (1) offensive fighter patrols along the Yalu, (2) attacks against
forward staging bases from which MIGS might strike 5th Air Force
airfields and the 8th Army, and (3) intensive attacks against the
main supply lines of the advancing Chinese army. These air opera-
tions became the primary means of preventing the enemy’s air and
ground forces from pushing the Allied army out of Korea. The 8th
Army’s objective was to hold, rather than to defeat or destroy, the
opposing ground forces. This objective evolved from the pragmatic
observation that a much larger ground force would be needed to
defeat the enemy. Such a ground campaign would be too long and
too costly.

Maintaining continuous pressure on the enemy’s rear area, his
lines of communication, and his engaged troops, Airpower helped
persuade the enemy to cut his losses. The North Koreans were
finally persuaded that they should seek an end to the war at the
conference table rather than on the battlefield, and negotiations
ended the conflict on 27 July 1953 after three years of fighting.”

IMPACT OF KOREAN WAR

With the end of the Korean War, defense planners reevaluated
our strategy for employing Airpower. Perhaps the paramount
question of the timme was whether we should prepare to fight lim-
ited as well as general wars. After the agony and expense of
Korea, an understandably popular position was that we would
never fight, nor should we prepare to fight, another war like
Korea. Adding to the popularity of this position was the fact that
it could be used to justify a reduction in defense forces and



expenditures. If a limited war should break out, proponents said,
nuclear weapons could end it quickly. But the way to prevent
such wars would be to maintain military and political pressure
against potential instigators. If the outside support for a limited
conflict were neutralized, the conflict itself would soon die for
lack of weapons and other resources. Most airmen consented to
the idea that nuclear weapons should be the basis of our defense
strategies, but the Army and Navy maintained that limited con-
flict was most likely and that limited wars would, at least ini-
tially, be fought with conventional weapons.

Once again nuclear forces were accepted as the dominant ele-
ment of our national defense, and all forces were evaluated in light
of their usefulness in the event of nuclear conflict. Resources allo-
cated to nonnuclear forces were sufficient only to fight a brief, very
limited war. Throughout the mid-fifties, all of the services accepted
- the nuclear war premise in their yearly budget arguments. The
Army, however, continued to press for sizeable forces capable of
fighting a limited non-nuclear conflict. Army spokesmen feared
that the dominant concern about nuclear war was overshadowing
the need for ground forces capable of fighting in situations other
than nuclear battlefields in Europe. Nevertheless, the survivability
of forces on a nuclear battlefield continued to be a major concern
of most strategists during the period.

THE FRENCH.IN INDGCRiNA

In 1953 on the eve of Dien Bien Phu, U.S. defense planners dif-
fered widely in their opinions about the appropriate role of Airpower
in low scale conflict. Several Army planners felt that Airpower could
operate only as a supporting force. The main role of Airpower was,
in their view, the delivery of supplies, equipment, and personnel,
and the support of civic action measures. Whatever firepower was
required to deal with guerrilla actions wouldn't demand the sophis-
ticated weapons of our Airpower arsenal. Based on these views of
Airpower, and the experience of ground warfare in Korea, the pre-
vailing view in the U.S. military establishment was that U.S. forces
- should not become engaged in Vietnam and Laos; rather, we should
continue to support the French in their expansion of Viemamese
farees to counterbalance the Viet Minh threat.

~ However, some elements of the U.S. military were not con-
vinced the French were making sufficient progress in building
self-sufficiency into the Vietnamese armed forces. They felt that
the French were placing too much emphasis on training for a




conventional conflict rather than a counterinsurgency war. These
views were based largely on Britain’s experience in Malaya where
there were no large, conventional ground actions. Almost all
engagements were small, brief counter-guerrilla actions. The
success of the British in containing and eventually eliminating
the insurgents in this conflict convinced many in the U.S. mili-
tary that this was the strategy the French should pursue in con-
taining the Viet Minh. Airpower had played a limited role in the
Malayan insurgency, and this fact was used as evidence that Air-
power would not be critical for the success of the French in
Indochina.

We should have learned from the French defeat at Dien Bien
Phu on 7 May 1954, however, that the French were fighting a
much different foe than the British had faced in Malaya. For the
British, it was relatively simple to shut off most of the external
support to the Malayan insurgents.® On the other hand, the Viet
Minh were a much larger force and were equipped with the
weapons of an organized army rather than those of a guerrilla
band. The tactics and strategy required to defeat the Viet Minh,
therefore, were closer to those of conventional warfare than to
those of counterinsurgency operations. Militarily, the loss of Dien
Bien Phu was not disastrous. Many battles have been lost in
campaigns that were eventually successful, and the French
strength in Southeast Asia was still formidable after the loss of
Dien Bien Phu. The battle was, however, a crushing blow to
French morale. In France, news of the loss further inflamed -
those who already deeply resented the fact that their country had
been in a constant state of war since World War II. Thus, Dien
Bien Phu set the stage for the total disengagement of the French,
and for the involvement of the United States.

SEATO

Having failed to achieve collective participation in an effort to
save Dien Bien Phu, the United States sought a regional arrange-
ment that would provide a basis for future collective action. The
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) came into existence
in February 1955, following the signing of the Geneva Accord in
July 1954.* Although this treaty did not obligate the U.S. to com-

*The United States did not sign the 1954 Geneva Accord, but did sign the Geneva
Agreement. See Senate Foreign Relations Committee Print, Background Informa-

tion Relating to Southeast Asia and Vietnam (7th Revised Edition), December
1974.
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mit military forces, it left the way open if the Congress supported
such an action. In one respect, the treaty was essentially a warn-
ing to the North Vietnamese that if they attempted military action
in South Vietnam, Laos, or Cambodia, the members of the treaty
organization might respond with military force. U.S. policy at this
point, therefore, was to provide assistance to the French while
threatening to use greater force if the North Vietnamese continued
their effort to undermine the governments of South Vietnam and
Laos by covert and overt military actions. Our strategy was based
on the hope that the insurgency would be contained by the South
Vietnamese and Laotian forces and that these countries of South-
east Asia would eventually achieve a peaceful political accommo-
dation among themselves.

Contrary to our hopes, it soon became clear that the Soviets,
Chinese, and North Viethamese were not about to discontinue their
support of the Pathet Lao and the Viet Cong. Military supplies and
weapons from the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union
made their way through North Vietnam into Laos and South Viet-
nam with increased frequency. By the beginning of 1961, the situ-
ation in Laos and South Vietnam had become so critical that
deployment of U.S. forces was under serious consideration.® Our
level of logistical and training support was no longer adequate to
halt the enemy’s advances in Laos and South Vietnam, and the
threat of retaliation contained in the SEATO treaty was having
little influence on the North Vietnamese-backed insurgents.

WARS OF LIBERATION

In 1961, Khrushchev's speech proclaiming “wars of liberation”
as the wars of the future and President Kennedy’s confrontation at
Vienna with the Soviet leader led to a vigorous re-examination of
U.S. military strategy.!° President Kennedy then directed the expe-
ditious development of U.S. forces with special skills in the con-
duct of counterinsurgency or sub-limited wars. The intention of
his planners was that indigenous forces would suppress guerrilla
activities while our specialists did the training and assisted in
“nation building.”

This reorientation of our defense priorities toward smaller con-
flicts prompted considerable debate about how best to cope with
these wars. In the Army, most believed that it was necessary to cre-
ate Special Forces (Green Berets) specifically trained and organized
for counterinsurgency activities. In the Air Force, many believed
that existing tactical forces could adjust to counterinsurgency war-
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fare without major changes, while others argued that counterin-
surgency was the combat of the future and that the Air Force
should build a special force for such conflicts.

To most Department of Defense (DOD) analysts, the argument
of those who favored specialized forces seemed to be supported
by the circumstances in Southeast Asia. These circumstances
apparently didn’'t demand sophisticated equipment or massive
firepower, but rather called for weapons consistent with the abil-
ities of the Laotian and South Vietnamese forces who would
operate them. Further, our employment of sophisticated aircraft
would raise the level of violence and could promote a larger war.
But appearances in 1961 were deceptive. There was little to
remind us that the North Vietnamese who conquered Dien Bien
Phu were a highly trained, conventional army employing rela-
tively sophisticated weapons and tactics. In fact, while we con-
sidered the merits of various approaches to counterinsurgency
warfare, the fighting in parts of Southeast Asia had already
passed through that stage of conflict. Soon we would confront an
enemy who was trained and ready to employ sophisticated
weapons and to fight in large, highly organized units. '

In the U.S. in 1961, however, the training of special forces for
counterinsurgency operations was proceeding with the utmost
speed. On 4 May 1961, Secretary of State Rusk said that U.S.
forces would not then be sent to Vietnam in a combat role, but he
made no promises about the future.!! In the meantime, the situa-
tion in South Vietnam was deteriorating rapidly. By the end of May,
the Joint Chiefs were telling the Secretary of Defense that if South
Vietnam were to remain free, it would be necessary to deploy U.S.
combat forces. So far, the South Vietnamese had not demonstrated
an ability to stop the Viet Cong in the countryside. The larger cities
were relatively free of the Viet Cong, but the countryside, to a large
extent, was under enemy control. Thus the plan to assist without
actively participating was proving unsuccessful.

“JUNGLE JIM” FIRST COMBAT DEPLOYMENT

With the deployment of U.S. Army Special Forces to train South
Vietnamese late in 1961, the direct involvement of U.S. forces in
combat was virtually assured.!? Even though our forces were sent
primarily to teach, they were sure to become involved in fighting at
their isolated camps deep in territory dominated by the Viet Cong.

While the Army was sending the first of its Special Forces to
Vietnam, we in the Air Force were activating our first special unit
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for guerrilla warfare since World War II. Many senior airmen still
questioned the wisdom of investing in such units, but Secretary
McNamara stated that the Vietnamese conflict should be a “lab-
oratory for the development of organizations and procedures for
the conduct of sub-limited war,”!3 and we responded with an all-
out effort to put together a unit of World War II aircraft capable
of fighting sub-limited wars. Our efforts were spurred, too, by the
visit of Walt W. Rostow and General Maxwell D. Taylor to South
Vietnam in October 1961. They recommended more aid for South
Vietnam and supported the decision made earlier in the month
to deploy U.S. troops for logistical support and training. By
November, we were ready to deploy a combat unit of “Air Com-
mandos” equipped with T28s, 1J-26s, and other vintage aircraft.
JUNGLE JIM was the nickname given this unit, and the detach-
ment that deployed to South Vietnam was dubbed FARM GATE.

FARM GATE’s purpose was to train South Vietnamese pilots,
but our crews soon found themselves flying combat missions in
response to emergency requests. The South Vietnamese Air
Force (VNAF) simply could not provide all of the help that was
urgently needed by the South Vietnamese Army. FARM GATE,
therefore, was engaged in combat operations before the close of
1962, and U.S. forces passed from the gray area of training into
a limited combat role in a “sub-limited war.”

JOINT TASK FORCE 116—RESPONSE TO CRISIS IN LAOS

Most U.S. defense planners considered Laos to be an area of
strategic importance because of its location between China and
Thailand. In the event of war between the U.S. and China, Laos
could delay Chinese forces seeking to overrun Thailand. Realis-
tically, we could not expect Laos to be our ally, but Laotian neu-
trality, at least, was essential to the security of Thailand. How-
ever, by the spring of 1962, the North Vietnamese supported
Pathet Lao appeared about to capture most of the important
areas of the country. Threats of U.S. intervention, implicit in the
SEATO Treaty, had no significant impact on the conflict or on the
peace negotiations then taking place in Geneva.

The Commander-in-Chief Pacific (CINCPAC) had developed var-
ious contingency plans for Southeast Asia, one of which addressed
precisely the situation then existing in Laos. Increasingly alarmed
by events in Laos, President Kennedy activated the plan, thereby
directing the deployment of a Joint Task Force to Thailand. JTF-
116 consisted mostly of air units, and the possibility that this force
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An Alr Commando poses in front of his U-10 “Psywar” aircraft somewhere in the
heart of South Vietnam.

might be employed against the Pathet Lao was, and was intended
to be, apparent to all. Whether a causal relationship or mere coin-
cidence was at work, the Communist negotiators in Geneva found
the proffered peace agreement increasingly attractive as JTF-1 16
moved into Thailand. An agreement to abide by the 1954 Accord
was signed on 23 July 1962. The U.S. had not been a signatory to
the Accord, but we agreed to accept its provisions. ‘
Unfortunately, the North Vietnamese willingness to avoid JTF-
116 far exceeded their willingness to comply with the Geneva Agree-
ment. Our own efforts to comply now seem almost pathetically
naive in comparison with the open contempt for the agreement
demonstrated by the North Vietnamese. While we began withdraw-
ing our advisors from Southeast Asia in accordance with the agree-
ment, the North Vietnamese were withdrawing none of their forces.
Furthermore, based on our interpretation of Articles 17-19 of the
original accord, we deferred the modernizing of FARM GATE units
in South Vietnam with jet aircraft. Basically, the articles restricted
the replacement of worn-out equipment with new types of arms and
materiel to a plece-by-piece basis. These articles were particularly
troublesome to our Air Force planners, but much less so to the
North Vietnamese who simply ignored them from the outset.
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So despite the Geneva Agreement, it was evident that the sit-
uation in Southeast Asia was not improving. By mid-1962, many
other senior airmen and I were of the opinion that air strikes
against the North Vietnamese homeland would be necessary if
- the war in South Vietnam were to be ended. The only alternative,
in our view, would be the deployment of numerous American
ground forces. But even as early as 1962, opinion was sharply
divided on the issue of Airpower’s ability to stop the fighting in
South Vietnam. Among those who disagreed with our position
was Secretary McNamara, who said that “while naval and air
support are desirable, they won’t win the war.”'* Paradoxically, a
figure who offered considerable support to our contention about
the importance of the revolutionary base in North Vietnam was
General Vo Nguyen Giap, the architect of the victory at Dien Bien
Phu and in 1962 Commander of the North Vietnamese Army. He
was always clear about the facts that North Vietnam was the rev-
olutionary base and that the success of communist military oper-
ations in Laos and South Vietnam depended directly upon the
support and employment of North Vietnamese forces. In 1962,
however, relatively few senior DOD officials thought seriously
about a strategic air offensive against North Vietnam. For the
time being, our efforts and our strategy were limited to South
Vietnam. '

Throughout 1963, the North Vietnamese continued to infil-
trate personnel and equipment. Furthermore, the improved
quality of their weapons indicated that more modern arms
were being shipped from China and the Soviet Union. Most
senior U.S. commanders with whom I talked in 1963 felt sure
that the war in South Vietnam was rapidly expanding into a
conventional conflict, although a number of DOD planners still
believed the war was primarily an insurgency that could be
brought under control within South Vietnam if we trained and
equipped the South Vietnamese properly. Secretary McNamara
said that “South Vietnam is a test case for the new Communist
strategy,”!® by which he seemed to mean that South Vietnam
would be a test case, too, for his strategy of graduated
response to provocation.

A CHANGING ROLE—THE U.S. TO FIGHT

Early in 1964, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended that the
U.S. take over the fighting in South Vietnam. They had previ-
ously directed Admiral Harry D. Felt, CINCPAC, to update con-

14




tingency plans and to propose a strategy for an air campaign
against North Vietnam. Felt proposed a series of measures
designed to seal off North Vietnam by mining harbors and
attacking shipping and selected lines of communication.® Senior
airmen agreed with Felt's proposals but added that it would also
be necessary to cut off the infiltration of men and equipment into
South Vietnam by attacking the North Vietnamese homeland.
Cutting lines of communication {(LOCs) would be relatively inef-
fective because most of them were hidden by jungle growth and
because the North Vietnamese could multiply them almost indef-
initely simply by pressing more porters into service. In accor-
dance with DOD policy, however, Felt’s strategy was required to
be one of graduated response: Air strikes would begin on targets
close to the DMZ, gradually working toward the North Vietnam-
ese heartland with an increasing sortie rate.

Although the Joint Chiefs agreed that the U.S. would have to
intervene if South Vieinam were to be saved, they were not in
complete agreement on precisely how we should intervene. Gen-
eral Curtis E. LeMay, USAF Chief of Staff, argued for a concen-
trated attack against targets in the heart of North Vietnam. Indi-
rect attacks in South Vietnam and Laos, in his judgment, were
not apt to be decisive.!” He recommended that a minimum num-
ber of troops be deployed to South Vietnam immediately to
secure the main airfields and other strategic areas. Then we
should conduct a swift, devastating air offensive against North
Vietnam’s strategic targets. All of his experience had taught him
that such a campaign would end the war. If this strategy failed,
he said, we should then have to consider whether we were will-
ing to deploy a large ground force to Southeast Asia.

On the other hand, General Earle G. Wheeler, Army Chief of
Staff, thought it necessary for U.S. troops in South Vietnam to
take on more of the combat role. An air campaign, he believed,
should be directed at the lines of communication near the border
of South Vietnam, but not at the heartland of North Vietnam. The
main emphasis should be on the Ho Chi Minh Trail and the logis-
tical network south of Vinh. Most senior Army officials believed
that the war had to be won in South Vietnam and that the air
campaign should support the in-couniry war chiefly through
close air support.® : ‘

The Army view was essentially that of Secretary McNamara. He
believed that the war should be fought in South Vietnam and that
the main roles of Airpower should be close air support and inter-
diction of lines of communication south of the 20th parallel and in
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Laos. The Secretary felt that the threat of air attacks on military
and industrial targets could influence the North Vietnamese to
restrain their support of the Viet Cong, but he disagreed with
LeMay and other senior airmen who insisted that the only way to
end the North Vietnamese pressure on South Vietnam was to
destroy the war-related installations in North Vietnam.

On 1 June 1964 a top-level strategy conference convened at
CINCPAC Headquarters in Honolulu. Those in attendance included
General William C. Westmoreland who was about to replace Gen-
eral Paul D. Harkins as Chief of Military Assistance Command,
Vietnam (MACV}); General Maxwell D. Taylor, Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff; Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge; Secretary of State
Dean Rusk; and Secretary McNamara. Before the conference,
LeMay and General Wallace M. Greene, Jr., Commandant of the
Marine Corps, had been pressing the view that air attacks against
the North Vietnamese were essential to halting the war in South
Vietnam.!® Admiral David L. McDonald, Chief of Naval Operations,
agreed essentially with LeMay’s and Greene’s view, but he would
have placed more emphasis on sealing off North Vietham from
external support, and less emphasis on attacks against industrial
targets. At the conference, however, Taylor questioned whether we
‘should attack North Vietnam at all. He agreed with the Secretary of
Defense that our main efforts should be designed to bolster the
forces of South Vietnam and to cut the lines of communication in
Laos. If attacks were to be made against North Vietnam, Taylor
believed they should be near the DMZ, using U.S. and South Viet-
namese aircraft to demonstrate our joint resolve to expand the con-
flict if it continued in Laos and South Vietnam.

BOMB THE NORTH?—NO AGREEMENT

The U.S. strategy that emerged from the June 1964 Honolulu
Conference differed in no important way from our pre-Conference
strategy: We would build the South Vietnamese armed forces; pro-
vide combat support when the South Vietnamese were unable to
handle the situation; and, if air attacks against North Vietnamese
targets should be necessary, we would select only targets near the
DMZ and would use both U.S. and South Vietnamese aircraft.

Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, who replaced Admiral Felt as
CINCPAC shortly after the Honolulu Conference, believed that
this strategy would not force the North Vietnamese to stop the
fighting in South Vietnam and Laos. Thus he added his voice to
those of LeMay and Greene, urging that Airpower and naval
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power be kapphed directly against North Vietnam.* His position
differed from theirs only in his preference for a more gradual
application of power. :

THE GULF OF TONKIN

At the direction of the JCS, the Defense Intelligence Agency
(DIA) had developed a list of strategic targets in North Vietnam. Of
the 94 targets, 82 were fixed, and 12 were railroad routes.?’ These
94 targets were considered to have a most direct relationship to
the North Vietnamese war-making capacity and will to fight.** Air

_ Staff planners had also designed an air campaign plan based on

the 94-target list.

On 2 August 1964, North Vietnamese torpedo boats atta{:ked
the U.S. destroyer Maddox in the Gulf of Tonkin, and on 4 August
they attacked both the Maddox and the destroyer C. Turner Joy.
After these attacks, LeMay argued that now was the time to exe-
cute at least part of the 94-target plan.2! However, the Joint Chiefs
decided that a more limited retaliation would be sufficient to

- demonstrate the serious consequences of continued aggressive

acts by North Vietnam.

STRATEGY—RETALIATORY ATTACKS IN NORTH VIETNAM

On 5 August 1964, U.S. carrier aircraft retaliated against the
North Vietnamese torpedo boat anchorages and oil dumps just
above the 17th parallel in a strike that set the pattern for our future
air strategy. Until the bombing halt of 1968, our overall air strategy
was one of “tit for tat,” or graduated escalation, with targeis being

" released for attack a few at a time depending upon the activities of

the North Vietnamese. Furthermore, the rationale for selecting tar-
gets was oriented toward achieving some particular effect upon the
ground war in South Vietnam, not toward destroying the will of the
North Vietnamese to fight.

*For the view of Admiral U.S.G. Sharp (CINCPAC] on strategy and the organiza-
tion for command of forces in the Vietnam War, see Strategic Direction of the

Armed Forces by Adm U.8.G. Sharp, U.S. Navy (Ret}, Naval War College, Newport,
RI, 1977.

*By 1967, the list had grown to 244 active and 265 contingency targets. As Com-
mander of 7th Air Force in 1967, 1 believed that there were about 165 especially sig-
nificant targets on the list, with over 90% of them above the 20th parailel.




There was little evidence that the Navy’s limited retaliatory
strikes of 5 August (known as PIERCE ARROW) had caused the
North Vietnamese to discard their aggressive intentions. If any-
thing, the strikes seemed to have had the opposite effect. On 7
August, the North Vietnamese responded by moving 30 MIGs
from China into Phuc Yen airfield, indicating thereby that they
intended to continue fighting and to challenge our air attacks.
Rather than shocking their leaders and disrupting war machin-
ery with a concentrated, strategic air offensive, we had merely
alerted them to start work on what would become a superb air
defense system of MIGs, surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), and anti-
aircraft-artillery (AAA).

With the air moving toward higher levels of violence, the tactical
air forces in the United States were rapidly being trained and
equipped for conventional operations. Since the Korean War, rela-
tively little attention had been given to refining or building non-
nuclear weapons or to training aircrews for delivery of non-nuclear
weapons. Consequently, weapons for the initial bombing attacks in
Southeast Asia would have to come from the stockpiles of the
Korean War. However, a hard core of combat experience still existed
in the Air Force from the Korean War and in some cases from World
War II, and it was only a matter of months until fighter units were
thoroughly proficient in the delivery of non-nuclear weapons.

By November 1964, the situation in South Vietnam had become
so alarming that Taylor (who had replaced Lodge as Ambassador
shortly before the Tonkin Gulf attacks) proposed “graduated mili-
tary response against the lines of communication in Laos as a
means of increasing the morale of the South Vietnamese and
reducing the flow of materiel to the Viet Cong forces.”?2 However,
there was not enough Airpower in the theater to take care of the
'increasing demands for close air support and at the same time
carry out an interdiction campaign against the LOCs in Laos.
Although T-28s from both the Ist Air Commando Squadron* and
VNAF were directed to attack the trail network below Tchepone in
Laos, they were too few to significantly reduce the flow of materiel
to the Viet Cong. Major General Joseph H. Moore, Commander of
the 2nd Air Division (Second Air Division controlled USAF opera-
tions in Vietnam from 8 October 1962 until it was replaced by

*FARM GATE was inactivated in June 1963, and the 34th Tactical Group
absorbed its aircraft and personnel. The squadrons of the 34th were called Air
Commando Squadrons.
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Seventh Air Force on 1 April 1966.) requested more forces, but at
the same time he advised that the only way to stop the flow of North
Vietnamese men and supplies into South Vietham was to open up
the targets in North Vietham. He agreed with LeMay that the 94-
target list should be authorized for attack.
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GRADUAL ESCALATION REPLACES RETALIATION

Responding to the gradually increasing threat of our Airpower,
the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong stepped up attacks against
airfields throughout South Vietnam late in 1964. The intense
mortar and sapper attack on Bien Hoa Air Base in November,
resulting in the loss of five B-57s, was an indication that our
strategy of limited retaliatory strikes was not reducing the
enemy'’s desire to fight. Further, the South Vietnamese Army was
unable to cope with the increasingly aggressive thrusts of the
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces. It was apparent that a
change in strategy had to be made, and soon, if South Vietnam
were to be held.

Immediately after the attack on Bien Hoa, the Joint Chiefs
proposed a series of strikes against North Vietnam based on the
94-target list. These attacks would be expanded to include more
of the targets if the enemy’s attacks in South Vietnam continued.
President Johnson declined to accept the proposal, but it served
to put all of the JCS on record in favor of more aggressive strikes
against targets in North Vietnam.

Early in December 1964, the President decided to take more
deliberate action to convince the North Vietnamese that the
United States would not let South Vietnam be taken over by
force. In doing so, he altered the policy of exchanging “tit for tat”
retaliatory strikes and moved toward a strategy of steadily
increasing pressure. As a part of this new strategy, American air
strikes were authorized against the LOCs in Laos. Also, we were
to begin striking targets just above the DMZ in North Vietnam
and would move gradually northward if the North Vietnamese
continued their aggressive activities.

The first of these strikes, termed FLAMING DART, were con-
ducted in February 1965 against targets above the DMZ in
response to a series of attacks by the North Vietnamese and Viet
Cong during that month.2® The enemy’s February attacks on air-
fields, headquarters, and advisory compounds throughout South
Vietnam made it apparent that they were making an all-out effort
to collapse the military and political structure, convinced that the
U.S. would not be able to halt their advance. Although the FLAM-
ING DART strikes were essentially reprisals for attacks on Ameri-
can installations at Pleiku and Qui Nhon (and thus appeared to
resemble our reprisals after the Tonkin Gulf attacks), these Febru-
ary raids were followed on 2 March by the first strikes of a contin-
uing, systematic air campaign termed ROLLING THUNDER.
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ROLLING THUNDER was originally authorized to hit LOCs in
Laos and North Vietnam below the 19th parallel, although it was
understood that some targets in the Hanoi area would also be
released from time to time. General LeMay, General John P.
McConnell (who succeeded LeMay on 1 February) and other sen-
ior airmen felt strongly that the initial conception of ROLLING
THUNDER was too restrictive. They agreed that the LOCs below
the 19th parallel were important parts of the North Vietnamese
logistical network, but the vital elements of the system were North
Vietnam's ports, railroads, marshalling yards, bridges, and supply
centers; there were relatively few of these in the southern part of
North Vietnam. Furthermore, as supplies funneled southward, it
became increasingly difficult to destroy them in large quantities
because of the absence of open terrain and natural choke points.
The dissemination of supplies among hundreds of jungle trails and
thousands of porters guaranteed that air attacks in the south
would be less efficient than attacks against the Kep Marshalling
Yard, the Paul Doumer Bridge, or the ports at Haiphong. Thus sen-
ior airmen pressed for the expansion of ROLLING THUNDER into
an air strategy focused upon the heart of North Vietham. ‘

But neither the President, the Secretary of State, nor the Secre-
tary of Defense yet conceived of ROLLING THUNDER as a strategic
air offensive. The Secretary of Defense continued to maintain that
the primary role for Airpower should be to support ground forces in
South Vietnam, as it was here that the enemy must be denied a
military victory.?* On the eve of the April 1965 Honolulu Conference
attended by the Secretary of Defense, the Ambassador to Vietnam,
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, CINCPAC, and others, Secretary
McNamara still believed that ROLLING THUNDER should be a lim-
ited application of Airpower against logistics targets relatively close
to the DMZ. Further, the size and frequency of these strikes, as well
as the targets, should be selected in Washington.

AIR CAMPAIGN PLAN—PROPOSED

When McConnell succeeded LeMay on 1 February, he was
already familiar with JCS requests for a brief, intense bombing
campaign, since he had been Vice Chief of Staff for the six months
preceding his assignment as Chief.2® Thus McConnell was ready to
propose, little more than one month after becoming Chief, that the
JCS recommend a 28-day air campaign against the 94 targets.26
Like LeMay and Greene, he felt that the only way to end the war
was to employ Airpower intensively against strategic targets in
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North Vietnam. McConnell agreed with McNamara that the South
Vietnamese troops needed direct air support, and they would
receive it. But among the alternatives of a prolonged war of attrition
in South Vietnam, an invasion of North Vietnam, and a concen-
trated strategic air offensive, the most sensible strategy seemed
clearly to be the third.

Before submitting McConnell's proposal to the Secretary of
Defense, the JCS expanded it into a four-phase plan: In Phase I,
attacks would be conducted below the 20th parallel for three weeks
at the discretion of the field commanders. The objectives of Phase I
were to reduce the flow of logistics by battering the LOCs with
almost continuous attacks and to provide a clear indication to the
North Vietnamese that we would increase the scope and intensity
of the war if they continued their efforts to overthrow the govern-
ment of South Vietnam. Phase II would be a six-week campaign to
sever the northeast and northwest railroads to China. Most logis-
tics coming from China (except for large bulk goods which traveled
by ship) were carried on these lines. By cutting these rail lines, we
would be hitting the logistical system at its most vulnerable points,
and would be bringing the war closer to the people and the govern-
ment, thereby attacking both the means and the will of the North
Vietnamese to fight. Phase III would last two weeks. We would
destroy the ports, mine the seaward approaches, and destroy the
ammunition and supply areas in the Hanoi-Haiphong area. During
Phase III, we would expect the North Vietnamese to decide that
South Vietnam was no longer worth the price. By the end of Phase
111, most of the targets on the 94-target list would have been struck.
Phase IV, also lasting two weeks, would focus on industrial targets
outside populated areas and on any earlier targets that had not
been fully destroyed or had been repaired.?”

The JCS sought at least limited approval for those portions of the
plan which involved strikes north of the 20th parallel, but the Pres-
ident and Secretary of Defense elected only to increase the pressure
on LOCs below the 20th parallel. This continued prohibition of
strikes above the 20th parallel was a cause for increasing concern
among McConnell and other senior airmen. As they watched the
rapid improvements in North Vietnamese SAMs and AAA, they real-
ized that it would be much more difficult and costly to penetrate
these defenses in the future if targets above the 20th parallel
should then be cleared for attack. In addition, by mid-1965 the
North Vietnamese Air Force had acquired five or six I11-28 light jet
bombers and based them at Phuc Yen airfield within range of major
targets in South Vietnam. McConnell thought it only prudent to
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eliminate these growing defensive and offensive threats while we
could still do so without losing many of our own men and planes.

By the summer of 1965, the air defense system above the 20th
parallel was rapidly becoming quite formidable. Phuc Yen airfield
had become a major jet base; Kep and other airfields were being
expanded; and new airfields were being started. Because of this
expansion, the JCS again requested authority to neutralize the
airfields and SAMs, but the request was denied. Then on 24 July
an F-4C was shot down, and three other aircraft were damaged.
As a consequence of this enemy action, the President authorized
strikes against those SAM sites that were actually firing at our
aircraft. However, this authority did not extend to targets above
the 20th parallel or to the main defense systems which extended
outward from Hanoi and Haiphong for approximately 100 miles
and were heavily concentrated with a 30-mile belt around Hanoi.

Having received approval to strike SAMs, the JCS continued to
request approval for more of their proposed air campaign. The Sec-
retary of Defense cited two principal reasons for his disapproval:
First, he doubted that the campaign would make much difference
to U.S. operations in South Vietnam. Second, and more impor-
tantly, he believed that the risk of a U.S. Chinese confrontation
could well be increased by a major air offensive.?® Parenthetically,
I should observe here that Secretary McNamara’s misgivings were
shared by many outside the military who opposed the idea of a
strategic air offensive against North Vietnam. Fear that a con-
frontation with the Chinese would result from our expanding the
war, and doubt about the ability of Airpower to destroy the war-
making capacity of the North Vietnamese led many to conclude
that the war had to be won in South Vietnam. For those who
accepted this position, it seemed apparent that Airpower could
contribute most by concentrating its efforts in South Vietnam and
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos and the coastal rail and road
systems below the 20th parallel in North Vietnam.

GROUND FORCES DEPLOYED—PRIORITY SET

The first U.S. ground combat units arrived in Vietnam in March
1965 when 3,500 Marines waded ashore to defend Danang. In
April, the President authorized a substantial increase in ground
forces to defend base areas and to reinforce South Vietnamese
Army units where they were incapable of coping with the enemy.
The Secretary of Defense decided, further, to support the deployed

army forces with B-52 strikes in South Vietnam. Although most
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experienced airmen would have chosen to employ our strategic
bombers against the enemy’s major target systems and to have
used them for close support only in emergencies, the use of B-52s
for in-country missions was in consonance with the Secretary’s
view that the place to destroy the enemy was in South Vietnam.
According to his strategy, the mission of in-country support took
priority over all other missions in Laos or North Vietnam.

By July 1965, the buildup of U.S. ground forces was moving
forward rapidly. At the same time, air units were coming to
South Vietnam and Thailand, and the Navy’s Task Force-77 in
the Gulf of Tonkin had been expanded to include three carriers.
In fact U.S. Airpower in Southeast Asia had virtually acquired
the strength to apply any desired level of pressure on all ele-
ments of the North Vietnamese military structure. Amid this
rapid deployment of air, sea, and ground forces, the debate on
strategy continued with airmen maintaining that the buildup of
ground forces should be held at a level sufficient to defend air-
fields and the major logistical and population centers until the
air campaign had been tried. If this campaign didn't persuade
the North Vietnamese to end the war, then and only then should
we proceed with a buildup of ground forces and accept a cam-
paign of attrition. General Harold K. Johnson, Chief of Staff of
the Army, believed it would take approximately five and one-half
divisions to seal off the DMZ, and General Green thought it might
eventually be necessary to move 500,000 troops into South Viet-
nam to stop the North Vietnamese.2® General McConnell, sup-
ported by his commanders in the field, strongly insisted that a
strategic air campaign was the only way to end the war success-
fully and soon. In a prolonged conflict we would risk losing the
support of our allies and the public, he feared, even though we
could eventually win if our country maintained the will to do so.

REQUEST TO STRIKE AIRFIELDS CONTINUES

As our air strikes hit more and more targets in North Vietnam
below the 20th parallel, the North Vietnamese Air Force was grow-
ing in numbers and capability. MIG-21s at Phuc Yen were con-
ducting limited sweeps south of Thanh Hoa, and on occasion they
were using Thanh Hoa as a forward staging base for sweeps further
south. In the eyes of the 2nd Air Division commander, the Com-
mander of TF-77, and the JCS, the increasing MIG activity could
soon represent a challenge to our control of the air. The JCS pro-
posed, as they had on previous occasions, that Phuc Yen airfield,
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the main operating base of the North Vietnamese Air Force, be
brought under attack and kept unusable. They pointed out that
control of the air was essential to the security of U.S. and South
‘Vietnamese forces. And with the massive deployments of U.S.
forces, all of the ports and adjacent supply dumps in South Viet-
nam were congested and highly vulnerable to air attacks by 11-28s.
We could not afford to ignore the growing capability of the North
Vietnamese Air Force to mount attacks aga;nst our aircraft and
these points of concentration.

The increasing strength of the North Vietnamese Air Force was -
demonstrated on 24 and 25 August when seven of our planes and
one drone reconnaissance aircraft were shot down.?® As a result of
these losses, McConnell and Wheeler {who had become Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs when Taylor replaced Lodge as Ambassador)
vigorously sought permission to strike Phuc Yen airfield. Secretary
McNamara again disapproved the request on the grounds that
attacks on North Vietnamese airfields might cause the Chinese Air
Force to assume the air defense mission in North Vietnam. Then
an expansion of the war could easily result from the virtually
inevitable confrontations between U.S. and Chinese pilots. The
Secretary left the door open, however, for a reexamination of his
decision depending upon the actions of the North Vietnamese and
the threat of their air force to our interdiction flights.

Through the remainder of 1965, however, our strategy re-
mained unchanged, with the ground war in South Vietnam
receiving first priority for air strikes and with attacks in North
Vietnam being limited to targets south of the 20th parallel. In
fact most sorties into North Vietnam were flown against targets
within forty to sixty miles of the DMZ.

At the January 1966 Honolulu Conference, Admiral Sharp
again insisted that air and naval power had to be employed more
aggressively against North Vietnam if the war were to be ended
soon. Since becoming CINCPAC, Sharp had often advocated
attacking targets near Hanoi and mining the Haiphong harbor.
Although he believed a vigorous ground action was needed in
South Vietnam to contain the North Vietnamese, he felt the full
use of Airpower against all suitable military targets throughout
North Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia should be the basis of our
strategy. Lacking any evidence of North Vietnamese willingness
to negotiate a settlement, the Joint Chiefs supported Sharp in his
proposals for an expanded air war.

On 3 February 1966, Secretary McNamara stated that U.S.
“objectives are not to destroy or to overthrow the Communist gov-
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ernment of China or the Communist government of North Vietnam.
They are limited to the destruction of the insurrection and aggres-
sion directed by North Vietnam against the political institutions of
South Vietnam. This is a very, very limited political objective.”3!
Implicit in the Secretary’s statement was his belief that the war was
still essentially an insurrection to be dealt with in South Vietnam.
His concept differed importantly from the JCS view that this con-
flict was no longer an insurrection but a conventional war requir-
ing a combined air and ground campaign that couldn’t be confined
to South Vietnam. CINCPAC and the JCS agreed that the only
aspect of the war in which we had the initiative was our air cam-
paign against the North Vietnamese heartland. We could control the
intensity and scope of air attacks while the North Vietnamese could
only attempt to blunt them when they came. On the ground in
South Vietnam, the North Vietnamese had the initiative since their
forces could fight when they wanted and retreat into the jungle or
into sanctuaries in Laos or Cambodia when they didn’t. Admiral
Sharp and the JCS believed, therefore, that this war could not be
treated as an insurgency.

STRATEGY SLOWLY CHANGES

These differences in concept notwithstanding, U.S. strategy early
in 1966 was moving slowly in the direction advocated by LeMay and
McConnell since 1964. More authority was being delegated to
Sharp and his field commanders for the conduct of air operations.
Whereas the number and frequency of strikes into North Vietnam
had been controlled from Washington during the first half of
ROLLING THUNDER, now Sharp was allowed, within certain
restraints, to determine how much force would be applied and how
often the targets could be struck. Sharp then delegated this author-
ity to the Commander-in-Chief Pacific Air Force (CINCPACAV) and
the Commander-in-Chief Pacific Fleet (CINCPACFLT), subject to
additional restraints included in his weekly operational intent plan.

In spite of the operational retraints, Airpower was beginning to
have an effect on the enemy’s logistics system. The LOCs along the
coast from the DMZ to the 20th parallel, although not as vulnera-
ble as those above the 20th parallel, were better targets than the
roads through the Mu Gia Pass and the jungle of the Laotian pan-
handle. Although still not satisfied with the changing strategy,
other senior airmen and I believed that Airpower was beginning to
affect the enemy’s logistical system as it had in Korea. We did not
believe, however, that our Airpower could be as effective as it had
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been in World War II unless we were authorized to strike the full
range of interdiction targets.

The authorization to attack oil storage facilities in the closing
days of June 1966 was the beginning of a new phase in the strat-
egy of gradually increasing pressure on the North Vietnamese by
attacking targets closer. and closer to the vital power center of
their government. But this piecemeal application of Airpower was
relatively ineffective because it still avoided many of the targets
that were of most value to the North Vietnamese. Consequently,
the message conveyed by these strikes on the oil facilities lacked
the necessary ring of authority. Though harsh, the tone seemed
also hesitant and uncertain to the North Vietnamese.

Throughout the remainder of 1966, additional targets above
the 20th parallel were released one by one. Although the fre-
quency of the strikes and the size of the striking forces were still
very closely controlled in Washington, some change in strategy
was becoming evident; and it was expected by most commanders
from Sharp on down that it was only a matter of time until the
most important targets would be released. .

President Johnson, in his State of the Union address on 10
January 1967, endorsed the strategy of increasing pressure
when he said, “Our adversary still believes . . . that he can go on
fighting longer than we can. I must say to you that our pressures
must be sustained . . . until he realizes that the war he started
is costing more than he can ever gain. I know of no strategy more
likely to attain that end than the strategy of accumulating slowly,
but inexorably, every kind of material resource . . . that and
patience—and I mean a great deal of patience.”?? Although the
President clearly meant to increase the pressure, and although
the only real pressure on the North was being applied by Air-
power, the ground campaign in South Vietnam remained the pri-
mary element in U.S. strategy. Thus in Southeast Asia in 1967,
Airpower was relegated to the role it had played in the Korean
War prior to 1952 when the 8th Army was given the task of
defeating the Chinese and North Korean armies and forcing
negotiations. In Korea, this strategy was changed early in 1952
because of the high casualty rates. In Vietnam the strategy would
eventually change, too. But this time the change would be much
slower in coming, chiefly, I think, because our national policy
makers in the mid-1960s believed that air strikes in the North
would have little effect on the fighting in the South, and because
the predictably inconclusive results of our piecemeal attacks in
the North did nothing to persuade them otherwise.




At the time of the President’s address, our Airpower strategy
had three objectives: Reduce the flow and increase the cost of
infiltration; raise the morale of the South Vietnamese; and con-
vince the North that it must pay a very high price, in the North,
for its aggression in the South.33 With these objectives in mind,
the President released more targets for attack above the 20th
parallel and authorized a campaign against the northeast and
northwest rail lines. These intensified attacks against the rail
system deep in North Vietnam were intended to make it more dif-
ficult for the North Vietnamese to support their forces in the
South, but the most important elements in the system, the ele-
ments within 30 miles of Hanoi, were not released for attack dur-
ing this early part of 1967.

By late spring, as the weather in North Vietnam improved and
more targets were released within the 30-mile circle around
Hanoi, our air campaign began to exact a heavy toll on the trans-
portation system. As Commander of 7th Air Force, I was con-
vinced that this was the time to release all the major targets for
attack, and I was optimistic that the effects we had produced in
the Korean War would be achievable in Vietnam. Admiral Sharp,
too, felt strongly that this was the time to discard our strategy of
gradual escalation in favor of an all-out effort to be sustained as
long as necessary to end the war in South Vietnam.

While many of us in the military were encouraged by the
progress being made against the North Vietnamese, Secretary
McNamara and a number of his staff were concerned that we were
getting deeper and deeper into the war with no end in sight. In
their view, a drastic change in strategy was needed to get negotia-
tions started. Thus at the very time that Admiral Sharp, I, and oth-
ers were urging an all-out air offensive, proposals to halt the
bombing of North Vietnam as a step toward initiating negotiations
with the North Vietnamese were being considered by the President,
Secretary of State, Secretary of Defense, and others.

Those who favored a bombing halt argued, first, that such a ges-
ture might lead to peace negotiations and, second, that the air cam-
paign was not apt to be conclusive in any case. This latter argument
was based on interpretations of the Strategic Bombing Survey* fol-

*Strategic Bombing Survey: “Established by the Secretary of War on 3 Nov 44,
pursuant to a directive from President Roosevelt, for the purpose of conducting
an impartial and expert study of the effects of our aerial attack on Germany and
Japan and to establish a basis for evaluating Airpower as an instrument of mili-
tary strategy.”
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lowing World War II, and on the observation that the Chinese and
North Korean armies continued fighting for three years in spite of
the bombing of North Korea. From this reasoning, three alternative
air strategies emerged: {1} We could stop all bombing in North Viet-
nam, or (2) we could stop the bombing at the 20th parallel, or (3)
we could continue the bombing without change.?* Of course for
those who favored a bombing halt, the only real question was
whether we should stop all the bombing at once or phase back to
the 20th parallel and see how negotiations progressed before reduc-
ing the bombing further.

On the eve of the Saigon Conference, 7-8 July 1967, Secretary
McNamara had tentatively concluded that we should stop the
bombing above the 20th parallel. In preparation for this confer-
ence, General Wheeler, as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, had
informed Admiral Sharp and his subordinate commanders that
this meeting might well determine the future of the bombing cam-
paign. If we failed to persuade the Secretary of Defense that the
bombing campaign was worthwhile, the Secretary would surely
recommend to the President that we halt the bombing above the
20th parallel. Wheeler and the JCS believed not only that the
bombing should be continued, but that all of the 94 targets should
be released and that the President should consider blockading or
mining the port of Haiphong. Wheeler believed, further, that the
Secretary would be more attentive to the observations of his field
commanders because of their intimate involvement in the conflict
than he would to the arguments of the Joint Chiefs, with whose
opinions he was already well acquainted.

Admiral Sharp, Vice Admiral John Joseph Hyland (7th Fleet
commander) and I all discussed the importance of the bombing
campaign with the Secretary, apparently with some effect. He did
not approve Sharp’s proposal to release the full target list, but nei-
ther did he urge the President to stop the bombing above the 20th
parallel at that time. He summarized his air strategy on 25 August
1967 in testimony to the Senate Preparedness Investigation Sub-
committee: “The bombing of North Vietnam has always been con-
sidered a supplement to and not a substitute for an effective
counter-insurgency land and air campaign in South Vietnam. . . .
The bombing campaign has been aimed at selected targets of mili-
tary significance, primarily the routes of infiltration.”®

Wheeler and McConnell continued to seek authority to strike
all the airfields in North Vietnam, especially Phuc Yen, the main
operational site of the North Vietnamese Air Force. As our losses
to the MIGs and SAMs increased, McConnell, supported by
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Wheeler, Sharp, and me, argued that to protect Air Force and
Navy pilots, we had to destroy the North Vietnamese air defenses.
We needed a determined campaign of air-to-air engagements,
attacks on airfields, and strikes against anti-aircraft and SAM
installations. If the entire air defense system were not brought
under attack, we would continue to lose pilots and planes unnec-
essarily, and we would continue to jettison many of our bombs
because of actual or threatened MIG attacks.

The President finally responded to these arguments by releas-
ing Phuc Yen for attack by 7th Air Force and TF-77 aircraft on 24
October 1967.3¢ There were, however, limitations imposed on the
number of aircraft that could make the strike and the time dur-
ing which the attacks could be made. These restraints had no
significant effect on the execution of the strike, but they reaf-
firmed that the application of Airpower against the North Viet-
namese homeland was not expected to be the decisive factor in
halting the war. Thus, the air strategy had not changed signifi-
cantly, nor did it change during the remainder of the year
although more targets were released.

TET—STRATEGY CHANGED

With the Tet offensive in January of 1968, McConnell, I and
other airmen again sought a reconsideration of the air strategy.
From the scope and intensity of the offensive, it was evident that
the North Vietnamese had no thought of negotiating an end to the
war on terms that would be acceptable to the U.S. Their strategy
was designed to focus on the American home front as it had
focused on public opinion in France in 1954. They hoped to create
the impression in America that the U.S. and South Vietnamese mil-
itary were losing and that the only sensible course for the U.S.
would be to accept their terms and withdraw from the war.

Reaction in the U.S. to the Tet offensive was all that the North
Vietnamese had hoped it would be. Public opinion was widely
split on the issue of what the U.S. should do in Southeast Asia;
and the President, convinced that he didn't have the people
behind him for continued prosecution of the war, earnestly
sought to bring the North Vietnamese into serious peace negoti-
ations. One possible means of inducement was to cut back the
bombing campaign as a sign of our sincere desire to negotiate in
good faith. If we stopped the bombing, he hoped, the North Viet-
namese would reciprocate by halting attacks on villages and
cities throughout South Vietnam.
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The President called for the views of the Joint Chiefs on the
military effect of halting all bombing above the 20th parallel.
They agreed that the bombing could be stopped for a short time
to determine whether the North Vietnamese wished fo negotiate
seriously,?” but they strongly suspected that the North Viet-
namese would continue to fight until we applied enough force to
threaten destruction of the power base in North Vietnam.

While the President considered the bombing halt, weather in
Vietnam was changing from the northeast to the southwest mon-
soon. This meant that weather conditions over North Vietnam
would be poor for another month, during April, and would then
improve markedly. Thus, although I had no confidence that we
would achieve a negotiated settlement at that time, I supported
the proposal for a bombing halt because 1 realized that the
weather alone would probably cause us to cancel all but a few
hundred sorties and because we were not being permitted to
strike the most valuable {fargets in any case. I felt that stopping
the bombing above the 20th parallel to test the intentions of the
North Vietnamese would have a minimum effect on the air cam-
paign if the bombing halt tock place in the month of April
Wheeler, McConnell, Sharp, Ryan {General John D. Ryan, CINC-
PACAF), and I with most of the other military leaders recom-
mended, however, that if the North Vietnamese didn’t stop the
shelling of South Vietnamese cities and the assassination of vil-
lage chiefs, and didn't show positive signs of de-escalating the
fighting by withdrawing their regular divisions back across the
DMZ, we should resume bombing with no restrictions and
should mine the harbor at Haiphong. We further urged the Pres-
ident to set a time by which substantive discussions must begin.
We believed that the U.S. should avoid long “fight and talk” nego-
tiations such as those that developed in the Korean War, negoti-
ations that would almost certainly be used as a propaganda
forum by the enemy.

With these caveais, most of the top military commanders
thought a halt to the bombing above the 20th parailel would be
militarily accepta