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McNamara, Clifford and the Burdens of
Vietnam, 1965-1969, volume VI in the newly-
named Secretaries of Defense Historical Series,
covers the incumbency of Robert S. McNama-
ra, as well as the brief, but significant, tenure of
Clark M. Clifford. McNamara’s key role in the
ever-deepening U.S. involvement in Vietnam
berween 1965 and 1968 forms the centerpiece
of the narrative. During these years, Vietnam
touched every aspect of Lyndon B. Johnson's
administration, determining budget priorities,
provoking domestic unrest, souring relations
with NATO, and complicating negotiations
with the Soviet Union.

McNamara’s early miscalculations about
Vietnam became the source of deep disap-
pointments. Relations with the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, never good, frayed almost to the breaking
point as McNamara repeatedly rejected military
advice in favor of his civilian experts. McNama-
ra’s carefully crafted plans failed, his frustrations
grew, and he became estranged from the Pres-
ident. His private attempts to check the war’s
momentum contradicted his public statements
supporting the military effort and tarred McNa-
mara as a hypocrite. McNamara’s successor,
Clark Clifford, arrived with a reputation as a
hawk, but focused most of his effort on extricat-
ing the United States from Vietnam.

McNamara and Clifford presided over
the Department of Defense during momen-
tous and dangerous times. Vietnam was one
of a series of wars, emergencies, and interven-
tions involving U.S. interests. Intervention in
the Dominican Republic, declining U.S. prestige
and power in Europe and NATO, war in the
Middle East, heightened tensions on the Kore-
an peninsula, arms control talks with the Soviet
Union, and violent protests at home competed
for attention. Overseeing the Vietnam War and
contending with these complex policy issues
taxed even McNamara’s enormous energy and
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Foreword

Volume VI of the Secretaries of Defense Historical Series covers the last four
years of the Lyndon Johnson administration—March 1965-January 1969, which
were dominated by the Vietnam conflict. The escalating war tested Robert McNa-
mara’s reforms and abilities and shaped every aspect of Defense Department plan-
ning, programming, and budgeting. The demands posed by Vietnam weakened
U.S. conventional forces for Europe, forced political compromises on budget for-
mulation and weapons development, fueled an inflationary spiral, and ultimately
led to McNamara’s resignation. The credibility gap grew, dissipating public con-
fidence in government and left the Johnson administration to confront massive
civil disobedience and domestic rioting—much of it directed against the Pentagon.
Vietnam also eclipsed major crises in the Dominican Republic, the Middle East,
Korea, and Czechoslovakia. McNamara’s successor, Clark Clifford, operating under
President Johnson’s new guidelines, spent much of his 11-month tenure as secretary
attempting to disengage the United States from the Vietnam fighting.

Vietnam held center stage and frustrated McNamara's plans to reduce Defense
budgets or downsize the military services and soured the secretary’s workings with
Congress. It cast a long shadow over U.S.-Soviet relations, alienated to a greater
or lesser degree the NATO allies, and eroded congressional support for defense
programs as well as military assistance. For the foreseeable future, it remains an
emotionally charged issue that challenges Americans’ views of themselves. Yet
throughout these four years OSD still had to deal with a wide range of policy mat-
ters, international instability, and other contingencies. Beginning in the spring of
1965 with the intervention in the Dominican Republic and ending in late 1968
with the release of U.S. Navy crewmen held captive by the North Koreans, Mc-
Namara and Clifford handled a series of international crises and threats, defusing
some, making the best of others. The final four years also witnessed extensive and
repeated contacts between Washington and Moscow on matters of mutual interest
such as nuclear proliferation, arms control, and a Middle East settlement. Dramatic
changes in the composition and strategy of NATO’s military alliance tested the du-
rability of U.S. and European commitment. War between superpower surrogates in



ii Foreword

the Middle East threatened to expand from a regional conflict to a global one. The
role that McNamara and Clifford played in often neglected subtexts of the period
provides readers with a wider perspective in which to place Vietham and to appreci-
ate the ramifications of the war on national security policy.

The author organized and shaped his account of these years around the Viet-
nam conflict and its influence on Defense budgets, the national economy, national
military strategy, technology, civil-military relations, and the home front. Budget
formulation received much attention not only to analyze charges of manipulation
and deception but also to clarify OSD’s funding approach to competing defense
and social programs. Paying for Vietham impacted the non-Vietnam portion of the
Defense budget and occasioned bitter struggles that pitted OSD against the Joint
Chiefs of Staff and Congress over weapon systems, procurement policies, military
strategy, and McNamara’s credibility.

Edward J. Drea holds a Ph.D. in history from the University of Kansas and
served as a historian with the U.S. Army. He taught at the U.S. Army Command
and General Staff College and the U.S. Army War College. Subsequently, he was
a branch and division chief at the U.S. Army Center of Military History. Dr. Drea
is a prolific writer. Most notably, he is a co-author of The McNamara Ascendancy,
1961-1965, and author of Japans Imperial Army: Its Rise and Fall, 1853-1945, as
well as many other books and articles on military history.

Dr. Drea wrote most of this manuscript under General Editor Alfred Goldberg
and his successor, Stuart Rochester, whose tragic and untimely death prevented him
from witnessing the publication of this volume in the series. This volume is in small
part a testament to Dr. Rochester’s tremendous skills as an editor and writer. The
profession has suffered a grievous loss.

This volume is the first in the series to be published under its new name, Secre-
taries of Defense Historical Series, a change meant to reflect a new sharper focus on
the Secretary of Defense and his immediate staff and to explain how they contribut-
ed to the larger national security policies of the presidents under which they served.

Interested government agencies reviewed Volume VI and declassified and
cleared its contents for public release. Although the text has been declassified, some
of the official sources cited in the volume may remain classified. The volume was
prepared in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, but the views expressed are those
of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the Office of the Secretary
of Defense.

EriN R. ManaN
Chief Historian, OSD



Preface

Victory has a hundred fathers and defeat is an orphan,* so runs a popular
aphorism, but the tumultuous mid-1960s passage of the United States turned the
saying on its head. Accounts of the period indict a wide variety of culprits—poli-
ticians, generals, reporters, demonstrators—for the disaster in Vietnam and its
associated repercussions in the economic, social, political, and military spheres of
American life. Yet perhaps more than anyone else, Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara is regularly singled out as cause and symbol of a lost war and all its dire
consequences. Vietnam remains “McNamara’s War,” although it began long before
his appointment as secretary of defense and continued long after he left office.

Beyond Vietnam, McNamara’s legacy is almost as bitter and the charges as
varied. He mismanaged the military services, leaving them under-funded, under-
strength, and discredited in the eyes of the nation. He routinely disregarded mil-
itary advice, particularly on strategic matters, leaving the United States weaker
before the Soviet Union. He unilaterally implemented programs and disregarded
their consequences, leaving the larger society poorer for it. Even now, McNama-
ra remains a vilified man, and attempts to rehabilitate his reputation during the
1990s only served to reopen the raw emotions of the contentious Vietnam era.
Such accusations cannot be easily dismissed and many are accurate or nearly so.
Still, Robert McNamara and the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) oper-
ated in a broader context and by describing that setting one may derive a more
balanced view of McNamara’s, and by extension OSD’s, successes and failures.
That is my purpose in this book.

The volume is a policy history of OSD and its leaders covering almost four
years from March 1965 through January 1969. It concentrates on OSD’s role
in creating and shaping defense policy, recognizing that Robert McNamara, who
served from 21 January 1961 to 29 February 1968, and his successor as secretary
of defense Clark M. Clifford, who served from 1 March 1968 to 20 January 1969,

* Galeazzo Ciano, The Ciano Diaries, 193943, 521, entry for 9 Sept. 1942. President Kennedy is quoted as
having made a similar remark in the wake of the Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961.
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exerted great influence far beyond the doors of the Pentagon. Both men were in-
volved, at presidential direction, in the major economic, diplomatic, domestic, and
political issues of the day. Both were closely involved with national and interna-
tional crises of the time. And, while both left their imprint on the Department of
Defense (DoD), without question McNamara’s legacy, both for good and for ill, is
the more enduring. McNamara’s long tenure made it so, but besides mere longevity
McNamara set DoD on a new course and made OSD the unquestioned authority
in the Pentagon.

The volume treats a wide variety of subjects from OSD’s perspective, many of
them overlapping. For those reasons, I have grouped chapters topically and con-
nected them with both the broad policy themes of the period and specific areas
where redundancy affected DoD decisions and policies. Chapter I sets the scene
by describing DoD’s senior leadership, OSD officials, and the workings of the De-
fense Departmentand the national security policymaking apparatus. The next eight
chapters treat Vietnam policy formulation and its effect on ground and air opera-
tions in Southeast Asia as well as DoD budget development because this financial
process was closely related to, indeed eventually dominated by, the far-away Asian
battlefields. Next follows a discussion of the turmoil on the home front, particularly
during 1967 and 1968, which frayed the national consensus over the war, race rela-
tions, and military service. OSD’s role in the Dominican Republic crisis of 1965 is
covered in chapter XI. Individual chapters on nuclear non-proliferation, strategic
arms control, and two on the North Adantic Treaty Organization (NATO) provide
the wider context for OSD’s often controversial decisions on strategic issues involv-
ing nuclear weapons initiatives and European allies. Chapter XVI is devoted to the
Middle East War, 1967, while the succeeding chapter examines the fundamental
shifts in military assistance policy that occurred under McNamara. Chapter XVIII
relates the multiple crises of 1968 to Vietnam policy and budget considerations.
Chapter XIX evaluates the effects of the McNamara tenure on the U.S. military
establishment and the concluding chapter analyzes the performance of OSD and
the respective secretaries of defense during the period.

From 1965 through 1969 OSD was involved in developments all over the
globe. Space limitations alone make it is impossible to cover all of them. Thus,
like any written history, the material in this volume involves selection, and I opted
to discuss the important events of the four-year span that most involved DoD.
To reiterate, this is an OSD policy history, and that fact determined my cover-
age. Subjects not treated or lightly touched upon include the Indo-Pakistan War of
1965, relations with Indonesia and other South Asian nations, relations with Latin
America (excepting the Dominican Republic), intelligence, and OSD administra-
tive procedures.

Many people assisted me in bringing this book to publication, but I am espe-
cially indebted to Alfred Goldberg, who as then OSD Chief Historian and series

General Editor gave me the opportunity to write this volume. He offered construc-



Preface v

tive criticism and encouragement all along the way and invariably improved the
work’s many shortcomings. He is that rare combination of highly skilled govern-
ment official and first-rate historian whose dedication to accuracy, research, and
scholarship is responsible for the superb quality of this series. Stuart Rochester also
deserves special mention. He applied his editorial expertise to the volume first as
Deputy Historian and then, in succeeding Dr. Goldberg, as OSD Chief Historian
and General Editor. As Acting OSD Chief Historian, Diane Putney, like her pre-
decessors, provided unwavering support and ensured the resources necessary to
complete the project, as has Erin Mahan, the current OSD Chief Historian and
series General Editor.

I am likewise grateful to the editors of the OSD Historical Office who me-
ticulously read and re-read my chapters, always pointing out ways to improve the
manuscript. Nancy Berlage, who late in the process assumed the role of series
Chief Editor, provided editorial guidance and prepared the final version for pub-
lication. Elaine Everley, John Glennon, Max Rosenberg, David Humphrey, and
Winifred Thompson, each in his or her own way, greatly contributed to the fi-
nal manuscript. Dr. Everley also deserves thanks for organizing the OSD archives
into a user-friendly retrieval system. Fellow authors Richard Hunt, Lawrence Ka-
plan, Ronald Landa, and Richard Leighton always responded to my questions and
shared their insights with me. Alice Cole, Roger Trask, Dalton West, and Rebecca
Welch read chapters, made suggestions, and provided support. I am grateful for
the administrative and technical assistance provided by Ruth Sharma, Josephine
Dillard, Carolyn Thorne, Pamela Bennett, Renada Eldridge, and Ryan Carpen-
ter as | worked through drafts of the manuscript. Catherine Zickafoose and her
team at OSD Graphics, especially Stephen Sasser, wielded outstanding technical
expertise in preparing the volume for print. I am also thankful to James Andrews,
Defense Logistics Agency, and staff of the Government Printing Office for key as-
sistance with production matters.

I enjoyed the good fortune of working at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library,
whose staff located documents, shared their expertise, unfailingly responded to my
numerous inquiries, and made research a pleasure. Among an outstanding group
of professionals, I must single out John Wilson who guided me through the ar-
chives and was always a source of sound advice and wise counsel. At the National
Archives and Records Administration, Timothy Nenninger, Richard Boylan, Susan
Francis-Houghton, Herb Rawlings-Milton, Jeannine Swift, and Victoria Wash-
ington deserve special mention as do John Carland, David Humphrey and Ted
Keefer at the State Department Historian’s Office. David Armstrong and Graham
Cosmos of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Historical Office were always helpful; Susan
Lemke and Robert Montgomery shepherded me through the valuable holdings
of the Special Collections Library, National Defense University; Joel Meyerson,
Terrence Gough, Robert Wright, and Jim Knight assisted me with the U.S. Army
Center of Military History’s extensive holdings; Thomas Hendrix, David Keough,
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and Randy Rakers helped me at the U.S. Army Military History Institute; Kathy
Lloyd was of great assistance at the Naval Historical Center, and at the Marine
Corps History and Museums Division Fred Graboske enabled me to see the ex-
tremely significant Wallace Greene collection. Lena M. Kaljot, Photo Historian,
Marine Corps History Division, promptly provided digital images for the volume.
Deborah Shapley took time from her busy schedule to show me her personal ar-
chives of Robert McNamara materials. Finally I owe deep gratitude to Pentagon
Library staff who endured the September 11, 2001 attack on the Pentagon and
its aftermath and throughout it all were still able to find that elusive congressional
reference, odd journal article, or special report that had escaped me.

Epwarp J. Drea
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CHAPTER |

MOVERS AND SHAKERS

As Robert McNamara began his fifth year in office in January 1965 the United
States stood on the brink of being engulfed by the quicksand that was the Vietnam
Wiar. After four remarkably successful years as secretary of defense, McNamara en-
dured three years of increasingly painful suffering and regret that left him drained
in body and spirit. Along with President Lyndon Johnson, McNamara came to
bear much of the blame for the unpopular Vietham War that tore the country
apart. The war eclipsed the great achievements of the early years, leaving McNa-
mara greatly diminished in public reputation and stature.

By 1965 Vietnam had emerged as a flashpoint of the Cold War, but the rivalry
between the United States and the Soviet Union (and a rising Communist China)
played out on a stage larger than Southeast Asia. Even as the Johnson administra-
tion sought to improve relations with Moscow and build on the October 1963
partial nuclear test ban treaty by seeking further talks on arms control and limiting
the proliferation of nuclear weapons, regional points of friction between the two
nuclear superpowers abounded. Continuing Soviet support of Cuban President
Fidel Castro proved a constant irritant, as did expanding Soviet influence in Af-
rica, the Mediterranean, and the Middle East, especially among the more radical
Arab regimes. Communist China—the People’s Republic of China (PRC)—posed
its own significant threat; Pentagon strategists pondered ways to contain a seem-
ingly implacable and, judging from its rhetoric, sometimes bellicose regime. In one
bright spot, Northeast Asia, DoD considered reducing U.S. forces in South Korea
as that nation’s economic prospects improved.

The perception of unrelenting Soviet aggressive behavior placed continuing
pressure on the United States to defend Europe, frustrating U.S. plans for NATO
allies to assume a greater share of the burden for their own defense. In the mean-
time, NATO suffered from France’s growing alienation from the alliance and the
deep-seated differences among the allies over command, control, and use of nucle-
ar weapons. Closer to home, the administration had weathered the Cuban missile

I
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crists in 1962, but Castro persisted in his energetic efforts to export communism
throughout Latin America, much to Washington’s concern. In a further act of defi-
ance the Cuban leader had cut off water supplies to the U.S. base at Guantanamo
in February 1964.

At home, the great civil rights struggle of the 1960s created its own ferment
and made additional demands on the Defense Department. African-American riots
in New York and New Jersey during July 1964 had required National Guard troops
to quell disturbances and restore order. They were a harbinger of more to come.
DoD meanwhile gave special attention to the future of the Selective Service System,
racial integration of National Guard and Reserve units, reorganization of reserve
forces, and development of new weapons. By January 1965 the department had
completed a major buildup of U.S. conventional, counterinsurgency, and nuclear
forces and planned to reduce the Defense budget and military strength. The escalat-
ing war in Vietnam quickly ended such expectations.

While FY 1965 witnessed some retrenchment in Defense costs and person-
nel, in subsequent years the expanding war in Indochina and mounting troubles
elsewhere necessitated continual increases. As of 30 June 1965, the armed services
had 2,624,779 men and 30,610 women on active duty, altogether some 32,020
fewer than a year earlier. Major force elements included 16 Army and 3 Marine
divisions, 880 Navy ships, 78 Air Force combat air wings, and 22 intercontinen-
tal ballistic missile squadrons. DoD employed more than 1,164,000 civilians. The
FY 1965 Defense budget amounted to $49.7 billion in new obligational authority
(NOA),” $1.2 billion less than the previous year. Three years later, 30 June 1968,
the 3,509,505 men and 38,397 women in the active forces supported 18 Army and
4 Marine divisions, 932 Navy ships, 67 combat air wings," and 26 intercontinental
ballistic missile squadrons. DoD civilians numbered 1,436,000. The FY 1968 De-
fense budget with supplements amounted to $76.8 billion (NOA).!

Between 1965 and 1968 the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) ex-
perienced similar growth. As of 30 June 1965, OSD had 1,729 civilian and 621
military personnel, a total of 2,350. Three years later that number had increased to
2,867—2,052 civilians and 815 military. In mid-1965 Defense agencies indepen-
dent of the services and reporting to OSD employed 48,786 civilian and military
personnel, the majority, just over 35,000, being in the Defense Supply Agency. The
employees of the Defense agencies consisted almost entirely of men and women
transferred from the military services. Three years later the agencies employed more
than 84,000 people, most of the newcomers also from the services and the balance
from new hires.?

" NOA is the sum of all new budget authority granted by Congress for a specific fiscal year.
¥ Although the Air Force reduced its number of combar air wings, it increased its aircraft inventory and the
number of combat air squadrons.



MOVERS AND SHAKERS

SHYILIVIN SdH0D INIHYIN 01 DNINIYIHIA NIHM «
ONVWWOD
ONYWWGD ISN3430
ONYWWOI ury ANYRINOD ONYWWGD ANYWNOD uiy ONYNINGD ONYWWOD
IULS 21931VULS NHIHLNOS AN419vd Nv3douna TVININIINOD NYUY NYISYTY
AONOY ADNIIV AINFOY
JONIOTRIN SNOLLYDINRWINGD 1H0AdNS IWOLY
35N3430 ISN3:30 3SN3530
., AAVN 3HL 30 i
3J0HOJ HIY 44V1S J0 43HI SAUHVLIHITS WYY '34VLS 30 43IKD R0 S
3040 HIY JHL 30 SIVLIHIIS mwhﬁ E<.M.<mm< mﬁ.ﬁ AWHY JHL 30 SHHVLINIIS 30U HIV VLS 40 £IHD
LNVLISSY ONY LNVLISSY ONY 44Y1S INIOr
40 LNV AUVI3HOIS TVAVN 50 AONIOV AONIDY SNOLYEIAO0 TYAVN 30 3IHD
AHV13HI3S HIONN NYWWOD | HIONN S3HY AHYL3423S HIANN : ".E__z R G PR IHL
| e e — ) LIVHINGD
S ISN2430 i
30HOJ HIV 3HL 30 AHVIIHIIS AAYN 3HL 40 AHV13HO3S ANHY 3HL 40 ANYI34D3S ISNII3Q 44V18 30 SIURT LNIOF "NYWHIYHD
= or
30U0d HIY 3H1 30 INIWLYV4ID JY I T—— AWHY JHL 30 ININLYVAIQ 44V1S 40 SJ3IHI LNIOI
{SHivay {SHNEALIY ALWNI3S (59US1907 ONY
INLVISIBT) 3SN3430 40 (SISATYNY SWaLSAS) {Surv44v Inend) (HIMOINYI) TYNOLYNEILND SNOLYTTVISND (HETIOWLINOD) —
35N 40 ISNZI30 0 ISN3430 30 3SH330 40 9N3430 40
(A9u3N3 JiwoLY) ANINLHVAI 3HL 30 AMVISHOIS TVI3UIES JHVI3HOIS SN0 30 SN0 40 AMVIES proe HIYVISIY ISN0
AUVIIHO3S \SNN0D TVHINID AHVI3HO3S AHVLIHOIS i e 40 HOLOIHIO
ML OL SINVISISSY INVLSISSY AINVLSISSY
3ISN3430 30 AYVIIHO3S ALNdIA R
ISN3430 40 AYYIIHIIS -

G961 439IN31d3S

3SN3430 40 INJIN1dVd3d




4 McNamara, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

DoD’s Senior Leadership

Head of the vast DoD establishment from 21 January 1961 through February
1968, Robert McNamara powerfully filled the role of deputy commander-in-chief
to the president. He had imprinted his aggressive management style and tech-
niques on the department during his first four years in office.” By January 1965
he stood near a peak of success and influence. In taking command of the largest
department in the government, he had improved its military capabilities, firmly
established civilian control over the military services, swept away many outmoded
practices and organizations, and forced the services and bureaucracy to adapt to a
new, more analytical approach to defense management.

The transformation wrought by the McNamara ascendancy did not come
without strong opposition and resentment. Controversy swirled around McNa-
mara and OSD during his first four years as he applied managerial principles of
cost efficiency and economy to every aspect of DoD and pushed the military ser-
vices to change entrenched habits. What set McNamara apart was not only a far-
reaching agenda but the depth and breadth of his involvement in all Defense af-
fairs. He not only strove to manage a major war in Southeast Asia, he also involved
himself deeply in preparation, coordination, and justification of the DoD budget,
conceptualized a radical shift in strategic arms policy, including arms control, and
planned and approved the specifics of the administration’s Military Assistance
Programs. Added to this impressive list McNamara had key roles in reorienting
NATO’s strategy, recasting the process of military procurement and weapon re-
search and development, and responding to domestic disorders. As the president’s
chiefadviser on defense matters he served on task forces responding to emergencies
in the Dominican Republic, the Middle East, and elsewhere. A military assistant
who worked with McNamara on a daily basis for years marveled at his “immense
capacity” and energy to handle a wide variety of matters simultaneously.?

Throughout his early career, McNamara had demonstrated the same sort of
drive and energy. Born in June 1916, he attended the University of California
(Berkeley) and the Harvard Business School. During World War II he served for
three years in the Army Air Forces, then following the war joined Ford Motor
Company as a manager of planning and financial analysis. In November 1960 he
became the first president of the company selected from outside the Ford family.
After a strikingly successful business career he brought his formidable talents to
the Pentagon in 1961. McNamara had both the intellect and the temperament to
master the complexities of the Department of Defense. Journalist Theodore H.
White exclaimed that “a man with a steel grip and a diamond-hard mind has seized
control of the Pentagon.”

) See Kaplan et al, McNamara Ascendancy.
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To the general public, the secretary’s combed-back dark hair, rimless glasses,
and business suit and tie bespoke a no-nonsense executive, brimming with self-
confidence. His television appearances reinforced the impression of a brilliant mind
in total command of a vast store of information. Over time the self-assurance and
undaunted perseverance became a double-edged sword, as detractors accused him
of arrogance, obstinacy, and rigidity. Both his performance and reputation would
suffer under the strains of an unwinnable war and deteriorating relations with Con-
gress, the president, and the press. When McNamara stepped down on 29 February
1968, he had served a record 85 months in office, the second half of his tenure far
less successful than the first. But at the outset of 1965, even with his stature and
trademark confidence beginning to erode, he was still firmly in control.

McNamara surrounded himself with able subordinates, relying on a highly
capable and trusted team of top OSD civilian staff to implement his principles and
agenda. No one senior OSD official could claim preponderant influence with the
secretary, but for the most part all enjoyed a status belying their relative youth and
limited Pentagon experience. McNamara treated them as his alter egos—delegating
to them much responsibility while he attended to framing policy and strategy and
advising the president, meeting with him often and conferring with him frequently
by telephone. For a secretary, McNamara exercised unusual power and authority.>

In January 1964 McNamara selected Cyrus R. Vance to succeed Roswell Gil-
patric as his deputy secretary of defense. A Yale graduate and New York lawyer,
Vance joined DoD in 1961 as general counsel and later served as secretary of the
Army. Soon after becoming deputy secretary he proved himself a deft troubleshooter
during the Panama riots” of early 1964, a role he reprised during U.S. intervention
in the Dominican Republic crisis in 1965." He earned McNamaras confidence,
performed smoothly and unobtrusively, shared the DoD leader’s positions on na-
tional defense and initially on the use of military force, and acted as secretary during
McNamara’s absences.¢

McNamara had originally assembled in 1961 a staff of assistant secretaries who
served him exceptionally well during his first term as secretary. By the end of 1965
some of these had departed and others had moved on to higher or other positions in
the department. Their replacements proved to be of equally high caliber, testifying
to McNamara’s ability to identify and attract talent.

The secretary considered the position of assistant secretary of defense (ASD)
for international security affairs (ISA) “one of the two or three most significant posts
in the whole department.” ISA had responsibility for supporting DoD participa-
tion in National Security Council (NSC) affairs and for identifying and analyz-
ing international political-military concerns with the aim of developing national
military strategy. The office also directed the Military Assistance Program (MAP)

" See Kaplan et al, McNamara Ascendancy, 226.
t See Chapter XI.
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and participated in arms control initiatives.” John T. McNaughton had headed
ISA since July 1964, after having previously served as the DoD general counsel.
A Rhodes scholar with a Harvard law degree, McNaughton had been a professor
at the Harvard Law School. Even among equals he gained importance because of
ISA’s key role and his unstinting loyalty to McNamara. He shared McNamara’s
detached, impersonal style and analytical approach to decisionmaking. By at least
one account, he also shared the secretary’s impatience with opposing viewpoints.
According to Thomas L. Hughes, director of the State Department’s Bureau of In-
telligence and Research, McNaughton “took to vilifying the purveyors of skeptical
analysis.”8 Following McNaughton's tragic death at age 45 in a commercial airline
accident, Paul C. Warnke, a Washington lawyer, succeeded him as ISA assistant
secretary on 1 August 1967.

From February 1961 through July 1965, ASD (Comptroller) Charles J. Hitch
supervised and directed preparation of the annual budget estimates for Defense.
With McNamara’s backing, he had revolutionized DoD’s financial management
process through the introduction of the Planning, Programming, and Budgeting
System (PPBS). The ASD (Comptroller) office also provided systems analyses and
reports useful in identifying overlapping programs and questionable spending. In
July 1965, with Hitch’s departure, McNamara divided the office into two, retain-
ing the comptroller title for preparation of the budget, the Five Year Force Struc-
ture and Financial Program, and the conduct of audit and statistical functions. He
designated Robert N. Anthony, a Harvard Business School professor, as the new
comptroller effective 10 September.

The new office, assistant secretary of defense for systems analysis, had been
the comptroller’s former directorate of systems analysis. Upgraded and formally
chartered on 17 September, the office, under Alain C. Enthoven, produced ana-
lytical reports, cost estimates for forces and weapon systems, and special studies as
directed by the secretary. Just turned 35, Enthoven, by the fall of 1965 had already
emerged as a lightning rod for congressional and military discontent with OSD.
Providing the quantitative data that “proved” the cost-effectiveness and strategic
soundness of the secretary’s plans and decisions, Systems Analysis, in the words of
a McNamara aide, furnished the “numbers to back up his [McNamara’s] position.”
Attesting to Enthoven’s clout, one congressman labeled him “the most dangerous
man we have in Government today.”!?

Enthoven and his stable of “whiz kids,” exuding cocky assurance about the
objectivity and efficacy of their methodology, often ignored military expertise and
opinion, dismissing service dissent as a product of parochialism and resistance
to both civilian authority and change. Not given to compromise, they sought to
reshape programs through rational, quantifiable decisionmaking. But however sci-
entific and sophisticated the new methodology, it had its limitations and biases.
Critics pointed to subjective factors such as McNamara’s favoring missiles over
bombers and administration ceilings on troop strength that narrowed options and
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rendered the number-crunching less independent and less objective than Enthoven
proclaimed. Further, rational analysis often clashed with empirical reality. Paul Ni-
tze, McNamaras first assistant secretary for ISA and subsequently secretary of the
Navy and deputy secretary of defense, later declared that he had no confidence in
the organization because each analyst “saw himself as being the top strategist and
secretary of defense.” George Elsey, who served as special assistant to McNamara’s
successor Clark Clifford, complained that his boss would “never get an objective
view from present [Systems Analysis] Staff. All are emotionally bound to defend S.
A. as rotally correct in all it does.”1!

Since 1958 the Director, Defense Research & Engineering (DDR&E) had
served as principal adviser to the secretary of defense on all scientific and technical
matters. DDR&E supervised all Defense research and engineering activities and
coordinated service research and development programs, assuming an especially
important role in evaluating the potential of strategic nuclear weapons and iden-
tifying the possible military application of new technologies. John S. Foster, Jr.,
became DDR&E on 1 October 1965, succeeding Harold Brown, who along with
Vance selected Foster after others had turned down McNamara’s offer of the posi-
tion. Foster was a physicist, director of Livermore Laboratory, and a consultant
to the President’s Science Advisory Committee. He served as DDR&E until June
1973.12 DDR&Es scientists often found themselves at odds with Systems Analysis
staffers over weapon systems, particularly the antiballistic missile system (ABM).

Much of the day-to-day management functions of the department fell to
the ASD (Administration), a position established on 1 July 1964 after McNa-
mara combined several separate administrative elements within OSD under Solis
Horwitz, a Harvard-trained lawyer, former counsel to Lyndon Johnson’s Senate
Defense Appropriations Subcommittee, and since 1961 director of Organization-
al and Management Planning in OSD. Beyond the functions it inherited, the
new office supervised development of improved managerial practices to promote
economy and eliminate duplication of effort. Additionally, Horwitz managed the
national communications system and a newly created (15 July 1964) inspection
service to conduct investigations within OSD, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and other
DoD components, including assessing the operational readiness and efficiency of
military units, previously an exclusive prerogative of the military.!?

The ASD (Installations and Logistics) handled DoD’s logistical requirements,
including production, procurement, and supply management and had responsi-
bility as well for military construction, family housing, and real property upkeep.
Paul R. Ignatius, under secretary of the Army, replaced Thomas D. Morris as as-
sistant secretary in December 1964, remaining until 31 August 1967. Ignatius was
succeeded by none other than his predecessor, Morris, who remained until the
1969 change in administrations.'4

Under the ASD (Manpower) fell a potpourri of responsibilities, including
personnel and reserve affairs, information and education programs, health, sanita-
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tion, medical care, military participation in civil and domestic emergencies, Armed
Forces Radio and Television, and promotion of equal opportunity in the armed
forces. With a background in government and management consulting, the hard-
working Morris served as ASD (Manpower), which he regarded as “a secondary
kind of job,” from 1 October 1965 to 31 August 1967 between his stints at I&L.
Perhaps his most important contribution during this period was implementing
McNamara’s Project 100,000.”15 Alfred B. Fitt replaced Morris in October 1967
and served until February 1969.

The position of the ASD (Public Aftairs) encompassed a wide range of ac-
tivities that included dealing with the press, releasing information to the public,
reviewing ofhcial statements for security, and coordinating public affairs within
DoD and with other governmental departments and agencies.!® Besides these
functions, the forceful head of the office, Arthur Sylvester, presided over secretary
of defense press conferences and background briefings until February 1967 when
his deputy, Philip G. Goulding, replaced him.

As the legal adviser to the secretary, the general counsel ranked as an assistant
secretary. A member of the secretary’s immediate staff, he had a voice in a variety
of complex legal and legislative matters, including those raised by the Joint Chiefs.
McNamara clearly had a high regard for his legal advisers. Cyrus Vance (January
1961-June 1962), John McNaughton (July 1962-June 1964), and Paul Warnke
(October 1966-]July 1967) all inidally served as general counsel before moving to
other important positions in OSD. During the interval between July 1964 and
September 1966 and after Warnke’s departure in August 1967, career civil ser-
vant Leonard Niederlehner, deputy general counsel since November 1953, ably
anchored the office as acting general counsel.!”

Jack L. Stempler, assistant to the secretary of defense for legislative affairs,
occupied the position from 13 December 1965 to 4 January 1970, advising the
secretary and other top officials on congressional actions and issues relating to
DoD legislative programs. The office served as liaison with Congress, keeping it
informed on defense matters, replying to its inquiries and requests for informa-
tion, and scheduling DoD witnesses for hearings.!®

As presidentially appointed chairman of the Military Liaison Committee,
William J. Howard also served as special assistant to the secretary of defense for
atomic energy from January 1964 to June 1966; Carl Walske held the position
from October 1966 until 1973. They advised the secretary on DoD atomic weap-
on policy, planning, and development, evaluated atomic weapon programs, and
worked closely with the Atomic Energy Commission and the congressional Joint
Committee on Atomic Energy.!?

A “personal” special assistant to the secretary of defense and the deputy sec-
retary served as aide, adviser, and, as required, troubleshooter. The position de-

¥ See Chapter X.
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manded discretion, prudence, and resourcefulness in dealing with often politically
sensitive or administratively complicated issues as the secretary’s representative in
high-level contacts with cabinet officers and their staffs, White House ofhcials,
members of Congress, and senior foreign officials. John M. Steadman held the
position from October 1965 to March 1968, followed by George M. Elsey who,
beginning in April 1968, performed similar duties for Secretary Clifford. In late
1965 McNamara also designated Henry Glass as a special assistant to the secretary.
Previously an economic adviser to the ASD (Comptroller), Glass continued to
prepare the secretary’s annual “posture statements”” to Congress. He also edited
McNamara’s congressional testimony and provided knowledgeable advice on a va-
riety of issues.’”

The secretary and deputy secretary each had two military assistants. The most
influential and longest serving, Colonel (later Lieutenant General) Robert E. Purs-
ley, served under three secretaries from 1966 to August 1972. Military assistants
functioned as executive officers, arranging meetings, preparing agendas, taking
notes, and when requested or appropriate, offering advice. Pursley also became
intimately involved in the policymaking process, helping to draft major recom-
mendations concerning Vietnam during Clifford’s tenure.?!

McNamara deemed that the chief job of the service secretaries was to see to
the logistics, procurement, and training necessary to provision and prepare the
military services for their operational missions. Probably because of his tendency
to limit the secretaries to a support role and restrict their involvement in the for-
mulation of policy and strategy, McNamara went through no fewer than 10 de-
partmental secretaries between 1961 and 1968. Judging the several departmental
civilian staffs as generally weak, he preferred to rely primarily on his OSD team.22

Stanley R. Resor, secretary of the Army from July 1965 to June 1971, was the
fourth to hold that position under McNamara. A decorated World War 11 veteran
and roommate of Vance at Yale Law School, Resor, a corporate lawyer, served a
few months as under secretary of the Army before stepping up to the top post. He
worked closely with McNamara, especially in scheduling Army deployments to
Vietnam. Paul H. Nitze, who served as secretary of the Navy from November 1963
to June 1967, did not want the job initially, having been promised the deputy
secretary of defense position by President Kennedy. After slowly feeling his way
along for a few months, Nitze became a forceful proponent of Navy proposals to
the point of sometimes taking issue with McNamara and encountering “serious
problems” with the Systems Analysis staff. His successor, Paul Ignatius, moved
from ASD (Installations and Logistics) to become secretary of the Navy in Septem-
ber 1967 following the death of McNaughton, who had been scheduled to replace
Nitze. Harold Brown, secretary of the Air Force from October 1965 to February
1969, had served previously as McNamara’s first DDR&E. Brown’s personality, by
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his own admission “introverted and likely to come across as cold,” left him open
to criticism that he was an ivory tower theoretician without practical experience.
Nevertheless, he proved a forceful advocate for the Air Force even if it meant some-
times taking an adversarial stance toward former colleagues in OSD.?3
McNamara favored internal promotions, advancing his original appointees
and filling vacancies with care. He rewarded talent and ensured that new appoin-
tees acquired a wide range of experience. Vance, for example, moved from general
counsel to secretary of the Army to deputy secretary of defense and Nitze from In-
ternational Security Affairs to secretary of the Navy to deputy secretary of defense.
Only a few senior officials—Enthoven in Systems Analysis and Horwitz in Ad-
ministration—would serve in the same position throughout the period 1965-69.
Others, like Ignatius or Morris, shifted positions within OSD or between OSD
and elsewhere in DoD. Still others—for example, Vance and Public Affairs chief
Sylvester—left before McNamara or shortly after him; Anthony left the comptrol-
ler position in July 1968. The largest turnover of senior personnel occurred in carly

and mid-1967.

The Civilian-Military Divide

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, composed of the heads of the military services and
a chairman, were the “principal military advisers” to the secretary of defense, the
president, and the NSC. Congtess in June 1967 established four-year terms for
members of the JCS. The chairman, appointed for two years and eligible for one
reappointment, had no command authority over the military forces. The Chiefs
statutory duties included preparing strategic and logistics plans, reviewing require-
ments, and providing strategic direction of the military forces. A Joint Staff, re-
sponsible to the chairman, assisted the Chiefs. President Johnson’s orders went to
McNamara who passed them via the JCS to the eight unified commands—seven
regional commands with forces from one or more services,” and the U.S. Air Force
Strategic Air Command, denominated a specified command because, although
part of the Air Force, it came under the operational control of the JCS.24

The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle G. Wheeler, had
made his mark as a staft officer known for his intelligence and administrative abil-
ity. Highly regarded by the president and secretary, he served from July 1964 to
July 1970, the only chairman to serve more than four years. He often acted as a
buffer between his fellow Chiefs and McNamara. Some military people regarded
him as McNamara’s man, too close to the secretary to be a genuine spokesman for
the JCS and the services.

Army Chief of Staff General Harold K. Johnson, who as a prisoner of war
during World War Il had survived the Bataan death march and years in a Japanese

* . . ~ . - . .
The seven regional unified commands were: European, Pacific, Southern, Strike, Atlantic, Alaskan, and
Continental Air Defense.
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POW camp, served from July 1964 to July 1968. A serious, religious man of in-
tegrity, Johnson was protective of his service and conservative in defining his JCS
role. Given to reticence, he could be outspoken when it came to the Army; several
times he toyed with the notion of resigning only to conclude he could do more
good by remaining on the job. His successor, General William C. Westmoreland,
a protégé of General Maxwell D. Taylor, had served under Taylor in World War II
and as the secretary of the general staff when Taylor was Army chief of staff in the
1950s. Westmoreland had been a combat commander, a key staff officer, and com-
mandant of West Point. Regarded as one of the most competent Army generals, he
served as commander of U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV)
from June 1964 until becoming Army chief of staff on 3 July 1968.25

After holding important staff and command positions, General John P Mc-
Connell headed the Air Force between February 1965 and July 1969. As deputy
commander of the European Command he had favorably impressed McNamara
and came recommended in 1964 by General Taylor, then chairman of the Joint
Chiefs. In mid-1964, the president interviewed McConnell before naming him
Air Force vice chief of staff with the understanding that he would succeed General
Curtis LeMay as chief of staff.20

Chief of naval operations between 1963 and 1967, Admiral David L. Mc-
Donald had never wanted the job and was reluctant to serve in the Pentagon. A
naval pilot, McDonald saw action in the Pacific as an aircraft carrier executive of-
ficer; his postwar career brought him a steady succession of senior staff positions
and sea commands. Although increasingly frustrated over civilian disregard of JCS
advice about Vietnam, he stayed until the end of his term. His successor, Admiral
Thomas H. Moorer, a more opinionated officer and a strong airpower advocate,
disliked McNamara and his OSD civilian “field marshals”; he regarded Clifford as
a “political animal” whose early tough words were not matched by later deeds.?”

General Wallace Greene served from 1 January 1964 to 31 December 1967
as commandant of the Marine Corps. A staff planner for operartions in the Pacific
during World War II, Greene gained extensive high-level staff experience in the
postwar era. He chafed at the micromanagement of President Johnson and Mc-
Namara. Like his JCS colleagues he suspected that the OSD staff civilians would
dump Vietnam on the generals as they happily returned to private life “where they
can sit and kibitz and watch the JCS straighten out this mess.” The selection of his
successor, General Leonard F. Chapman, Jr., proved complicated. In mid-August
1967, Greene recommended Chapman, the assistant commandant and preferred
choice of a majority of Marine generals. A few weeks later, however, Wheeler pro-
posed General Victor H. Krulak, and McNamara endorsed the selection. In mid-
September Nitze recommended Krulak to the president. Johnson procrastinated
over the conflicting advice; finally, in mid-December, he selected Chapman. Nei-
ther flamboyant nor political, the new commandant, a straightforward, common-
sense officer with a reputation as an effective manager, later said that the president
never regretted his decision.?®
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The five officers comprising the JCS in 1965 all possessed recognized staff
abilities, experience, and political savvy; they professed support for the reforms and
policies instituted by McNamara even as they often disagreed with the secretary.
Accustomed to following orders once a decision was reached, they promoted their
respective service interests by working within the system, keeping their frustrations
with DoD civilians private rather than airing them publicly.?”

Despite the Chiefs’ dutiful acquiescence and the long, constitutionally in-
grained tradition of military deference to civilian authority, in the view of some
Chiefs President Johnson had an innate distrust of the JCS and of the military gen-
erally. His guarded attitude toward the professional military mirrored McNamara’s
own misgivings. The defense secretary harbored special disdain toward the JCS asa
corporate body, later calling it “a miserable organization” intent on protecting indi-
vidual service interests and acting collegially only when expedient. The description
was severe but unfortunately not far from the mark in the 1960s, when, under
the pressure of tight budgets, interservice rivalry and competition even more than
usual hampered consensus. The Air Force clamored for a new advanced bomber
that the Army looked on as rendered obsolete by missiles; the Navy sought more
aircraft carriers, which the Army and Air Force believed had a limited role; and the
Army wanted more ground divisions, which the Air Force found archaic. Unsur-
prisingly, sharp differences surfaced also over what military options—both tactical
and strategic—to pursue in Vietnam.3?

During the first half of McNamara’s tenure, under Taylor’s chairmanship in
particular, the Chiefs came to realize that if they forwarded split positions, they
were inviting the secretary of defense to make decisions for them. Between 1961
and 1964, they averaged 1,479 decisions annually of which about 30, or two per-
cent, were splits sent to McNamara for final determination. In 1965, an especially
difficult year, they registered more than 3,000 decisions and 40 splits (1.3 per-
cent); thereafter splits declined markedly to 7 in 1966 and just 4 in 1967. By then
they had learned that McNamara took advantage of disagreement among them
to have his way, that to preserve their own influence over policy decisions it was
best to minimize their internal differences and develop unified positions, mainly
where there were contentious issues such as the bombing campaign in Vietnam.
Unresolved JCS splits not decided by the secretary of defense fluctuated from two
in 1961 to five in 1965 and one per year thereafter. All of these unresolved splits
involved major budget matters, not Vietnam; the president eventually made the
final decision.3!

On the day he retired as JCS chairman, 1 July 1964, Taylor informed McNa-
mara that he considered the supporting Joint Staff only “marginally effective” be-
cause its inherent slowness adversely affected the timeliness of Joint Chiefs’ views,
thereby diminishing their impact. Taylor went on to warn that neither Interna-
tional Security Affairs nor Systems Analysis should be “in the business of military
planning,” nor should they become rival sources of military advice competing with
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the JCS.32 McNamara was predisposed to listen to complaints about the Joint Staff
but not about OSD, and certainly not criticism disparaging OSD’s core activities.
While willing to seek JCS advice on military tactics, he was not about to relinquish
OSD authority over the crafting of the nation’s military strategy.

As the situation in Vietnam became more problematic through 1964, John-
son faced the prospect of either losing South Vietnam or getting the United States
mired in a faraway war before the November election. He relied less and less on
the military for advice and excluded the Chiefs from policymaking. The exclusion
may have helped muffle internal dissent and foster the illusion of administration
unity and consensus but at the price of exacerbating the underlying tensions. By
early autumn, reports of “considerable unhappiness” among the military over their
lack of participation in policy planning reached White House Special Assistant
for National Security Affairs McGeorge Bundy. In mid-November White House
aide Jack Valenti advised Johnson to have the Joint Chiefs “sign on” before making
any formal decisions on Vietnam because their inclusion in presidential decisions
would shield the administration from possible congressional recriminations. If the
Chiefs participated in pertinent NSC meetings “they could have their views ex-
pounded to the Commander-in-Chief, face to face. That way, they will have been
heard, they will have been part of the consensus, and our flank will have been cov-
ered in the event of some kind of flap or investigation later.” Subsequently, aca 19
November White House meeting the president informed his top civilian advisers
that in the future no decisions on Vietnam “would be made without participation
by the military”; otherwise he could not make his case to the congressional leader-
ship on issues. Johnson followed Valenti’s counsel and let the Chiefs be heard, but
he consigned them to a token role, either by slight or calculation or continuing to
shut them out of key aspects of policymaking. To cite but one example, in early
1965 the White House denied the Chiefs access to cables passed between the State
Department and the U.S. ambassador in Saigon.3?

Indeed as the war in Vietnam escalated, the Joint Chiefs as a group seldom
met with their commander in chief—only on 10 occasions between 15 March
1965 and 8 June 1967. A March 1965 meeting and two sessions the following
month involved substantive exchanges about the course of action in South Viet-
nam but had little effect on policy. A 22 July 1965 meeting confirmed previous
decisions by the civilian leadership about Vietnam. The budget meetings of De-
cember 1965 and 1966 respectively and a session on 4 January 1967 recorded
meaningful discussions that appeared to help shape policy, though in a direction
to which Johnson seemed predisposed anyway. On the other occasions the Chiefs
ratified policies already decided by the White House. Rather than deal with the
Chiefs in an open deliberative process where agreement could be elusive and leaks
and other mischief could occur, Johnson and McNamara preferred to work their
will through Wheeler, considered by the defense secretary “as the directing offi-
cer—the CEOQ, if you will—of the Joint Chiefs.”34
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The Commander in Chief

The powerful and ever-increasing impact of the Vietham War on the John-
son administration brought McNamara into an even closer relationship with the
president, who involved himself to an unusual degree in determining policy and
making decisions about the military conduct of the war. Volumes have been writ-
ten attempting to explain the complexities of Lyndon Johnson’s character. A man
of enormous energy and boundless ambition, Johnson achieved the pinnacle of
success and power yet remained insecure and thin-skinned. Often coarse and bul-
lying, he was also compassionate, kind, and generous. “He could be altruistic and
petty, caring and crude, generous and petulant, bluntly honest and calculatingly
devious—all within the same few minutes,” recalled Special Assistant Joseph A.
Califano.?> Johnson’s moods seemed to swing from one extreme to another almost
seamlessly, the contradictions concealing his innermost motivations. Emotions,
however, seldom overrode political judgment.

As president, Johnson appears to have employed the same techniques that he
had developed in the Senate, where deals were made one-on-one behind closed
doors, compromises struck, favors exchanged, and consensus achieved with much
exertion but little transparency. Years later Clifford wrote of Johnson, “I often had
the feeling that he would rather go through a side door even if the front door were
open.”3¢ At Johnson’s “side door” stood a coterie of senior officials and advisers—
inside and outside of government—who participated in the most sensitive and
far-reaching policy decisions.

Johnson gathered information voraciously from a wide variety of trusted
friends from whom he sought opinions and advice and with whom he “had those
damned telephones of his going all the time.” His compulsive attention to detail
matched McNamara’s penchant for data—both believing that the more a problem
underwent vigorous analysis the more uncertainty could be removed from the final
decision. “The appetite of Washington for details is insatiable,” protested General
Krulak in 1967. “The idea . . . is to take more and more items of less and less sig-
nificance to higher and higher levels so that more and more decisions on smaller
and smaller matters may be made by fewer and fewer people.”3’

For Johnson knowledge was power. He collected and stored information but
never shared it entirely with subordinates, seeking to reserve to himself possession
of the entire picture and thus dominate policy formulation. His obsession with
leaks reinforced his compulsion for secrecy, so he carefully limited his advisory
circle to prevent unauthorized disclosures of policy discussions to the media and
his political foes. It was not just the JCS who were relegated to the sidelines but
others too who would ordinarily be key players by virtue of their position or need
to know.

Further complicating the policymaking process, Johnson delayed making
binding decisions, indeed considered no “important decision irrevocable until it
has been announced and acted upon.” He consequently demanded information
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right up to the very moment of his decision, thinking it “simple prudence” to keep
his options open.38 It also allowed him to keep control of the situation, or so he
thought, sometimes changing his mind at the last minute, reversing what senior
aides believed were firm commitments, such as the mobilization of reserve forces
in 1965 or the pursuit of a nonproliferation treaty the same year.

As rough-hewn and mercurial as his predecessor had been poised and coolly
detached, Johnson had both prodigious flaws and talents, and an inimitable po-
litical style that historian Eric Goldman likened to “Machiavelli in a Stetson.”
He could no more shake that distinctive persona than he could change his lanky
frame, so often caricatured in the political cartoons of the day.

The National Security P(;liqymaking Apparatus

Over the course of his presidency (1963-1969), Johnson met with the Na-
tional Security Council 75 times, a far cry from the regular weekly session chaired
by President Eisenhower but consistent with President Kennedy’s record.” Thirty-
three of Johnson’s NSC meetings had Vietnam or Southeast Asia on the agenda.
The NSC met 16 times at irregular intervals from early 1965 until mid-1966 to
ratify presidential decisions regarding Vietnam; 11 from February through August
1965, 2 more in January 1966, and the other 3 during May and June of that year.
Thereafter, until November 1968 the NSC discussed complex, broader interna-
tional issues exclusive of Vietnam, enabling Johnson to silence critics who asserted
that he was preoccupied with the war. The president also convened the NSC dur-
ing emergencies such as the June 1967 Middle East War, the Pueblo incident of
January 1968, and the Czech crisis of August 1968. The objective, according to
historian David Humphrey, being not so much to receive advice as to “project an
image of effective leadership during a crisis.” One reason for Johnson’s diminishing
use of the NSC was the large number of attendees. With an average of 21 persons
attending council meetings, Johnson worried about leaks.?

On the subject that mattered most, Vietnam, neither the White House nor
DoD followed a smoothly integrated policymaking process. The exclusion of the
JCS from key OSD and White House deliberations, particularly during 1965,
marginalized a principal stakeholder and knowledge base. McNamara did meet
with the Joint Chiefs weekly, but by mid-September 1965 Wheeler had concluded
that the last few meetings were not only “sterile,” but had degenerated almost to
the point where McNamara appeared to be hazing the military officers. To im-
prove communication, Wheeler initiated regular Monday afternoon executive ses-
sions between the Chiefs and the secretary, but by mid-1967 these too had become
increasingly infrequent and somewhat pro forma affairs.4

s Kennedy met with the NSC 15 times during his first six months in office and about once a month thereafter
for a total of 49 meetings.
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McNamara’s departmental staff meetings began as occasions to exchange
ideas, provide guidance, and shape Pentagon policy. By late 1964 the meetings, at-
tended by the secretary, his deputy, the JCS, service secretaries, assistant secretaries
of defense, and military assistants to the secretary, had become more sporadic and
usually involved single-issue briefings related to long-term service-related interests,
not current policy concerns. No meetings occurred, for example, from 21 June
through 6 September 1965, arguably the period during which the administration
made its most fateful decisions on Vietnam. True, McNamara would still occa-
sionally use the gathering to assign responsibilities, perhaps most notably in early
December 1965 regarding Vietnam projects after his November visit there and
again in mid-February 1966 after a major conference in Honolulu.™ In between,
the conferees heard a discussion on naval mine warfare. The usual agenda included
a set briefing about such varied topics as the military sales program (21 November
1966), spending for Defense research (24 October 1966), Navy pilot requirements
(17 October 1966), and DoD space programs (12 December 1966),%! important
issues but not crucial. After succeeding McNamara as secretary of defense on 1
March 1968, Clifford rejuvenated the staff meeting to encompass a substantive
exchange of opinions, guidance, and information more focused on matters of im-
mediate DoD concern requiring resolution.

For the most part, coordination at the upper policymaking levels in the ad-
ministration was surprisingly poor. Civilian and military strategists often talked
past each other. In late 1965, for instance, Lt. Gen. Andrew ]. Goodpaster, as-
sistant to the JCS chairman, advocated heavier air attacks on North Vietnam.
When a high-ranking State Department official asked Goodpaster how widespread
such ideas were in military circles, he was nonplussed by the general’s reply that
such views were “obvious at all echelons from the battlefield to the Joint Chiefs of
Staff.”42 Tt appeared that two cultures existed side by side almost independently
of one another.

Johnson’s preference for informal channels played havoc with the normal
policymaking apparatus. According to one scholar, the execution of policy “was
largely organized around personal contacts and ad hoc arrangements, with no
overarching, authoritative body to give effective coordination and strategic direc-
tion to what was being done. Policy thus tended to lurch along, addressing minor
problems more or less successfully, but leaving the bigger ones—Vietnam espe-
cially—to grow only bigger and less manageable as time went on.”#3 The Johnson
approach thus focused on short-term gains that often produced serious long-range
consequences.

While the written record is voluminous and remains indispensable for un-
derstanding the administration’s policymaking process, McNamara and other key
Defense ofhicials conducted much of their business by phone or in unrecorded

*
See Chapter V for a discussion of the Honolulu Conference.



MOVERS AND SHAKERS 17

meetings. The president likewise often dealt with his secretary of defense by tele-
phone or in completely private sessions. During Johnson’s lengthy absences from
Washington, senior officials remained in contact with him via phone or lengthy
teletypewriter cables dispatched from the White House communications center to
his Texas ranch. McNamara used all these means of communication to reach John-
son privately in order to lay the groundwork in advance for approval of actions he
supported, and never hesitated to approach the president directly to reverse deci-
sions that he did not like.

The so-called Tuesday luncheon at the White House, the epitome of this high-
ly personalized and makeshift policy process, did not necessarily meet either on
Tuesday or over lunch. The luncheons began in February 1964, met periodically to
March 1965, and then became routine through the summer months. They lapsed
during the fall of 1965, resumed sporadically between January and May 19606,
then met regularly through October. Dropped again, the luncheons recommenced
in January 1967, occurring regularly until Johnson left office two years later. Hav-
ing used a similar luncheon format as Senate majority leader to manage affairs in
the upper house, Johnson adapted it to the White House. Attended mainly by the
president and his three top civilian advisers—McGeorge Bundy (after April 1966,
Walt W. Rostow), McNamara, and Secretary of State Dean Rusk—Johnson in
large part relied on these informal brainstorming sessions among his “inner circle”
to shape national security policy and manage the Vietnam War, particularly the
bombing campaign. As Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, Jr., commander of U.S. forces
in the Pacific (PACOM), acidly pointed out, “no professional military man, not
even the Chairman of the JCS, was present at these luncheons until late in 1967.”
Wheeler became a regular at the luncheons only in October of that year.%4

The private, intimate meetings allowed the most influendal civilian deci-
sionmakers to speak frankly directly to the president on major issues. McNamara
thought the luncheons “extremely useful” because the informal exchanges let the
president “probe intensively” the views of his key national security advisers with a
candor impossible in a larger group. Rusk agreed on the presidents right “to have
a completely private conversation” to debate and discuss freely and fully sensitive
issues. He felt his role was “to stand as a buffer between the President and the bu-
reaucracy with respect to matters of considerable controversy.”> Both Rusk and
Rostow came to see the lunch meetings as the real NSC.

While permitting candor, the lunches did not necessarily guarantee clarity.
Participants could walk away with contradictory understandings of what trans-
pired, leading William P. Bundy, assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs,”
to describe the process as “an abomination.” This overstated the case. Although
perceptions occasionally varied, sometimes wildly, leaving mystified participants
to wonder if they had attended the same luncheon, in general individual accounts

* . 0 . .
After 1 November 1966, assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific affais.
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of what had occurred were quite similar.4¢

McNamara always briefed Wheeler on the results of the luncheon delibera-
tions; sometimes he reported the outcome to the Joint Chiefs as a body. However,
when the president’s decision ran contrary to McNamara’s advice, which he at
times had shared with the JCS in advance, he typically announced the result with-
out further elaboration, leaving the Chiefs in the dark as to how the recommended
position got changed and why.47 The secretary’s firm belief that the president was
entitled to confidentiality left even senior OSD staff members frustrated, much
like their JCS counterparts, because, according to Warnke, McNamara never told
them “what he said to the President or what the President said to him.” Frequent
discrepancies between McNamara’s public and private utterances added to the
general confusion. One critic complained there was McNamara’s public position,
his classified position, his personal views expressed privately to the president, his
views disclosed to friendly journalists, his position with peers, “his daytime views
as war manager at the Pentagon, and his nighttime views” with the Kennedys or
Washington society.48

Mastering the Pentagon

Whatever clarity or coordination the overall policymaking process lacked,
once a decision was made, McNamara took pains to enforce unanimity within
DoD. He strove to ensure that “there would be no way that the press or anybody
else could drive a wedge between the President and me.” McNamara believed that
indications of policy disagreement at the top level, particularly in writing, could
“be disastrous.” For example, should discussions about a draft memorandum be
leaked, “you would have evidence of conflict in the upper echelons of the adminis-
tration and it would reduce the effectiveness of the administration.”?

For sure, McNamara was master of his own domain. A military observer iden-
tified three salient characteristics of the secretary of defense: “the distrust of emo-
tion, the passion for being right, and his amazing intelligence.” Those qualities
might have put him on a collision course with Johnson but for an equally strong
sense of loyalty and an ego that took greater satisfaction from institutional than
personal success.’?

McNamara’s sense of loyalty extended down to those who worked for him as
well as up to the president. Where Johnson saw the defense secretary “surrounded
by a good many people” the president did not trust—including Enthoven, Mc-
Naughton, and Warnke, all of whom Johnson regarded as “pretty soft”—McNa-
mara was quick to shield his subordinates from White House, as well as con-
gressional, criticism. A demanding boss, he granted wide latitude to key civilian
subordinates but expected of them the same long hours and attention to detail he
imposed on himself. McNamara’s towering intellect and the vigor of his arguments
did not eliminate dissent, according to one high-ranking Defense official, it just
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made it difficult to make one’s case with the secretary. The State Department’s
director of intelligence and research alleged that McNamara regularly intimidated
challengers, “hobbling if not silencing” them.5!

The force of McNamara’s personality and intellect alone would not have mat-
tered much had he not been an effective manager. He ruled the Pentagon most of
all by methodically managing its purse. Decisively if not peremptorily, he deter-
mined service budgets, pronounced judgment on major weapon acquisitions, and
set requirements for force structure and equipment. His chief budget tool, draft
presidential memoranda or DPMs, were highly classified papers initially prepared
by Systems Analysis and other OSD staffers as part of the department’s budget for-
mulation. Each communicated the secretary’s five-year projection on the content
and funding of a specific military program—strategic offensive, continental de-
fense, airlift, etc.—and went first to the JCS and service secretaries for review and
reclama. After receiving service and agency comments, a final draft containing the
secretary’s decisions and JCS comments on those decisions was prepared for the
president. The inevitable cuts in service proposals that ensued enabled McNamara
and OSD to take public credit for reducing the defense budget to manageable
levels. A less apparent reason for the large discrepancies between initial service re-
quests and final OSD decisions was McNamara's unwillingness to give the services
initial budgetary ceilings.>2

Although too detailed for presidential use—“completely useless for the Presi-
dent’s purposes in view of their length and complexity,” as one top NSC staffer
wrote—DPMs were more than guidance for DoD agencies. The standard DPMs
served as the basis for McNamara's lengthy annual January statement to Congress
on the world situation as it related to DoD’s budget request and his projection of
costs over the next five years. This annual statement, usually prepared by Henry
Glass, was popularly known as the Posture Statement, although McNamara did
not like the term and would not use it. On Vietnam, as well as the anciballistic
missile program, NATO, and other major policy issues, McNamara often commu-
nicated directly with the president through “out-of-cycle” memoranda—ultrasen-
sitive DPMs seen by only a small handful of people, and very occasionally by only
McNamara and the president.”?

While it is true that much of the excitement associated with the McNamara
ascendancy had faded by the second year of Johnson’s presidency, mounting criti-
cism of the defense secretary prior to 1965 entailed more an indictment of style
than competence. Both the level of scrutiny and the nature of the criticism would
change as McNamara’s vaunted skills and mastery would be put to a sterner test.
But that reckoning was still in the future.

By 1965 DoD’s—and the administration’s—once bright prospects had be-
come shadowed by the continuing deterioration of the military and political situ-
ation in Vietnam. Each day seemed to bring news of another communist milicary
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victory, another Saigon coup d’etat, or another instance of the South Vietnamese
government’s incompetence and corruption. The men in the president’s trusted in-
ner circle knew that Johnson would soon have to make important decisions about
the future course of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Ye, at the start of that pivotal
year, if McNamara and other leaders shared a conviction that a widening U.S. com-
mitment could not be avoided, they shared an equal conviction that the United
States could accomplish whatever might be required.



CHAPTER 11

VIETNAM:
EscaratioNn WiTHOUT MOBILIZATION

Early in 1965 the days of the Republic of Vietnam seemed numbered. Racked
by domestic political instability and a growing Viet Cong communist insurgency,
the government teetered on the verge of collapse. Determined that the country
should not fall into communist hands, the Johnson administration cautiously and
incrementally improvised a succession of fateful decisions during 1965 that ulti-
mately committed American combat forces to a large-scale ground and air war in
Southeast Asia.

Viewing the Vietnam scene during the first six or seven months of 1965 was
like peering into a kaleidoscope. The pervasive political and military instability in
Vietnam and political unrest in the United States presented a shifting and perplex-
ing set of options for decisionmakers. There emerged a strengthening intent to
save South Vietnam from the communist yoke but no consistent policy or strategy
to carry it out. The civilian and military leaders held different views, which shifted
often, on recommended force levels and deployments. Gradually and reluctantly
the administration found itself drawn deeper into the morass until it finally took
the seemingly inescapable decision to commit the nation to the rescue of South
Vietnam from communist domination.

That the administration approached the crossroads haltingly and in seeming
disarray is not surprising. Involved in the decisionmaking process were Taylor and
Westmoreland in Vietnam, Sharp at PACOM, the Joint Chiefs, McGeorge Bundy,
Secretary of State Rusk, McNamara, and President Johnson. A host of support-
ing staff provided information, ideas, and exhortations that helped shape delib-
erations. The desultory nature of the process and the frequent postponement of
decisions may be attributed in part to deficiencies in the policymaking apparatus
described in Chapter I but also to the inability of the key actors to give their full
attention to the matter at hand. While the military could devote much or most of

21



22 McNamara, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

their attention to Vietnam, Johnson, McNamara, Rusk, and others in the civilian
leadership were distracted by other matters of importance. Johnson in particular
was engaged in fashioning and securing approval of his Great Society vision, to
which he gave as much priority as the national security challenge.

During these months of ambivalence and hesitation the administration sought
to devise a strategy that would achieve its ends without the risk of a wider war or
the fullest engagement by the United States. It was an attempt at a balancing act
that took insufficient account of the do-or-die resolve of the North Vietnamese. It
betrayed also the deep ignorance of Vietnam and its culture, acknowledged later by
McNamara and others, from which leaders of the Johnson administration suffered
in formulating policy and conducting the war. It was a handicap they were not able
to surmount.

Pondering Escalation

By January 1965, many senior DoD officials regarded South Vietnam as a lost
cause, barring a major change in policy. It was, McNamara and others informed the
president, a time for a hard choice: escalate military support, reinforcing the 23,300
U.S. military in Vietnam, or withdraw. The secretary favored using increased mili-
tary power, but he believed the grave consequences of this step merited careful
study of alternatives preceding a presidential decision. Johnson dispatched a group
headed by McGeorge Bundy to Saigon on 2 February for an intensive firsthand ap-
praisal.” A deadly Viet Cong (VC) attack on the American base at Pleiku on 7 Feb-
ruary caused the party to return to Washington early. In his report, Bundy warned
the president that a South Vietnamese collapse by 1966 was inevitable without
substantially increased American assistance, military and otherwise. In response to
the Pleiku attack, President Johnson immediately authorized a retaliatory air strike
against North Vietnam.!

The following day McNamara asked the Joint Chiefs to work with ISA on a
plan for a two-month air campaign against North Vietnam. He estimated a one-in-
three chance of ground force involvement, expecting that the graduated bombing
would result in Hanoi either negotiating or escalating the conflict. Another Viet
Cong attack against an Army base at Qui Nhon on 10 February prompted a second
air strike against the North and gave added impetus to a wider policy review.

In response to McNamara’s request and after debate between Air Force Chief of
Staff General McConnell and his Army counterpart General Johnson about the size
of an Air Force deployment and the requirement for large numbers of ground com-
bat troops, the Joint Chiefs on 11 February recommended eight weeks of expand-

* Members of Bundy’s mission included ASD(ISA) John McNaughton; Deputy Assistant Secretary of State
Leonard Unger; Lt. Gen. Andrew Goodpaster, assistant to the chairman of the JCS; Chester Cooper of the
NSC staff; and Col. Jack Rogers, ISA executive officer.
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ing air strikes against North Vietnam south of the 19th parallel and the immediate
deployment of two combat brigades—one Army to Thailand, one Marine to Da
Nang for base security. They also proposed to place other ground and air units on
alert for movement into Vietnam and elsewhere in the Western Pacific.?

McNamara discussed this proposal with the Chiefs at the weekly meeting on
15 February. He still regarded large-scale ground involvement as unlikely, but in
the event preferred to err on the high side, favoring committing six to eight divi-
sions if such intervention became necessary. Two days later MACV Commander
General Westmoreland notified the JCS that he needed more troops to protect
American lives and installations because the Vietnamese army could not.3

Although the president had authorized the two retaliatory air attacks on
North Vietnam in response to the Pleiku and Qui Nhon incidents, he was not
yet prepared to articulate a comprehensive policy for Vietnam. Fearing the do-
mestic political effects of a broadened war, Johnson quietly sought advice from
top administration officials, major congressional leaders, and especially from Presi-
dent Eisenhower during a two-and-a-half-hour meeting on 17 February. Seeking
to build a consensus to support whatever decision he made, the president took
the middle ground and kept his own counsel. By arranging numerous one-on-
one sessions and requesting personal, as opposed to formally staffed, memoranda,
Johnson made sure he understood all options as he considered key policy decisions.
This process did not produce a policy, and without one McNamara realistically
could neither plan nor issue military orders.# Presidential decisions were needed,
especially about the protection of Da Nang, the principal base for U.S. air attacks
against North Vietnam and Laos.

Westmoreland regarded Da Nang in the northern part of South Vietnam as
the keystone to the U.S. effort against the North. The exposed base, packed with
American planes, invited VC retaliation. About 1,300 marines were already at or
near Da Nang, part of an earlier commitment of support troops. On 23 February,
with the reluctant concurrence of Ambassador Taylor who deemed “white-faced”
soldiers as unsuitable for fighting in Asian forests and jungles, Westmoreland rec-
ommended the immediate infusion of combat marines to defend the vulnerable
base against overt assault. At a meeting with his top civilian advisers on 26 Febru-
ary, Johnson agreed to deploy some but not all of the requested security forces.

Meanwhile, on 13 February, the president tentatively approved a limited ver-
sion of the JCS-planned eight-week air campaign against the North. Dubbed Roll-
ing Thunder, the actual attacks did not occur until 2 March, following four earlier
strike cancellations. On the same day, the 2d, apparently at the suggestion of Mc-
Naughton, the president directed a group headed by General Johnson to examine
with Taylor, Westmoreland, and other American and Vietnamese officials “all pos-
sible additional actions—political, military, and economic—to see what more can
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be done in South Vietnam.” The Joint Chiefs and McNamara promised West-
moreland everything needed to strengthen the Government of Vietnam (GVN)
position. While General Johnson’s group listened to briefings in Vietnam between
5 and 12 March, Rusk, McGeorge Bundy, and McNamara in Washington held
a long, freewheeling discussion on 5 March about the future of South Vietnam.
They met not with a sense of crisis, but more with a felt need for guidance and
direction. Late the next morning, JCS Chairman General Wheeler conferred with
McNamara, reported MACV’s previous-day pessimistic assessment of the situation
in Vietnam, and urged the immediate dispatch of more marines to Da Nang.6

Reporting to the president on the 5 March session, Bundy praised Johnson’s
policy and achievements to date but pointed out that “the brutal fact is that we have
been losing ground at an increasing rate in the countryside in January and Febru-
ary.” Thus the president’s senior policy advisers needed to know what the United
States would do if the enemy escalated the fighting or if South Vietnam collapsed.
Would the president order large numbers of ground troops to South Vietnam, and
when? Especially urgent was the question of possible deployments of substantial
allied ground forces to the central and northern regions of South Vietnam. Given
the president’s well-known abhorrence of self-serving leaks, Bundy assured John-
son that only an extremely limited circle of senior civilians would participate in
the sensitive discussions and leave no written record of their sessions. McNamara
excluded the Joint Chiefs from those deliberations and for a time dropped them
from cable traffic passed between the State Department and Ambassador Taylor.”

The president had several factors to consider. At the time, pursuing the over-
riding goal of securing approval of his Great Society social programs, the president
did not want to provide Congress the excuse of Vietnam to divert action and
funding from the domestic legislation. He also feared that the political right would
demand greater and riskier military action in Vietnam that might provoke China
or the Soviet Union into a wider, possibly even nuclear war. Yet, the conservative
circles that had attacked President Harry S. Truman for “losing China” would
surely level similar accusations against Johnson for “losing Vietnam” if he did not
take action.®

As Johnson viewed it, failing to dispatch additional marines to Da Nang would
likely result in the loss of more American lives and planes to communist attacks.
Guessing the odds at “60-40 against [the start of] a big land war,” the president
worried about the psychological impact on public opinion of sending marines to
Vietnam. Weighing these factors, on the afternoon of 6 March he reluctantly or-
dered in 3,500 marines to Da Nang; McNamara then withheld public announce-
ment until the following afternoon, a Sunday, to minimize newspaper headlines.’

* General Johnson's group included McNaughton and Goodpaster, who had been part of Bundy's inspection
team of the previous month, as well as U.S. Information Agency Director Carl Rowan. They left Washington
on 3 March, arrived in Vietnam on 5 March and departed on the 12th, and arrived back in Washington on the
14th. (Ed note, FRUS 196468, 11:395-96.)
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McNamara’s trusted aide, John McNaughton, returned to Washington on 9
March, ahead of the rest of General Johnson’s team, in a gloomy, even defeatist,
mood. Before his departure McNaughton had looked on the ground war as a large-
ly Vietnamese affair to be augmented by American air support within South Viet-
nam; a few U.S. ground troops plus sea and air patrols to seal Vietnam’s coastline
and rivers, combined with psychological operations, would serve to hamper VC
effectiveness. The “grim prognosis” he heard in Vietnam, particularly at MACV
headquarters, however, changed McNaughton’s views. He now proposed three al-
ternatives: pressure the North; sustain the South, which would require “lots of
U.S. and if poss[ible] Allied troops”; or “get out with limited humiliation.” Invited
to attend the 9 March Tuesday luncheon, McNaughton repeated his assessment,
causing the president, after much discussion, to remark, “Pd much prefer to stay in
SVN—but after 15 mo[nths] we all agree we have to do more.”10

Presidential discussions with McNamara and Rusk among others continued
the next day at Camp David, Maryland. The ghost of the 1938 Munich appease-
ment added credence to the then prevalent domino theory, convincing the presi-
dent that U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam would only encourage further aggres-
sion and endanger Thailand, presumably next in line for communist conquest.
McNamara professed not to believe in the domino effect, but on 11 March his
arguments before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs about the “probabili-
ties” and “pressures” that would develop if the United States pulled out of Vietnam
clearly enunciated the domino theory. Burma and Laos would go communist and
Thailand would be threatened. Indonesias Communist Party would soon take over
that nation, pressuring Malaysia, Japan, and the Philippines to demand closure of
U.S. bases on their soil.!!

General Johnson returned from Vietnam on 14 March and reported that the
rapid and extensive deterioration there required “major new remedial actions.”
He recommended 21 steps—military, political, financial, and civic—to arrest the
decline, plus two additional ones that would free some of the Vietnamese forces for
offensive operations. Finally, he offered several other measures to contain infiltra-
tion of North Vietnamese forces. These last steps envisioned the employment of
four or five American or Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) divisions.
As Bundy noted, this report outlining the perilous state of South Vietnam and the
increasing boldness of the communists reinforced the president’s emerging convic-
tion to stay in Vietnam “come hell or high water” and his call for increased U.S.
military action.!?

The next day, 15 March, McNamara’s disinclination to do so notwithstand-
ing, the president brought the Joint Chiefs to the White House to make certain
they did not “feel left out” of the process. He carefully reviewed General John-
son’s report with the JCS, McNamara, and Deputy Secretary Vance, after which
he approved “in principle” the general’s 21 measures but withheld an immediate



26 McNAaMARA, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

decision on the proposed large-scale combat division deployments. Marine Corps
Commandant Greene described the president as “‘desperate’ to do something in
South Vietnam.”13

While the president agreed with General Johnson that U.S. combat forces
were needed to defeat the insurgents and appeared ready to send them, he rejected
any action that he thought might lead to China’s active intervention, reasoning
that if the United States could not “lick” the Viet Cong, it should not take on the
Chinese. He instructed the Chiefs to submit proposals to him through McNama-
ra. Having put the JCS on notice and made them aware of his dissatisfaction with
the war’s progress, at his Tuesday luncheon on 16 March the president admonished
his key civilian advisers to give him more ideas and recommendations on Vietnam.
On the same day, Wheeler notified CINCPAC Commander Admiral Sharp and
Westmoreland that the JCS were considering three options: (1) gradually escalate
to arrest further deterioration; (2) deploy ground combat forces to Vietnam’s cen-
tral highlands; and (3) establish coastal enclaves from which to conduct offensive
combat operations. !4

Under continued presidential pressure, on 17 March McNamara conferred
with the JCS about deploying a three-division force. Generals Johnson and Greene,
though differing on where to deploy them, agreed it was time, in Greene’s words,
to “bite [the] bullet” and commit large numbers of combat troops. McConnell op-
posed a ground buildup prior to a wider, hard-hitting air campaign against North
Vietnam. Admiral McDonald proposed a gradual deployment of ground forces
but was leery of committing them initially to the guerrilla-infested central high-
lands. Wheeler wanted a review of all policies because “we are losing [the] war.”
At subsequent meetings on 18 and 19 March the Chiefs continued to air their
disagreements. By cable Sharp expressed concern about placing the Army division
inland, while Westmoreland insisted its deployment there was the linchpin of his
strategy. The Air Force chief finally agreed to a compromise that recommended
more air strikes against the North and the deployment of four fighter squadrons in
conjunction with the three-division deployment. Fearing the war was being lost,
on 20 March the Joint Chiefs recommended to McNamara stepping up air raids
against North Vietnam and deploying three divisions (one U.S. Army, one U.S.
Marine, and one Republic of Korea) to South Vietnam for offensive combat opera-
tions. This was a major about-face by the JCS within a two-week span, effectively
calling for a change in the primary American role from adviser to active participant
in the destruction of the Viet Cong.!?

The president, aware such a policy lacked congressional and popular support,
remained noncommittal. Wanting to negotiate, albeit from an unassailable posi-
tion of military might, he hesitated to escalate the conflict by bombing Hanoi itself
and did not even consider the idea of committing additional ground troops.!¢ Es-
timates of North Vietnam’s intentions remained clouded by uncertainty at NSC’s
26 March meeting. The intelligence community informed the president that Ha-
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noi, unconvinced that it could not win militarily and unwilling as yet to negoti-
ate, was infiltrating regular North Vietnamese Army (NVA) combat units into the
South. Westmoreland and Taylor were requesting more combat troops; U.S. casu-
alties were increasing; the JCS were scheduled to meet in several days with Taylor
in Washington about deploying even more combat troops. No one could predict
what might happen next in the byzantine world of Saigon politics. The president
then stated that he wanted to meet with the Joint Chiefs the next week “to discuss
their new military plans.”'”

Taylor’s return from Saigon launched a series of meetings within the White
House, State and Defense Departments, and Congress. On 29 March he told Mc-
Namara and the Joint Chiefs that stepped-up communist activity notwithstand-
ing, the JCS three-division plan was excessive. McNamara agreed, but if it became
necessary he favored sending large-scale reinforcements to take the offensive and
relieve South Vietnamese forces for pacification duties. This would be done “as
rapidly as possible, considering what can be politically accepted, logistically sup-
ported, and usefully tasked.” The identification of regular People’s Army of North
Vietnam (PAVN) units in South Vietnam’s central highlands in early April and
other intelligence indicating the threat of a major Viet Cong offensive added fur-
ther pressure to either commit U.S. ground troops to forestall the communist
seizure of central Vietnam or accept its imminent loss.!8

According to McGeorge Bundy, McNamara and Taylor preferred a modest
deployment for the moment—a U.S. Marine battalion and air squadron and a
Korean battle group (3,500 men)—while preparing logistically for a much larger
deployment, if it became necessary. At a late afternoon White House meeting on
1 April, Wheeler insisted that three divisions were required because, as he said
again, “we are losing the war out there.” He also wanted a reserve call-up to replen-
ish the strategic reserve in the United States if active duty divisions deployed to
Vietnam. In accord with recommendations that Bundy had made previously to
the president, McNamara and Rusk suggested deferring any decision on the JCS
proposals.!?

At the meeting, the president agreed to the deployment of approximately
20,000 logistical troops plus the additional marines and the authorization for U.S.
ground forces to participate in offensive counterinsurgency operations in South
Vietnam, thus allowing them to engage officially in a shooting war. The next day
the NSC was briefed on these decisions, ones that significantly altered the mission
of U.S. ground forces, but was not asked to affirm them. NSAM No. 328, 6 April,
codified the policy but, at the president’s insistence, minimized “any appearance of
sudden changes in policy.”20

Also on 1 April Johnson authorized further approaches to Australia, New Zea-
land, and South Korea to seeck combat forces for South Vietnam. Each had already
supplied advisers—160 Australians, 30 New Zealanders, and about 2,400 Korean
engineers and security personnel. Small military establishments precluded Aus-
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tralia or New Zealand from sending a division-size unit, leaving South Korea’s
600,000-man army as the best source for large forces.” Furthermore, the adminis-
tration’s failure the previous year to enlist Asian members of SEATO for Vietnam
service made Korean troops attractive precisely because they were Asians. Although
McNamara wanted Korean forces to accompany further U.S. deployments in or-
der to temper domestic reaction to the widening American role in the war, he
was simultaneously considering major troop withdrawals from South Korea and
reductions in Korean ground forces and military assistance.” The president finally
resolved the problem in mid-May when he encouraged South Korean President
Park Chung Hee to send a Korean infantry division to South Vietnam, assuring
him that the United States would extend all possible aid to South Korea and main-
tain U.S. troop strength on the peninsula.?!

On the evening of 7 April, from the Johns Hopkins University campus, John-
son spoke to the nation, expressing willingness to talk with Hanoi and offering it
massive economic support if peace were restored. At the same time he insisted that
U.S. reinforcements and heavier air attacks signaled no change in purpose—of
deterring North Vietnamese aggression—only a change in requirements to achieve
that purpose. When correspondents reported U.S. forces engaging in offensive
operations even as the White House press secretary denied any mission change,
the administration’s credibility suffered.?? Having gotten deeper into a war, McNa-
mara and his advisers now had to articulate a coherent military strategy.

In this, as he later lamented, McNamara failed. His aggressive management
style, his passion for personal scrutiny of projects, and his proclivity to “concen-
trate on what could be quantified” immersed him in day-to-day details better left
to others and left him little time to ponder an effective strategy or long-term plan
for the forces required to carry it out. Still, in his view, everything had a solution.
“If we can learn how to analyze this thing,” he said of Vietnam, “we’ll solve it.”
To that end he marshaled a dazzling array of facts and figures that only tended to
obscure the larger issues. Unfortunately the president’s policymaking style exacer-
bated the defense secretary’s own blind spots. Instead of developing a coordinative
national strategy to inform and integrate the administration’s diplomatic, political,
military, and economic policies in Vietnam, Johnson compartmentalized the cat-
egories, held off making decisions as long as he could, and frequently changed his
mind after apparently deciding on a course of action. As late as September 1966,
White House Press Secretary Bill D. Moyers warned Johnson that though now at
war in Vietnam, “the Government is not really organized for war”; consequently it
was “fighting a war on a part-time basis.”23

" Australian peak strength in Vietnam eventually reacbed about 7,000; New Zealand's about 500; and South
Korea's about 50,000 (SecDef FY 1969 Budget Statement, Feb 68, 45, fldr Vietham 1968, box 36, SecDef Bio
files, OSD Hist).

T See Chapter XVII on the Military Assistance Program.
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Hidden Escalation

Based on the 1 and 2 April meetings, Wheeler, for the JCS, informed Sharp
and Westmoreland on 3 April that the approved logistic reinforcements were pre-
paratory to a probable three-division combat deployment; Joint Staff planning
proceeded on this basis. McNamara then asked the Chiefs on 5 April for a detailed
scheduling plan to introduce a two-or three-division force into South Vietnam “at
the earliest practicable date.” And the quick and contemptuous dismissal of the
president’s Johns Hopkins appeal by the North Vietnamese seemed to leave him
more sympathetic to the military’s deployment proposals.24

In late March, Westmoreland had asked for an infantry division, airborne bri-
gade, and Marine battalion. Informed of the decision for the more modest deploy-
ment of marines during Taylor's Washington visit, on 12 April Westmoreland in-
sisted that he still needed the airborne brigade for airfield security and as a mobile
reserve. On 8 April the Joint Chiefs had met with a president worried over his lack
of popular and congressional support, frustrated by the inability to defeat the VC
quickly, dissatisfied with the South Vietnamese leadership, and wanting advice on
how “to kill more Viet Cong.” Greene thought that Johnson did “not seem to grasp
the military details of what can and cannot be done in Vietnam.” The general
believed that unless North Vietnam agreed to negotiate, the United States could
only withdraw from Vietnam or escalate the fighting. Either way the United States
would get hurt.?5

Five days later, at the Tuesday luncheon of 13 April, the president continued
to withhold a decision on the JCS recommendation to deploy three divisions and
their supporting units (180,000 men) because he lacked congressional support
and was concerned over Hanoi-Peking reaction to such escalation. He criticized
McNamara, Rusk, and the Joint Chiefs, asserting that he was “tired of taking the
blame” for advisers whose advice “hadn’t apparently been very good because we
were losing the game.” And although Johnson did not agree to the three-division
proposal, he concurred in Westmoreland’s recent request for an airborne brigade
and several more Marine battalions (33,000 men with supporting units) to pro-
tect the expanding logistical forces and to conduct counterinsurgency combat op-
erations. Immediately thereafter McNamara explained to the Chiefs that political
sensitivity made the administration reluctant to intervene with large forces. They
agreed on the need for caution to avoid charges of reckless escalation. Once Mc-
Namara departed, however, Wheeler, apparently frustrated that the president did
not authorize the three divisions, told his fellow officers that their civilian leaders
had led them into a trap and were getting ready to shift the blame for any failure
in Vietnam to the senior officers’ shoulders.2¢

The next day (14 April), having been informed of this latest decision by a JCS
message sent from Washington on the 13th, Ambassador Taylor cabled Rusk and
expressed surprise, noting that during his recent visit in Washington it had been
decided that “we would experiment with the Marines in a counterinsurgency role
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before bringing in other U.S. contingents.” He recommended delay pending clari-
fication. That confusion abounded was evident when Rusk phoned McNamara
and stated that he was not quite sure what decisions the president had made at
the previous day’s luncheon. Moreover, Congress needed to be consulted. Stating
that clearance from the Vietnamese government was equally necessary, McNamara
indicated that “he would try to pull the pieces together this morning.”

Rusk then called Bundy and asked “what the decisions were yesterday.” Bundy
claimed the JCS had “confused matters” with their cable and that he hoped that
he, McNamara, and Rusk could meet with the president after OSD prepared a
draft reply to Taylor. Rusk and McNamara later discussed the draft, during which
the former observed that Taylor would not favor the proposed actions and should
be consulted. McNamara replied that not only Taylor but “a lot of people” would
not favor the proposed actions but added that “someone has to make a decision”
and that it would be sent to Taylor specifically as a directive.?”

As finally drafted, approved by the president, and sent to Taylor during the
early evening of 15 April, the directive contained a preamble stating that in view of
the deteriorating situation “something new must be added in the South to achieve
victory.” To that end the administration proposed seven individual actions, the first
three of which involved combat operations. All were regarded as “experimental.”
The first called for encadrement, assigning U.S. troops to about 10 Vietnamese
units and/or combined operations at battalion-level. The second would introduce
a U.S. Army brigade to Bien Hoa to protect U.S. bases and conduct counterin-
surgency operations. The third would deploy battalion-size or larger units at two
or three coastal enclaves for the same purpose. If successful, these moves would be
followed by requests for additional U.S. forces.?8

Taylor was “greatly troubled” by the president’s directive. In a series of four
same-day cables to Washington, he vented his anger about being blindsided and
set out his thinking on why some of the proposals should not be implemented
and the reasons for his unwillingness to discuss them with the Vietnamese govern-
ment. He obviously wanted far more consideration of what he deemed funda-
mental changes to U.S. policy and the American role in the war. Anxious to get
Taylor on board, Johnson suspended implementation of his directive and called for
a McNamara-led comprehensive review in Hawaii with Wheeler, Westmoreland,
Sharp, McNaughton, and William Bundy. Taylor “was ordered to proceed” to the
conference, as he noted in his diary.??

On the eve of McNamara’s departure for Honolulu, the Joint Chiefs gave the
secretary a deployment proposal in answer to his 5 April request. It was based
largely on a CINCPAC plan for a three-division force, plus the 173d Airborne Bri-
gade, to execute a four-stage operation: (1) securing coastal enclaves; (2) conduct-
ing offensive operations from the enclaves; (3) securing highland (inland) bases;
and (4) launching offensive operations from the inland bases. The secretary was
unenthusiastic about committing that many troops even though he had originally
suggested a two- or three-division basis for the study.3
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Two executive sessions held on 20 April in Honolulu aired fundamental dis-
agreements between the participants. The military wanted two divisions and two
brigades dispatched to Vietnam. The civilians, while accepting the need for re-
inforcements, generally opposed committing the two divisions. Taylor found his
position opposing large-scale combat troop deployments generally untenable,
undermined by South Vietnamese military incompetence. The participants com-
promised by proposing the two-brigade Army deployment plus three additional
Marine battalions, less than half the Joint Chiefs’ recommendation, plus numer-
ous logistics support units. McNamara reported to the president thar all conferees
had agreed that another 48,000 U.S. service personnel should be deployed, raising
the total in Vietnam to 82,000, with still more to follow, if needed.” He advised
Johnson to notify congressional leaders of the contemplated deployments and the
changed mission of U.S. forces and indicated that it might take at least six months
and perhaps a year or two to demonstrate VC failure in the South. The compro-
mise at Honolulu served to defer consideration of comprehensive future military
requirements in favor of providing forces immediately to avoid defeat.?!

At a White House meeting on 21 April the president listened to the pros and
cons of McNamara’s proposals for reinforcements. Several participants voiced
skepticism. Under Secretary of State George W. Ball vigorously favored negotia-
tion over military escalation; McGeorge Bundy wanted assessment of likely Soviet
and Chinese reactions to large ground deployments; Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) Director John A. McCone, not a favorite of the president and due to leave
office the following week, feared the incremental deployments “would drift into a
combat situation where victory would be dubious and from which we could not
extricate ourselves.” Later that day in an interdepartmental intelligence report Mc-
Cone warned that U.S. troops might get bogged down in Vietnam; on the other
hand “intervention and military success” might convince the communists to opt
for a temporary political settlement.32

The president made no decision, but the next day Rusk notified Taylor that
Johnson was “inclined” to approve the deployments and, at the president’s direc-
tion, added that the administration did not intend to publicize the entire program
but rather to “announce individual deployments at appropriate times.” This ap-
proach established a pattern of behavior about troop deployments that persisted
throughout Johnson’s tenure. First, formal military requests were severely pared or
ignored when initially submitted, then eventually gort fulfilled in piecemeal incre-
ments. Second, by not releasing news of the latest reinforcement, apparently to
avoid public debate that might prove detrimental to his Great Society objectives,
Johnson withheld from the American people information about the scope of his
Vietnam commitment.?3

* In addition, the conference recommended the deployment of 4,000 Korean troops and 1,250 Australians.



32 McNaMARrA, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

More Troops, More Money

The president now sought to orchestrate a public opinion campaign to gain
greater popular support for administration policies. McNamara’s 26 April press
conference hammered on North Vietnamese infiltration into the South. On the
28th, he met with House leaders to suggest ways that Congress could mobilize
public sentiment for the war and demonstrate near unanimous support for the
president’s policy. The next day in a closed executive session of the Senate Com-
mittee on Armed Services, McNamara reemphasized the threat to the South but
equivocated about major U.S. reinforcements being sent to Vietnam 34

The president simultaneously pursued three parallel tracks. First, McNamara
and Rusk worked to influence domestic and world opinion by proposing to sus-
pend bombing of the North and to pursue a diplomatic solution in support of the
U.S. position. Second, in Saigon Taylor met with Vietnamese officials in strictest
secrecy about deploying additional U.S. and foreign combat troops to Vietnam.
Third, on 30 April the Joint Chiefs provided the plan to meet the Honolulu de-
ployment proposals, recommending to McNamara an increase of about 48,000
troops (raising the number in Vietnam to 82,000) with future additional rein-
forcements of 56,000—a roral equivalent to their desired three-division force.3®

McNaughton found the 30 April numbers proposed by the JCS, adding 56,000
to the 82,000 figure agreed on in Honolulu, far in excess. He advised McNamara
to scale them back and approve the JCS proposal solely for planning purposes. On
15 May McNamara notified the Chiefs that there would be “continuing high-level
deliberations” on the matter. Meanwhile, on 30 April the president approved the
pending deployment of the Army brigade and three Marine battalions after Taylor
assured him that the South Vietnamese prime minister agreed to the introduction
of more U.S. forces.?¢

In the midst of these events, the Dominican Republic crisis erupted on 24
April, temporarily drawing attention away from Vietnam. Johnson had already
made basic decisions about Vietnam regardless of events in the Caribbean, but he
did use the emergency to extract from Congress an endorsement of the Southeast
Asia policies. On 4 May, the president asked Congress for $700 million in addi-
tional funds to cover the unanticipated costs of operations in Vietnam and warned
that he might need more. Johnson noted that a vote for the request would indicate
congressional support for his actions against communist aggression. Unstated was
that it would also avoid a public policy debate on Vietnam—he linked the appro-
priation to congressional support for U.S. operations in Vietnam. As anticipated,
Congress approved the emergency appropriation by overwhelming majorities, 408
to 7 in the House on the 5th and 88 to 3 in the Senate on the 6th, and the presi-
dent signed the bill the next day.?”
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The Enemy Dictates the Course of Action

On 11 May the Viet Cong launched the long predicted general offensive to
split South Vietnam in half. The incompetence of Army of the Republic of South
Vietnam (ARVN) forces during a prolonged battle (29 May—4 June) for Ba Gia
painfully exposed the possibility of South Vietnam’s early military collapse. All
during June the president and his advisers wrestled with adjusting the size of the
force to be sent to assist South Vietnam. The numbers varied greatly depending
on the source of the estimate. From Saigon Taylor warned on 5 June that furcher
VC victories might lead to a complete collapse of the ARVN and require addi-
tional U.S. ground troops. The assessment caused many of the administration’s
top civilians to meet the same day at State and, unexpectedly, the president joined
them. They reached no decisions but the president foresaw “great danger” and the
arrival of “a big problem any day.” It arrived two days later in the form of a cable
from Westmoreland. The MACV commander saw no alternative course of action
but to bring in additional U.S. and allied forces as soon as possible. He wanted
more marines, an army airmobile division, a Korean division, all with supporting
units—an overall total in Vietnam of 123,000 Americans and possibly more to
fight a large-unit war against the Viet Cong and the growing number of infiltrat-
ing North Vietnamese soldiers. McNamara later described the cable as the most
disturbing he received during his seven-year DoD tenure. In starkest terms this
meant the administration had to decide on war or withdrawal.?® Characterized by
agonizing indecision, the process would involve intensive study and daily or more
frequent meetings before a choice was made some seven weeks later.

McNamara’s concern reflected the administration’s sense that the VC guerrillas
and North Vietnamese troops were taking over the South Vietnamese countryside.
Still, there was no military or political consensus on what to do. The Joint Chiefs
split over the details of deployment and the use of both ground and air forces but
agreed on the need to send reinforcements. McNamara, however, advocated defer-
ring or limiting the size of the reinforcements. At a White House meeting on 10
June with top ofhcials including Taylor, who had been called home once again
for emergency consultations, McNamara recommended halving Westmoreland’s
request, which would still offer “a plan to cover us to end of year.” That evening he
expressed his apprehension to Johnson about the open-ended troop commitment
the military was seeking.?

The Joint Chiefs wanted to meet Westmoreland’s troop request and augment
it with a more punishing air campaign against the North. They differed with West-
moreland on the placement and use of the reinforcements, preferring coastal en-
claves instead of the central highlands that he favored. An NSC meeting on 11
June aired the overall deployment subject but reached no decision. Taylor returned
to Vietnam with the understanding that the president would further review the
differing recommendations at his ranch over the weekend.*
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On 16 June during a televised press conference, McNamara announced that
the 54,000 U.S. personnel in Vietham would soon be increased to 70,000-75,000.
However he did not say that the decision for this increase had been made more
than two months previously and the president was already considering even larger
additions. The troop mission, as defined by McNamara, was to protect U.S. bases,
but Westmoreland could use them in combat if requested by the Vietnamese. He
failed to mention that the president had made that decision in early April. At his
17 June press conference, the president vigorously defended his actions, asserting
that the August 1964 Gulf of Tonkin resolution gave him the authority as com-
mander in chief to take all necessary steps to protect American forces and counter
aggression.4!

Johnson tended to support McNamara’s recommendations to send just enough
forces to perhaps save South Vietnam but provoke neither Chinese intervention
nor congressional scrutiny. By holding on through the summer and not irrevers-
ibly committing the United States to a major ground war, they hoped to keep U.S.
options open, but what that policy meant in terms of future reinforcements the
president neither spelled out nor decided. Johnson admitted to McNamara that he
was “just praying and gasping to hold on during monsoon [May through October]
and hope they’ll quit.”4? Events in South Vietnam, however, outpaced the policy-
making process in Washington.

On 12 June, South Vietnam’s military took control of the government in a
bloodless coup and later installed Generals Nguyen Cao Ky as prime minister and
Nguyen Van Thieu as chief of state. Concurrently Westmoreland reported that the
VC were destroying ARVN battalions (five in the past three weeks) faster than the
units could be created and trained and again urged immediate and substantial U.S.
reinforcements, including an airmobile division. Heeding Westmoreland’s appeals,
McNamara instructed the Chiefs to increase the overall U.S. commitment by the
end of July from approximately 60,000 to 98,000 men. He shared with Johnson
the view that additional military force might at best convince the communists that
they could not win in Vietnam and at worst prevent for the time being the loss of
South Vietnam. On 18 June the Joint Chiefs furnished McNamara their revised
deployment schedule; the same day the president decided in principle to send
the requested airmobile division to Vietnam and withdraw two brigades currently
there by 1 September. This would raise the U.S. military ceiling in Vietnam to
about 95,000; however, sometime before 1 September the president would reex-
amine the withdrawal portion of his decision and decide whether to retain the two
brigades and thereby raise overall strength to 115,000.43

Secretly commissioned surveys to test public reaction to larger deployments
indicated that half or more favored such action. Would the respondents have been
as supportive of the president if he had informed the public about the precarious
condition of South Vietnam and the likelihood of a drawn-out war? McNamara
certainly did not intend to tell the American people that the administration’s evolv-



VierNam: EscaratioN WiTHouT MOBILIZATION 35

ing strategy sought a military stalemate in South Vietnam accompanied by limited
bombing of the North to produce at length a negotiated settlement, because he did
not judge Americans tough enough to see such a policy through.#4

McNamara’s 180-Degree Turn

Doubts about the administration’s candor and transparency contributed to a
credibility gap. Some reporters, like Joseph Alsop, wrote that the rise to 75,000 had
long been decided and further increases were pending. He accused the president
of trying to stage-manage the news to fight a major war in “a furtive manner.”
Another columnist on 20 June noted that the 75,000 figure had been “gossiped
about weeks ago” and dismissed by the administration. “Now the talk mentions
300,000. . . . That talk, too, is denied or disowned. But. . . .” By deploying the
minimum force needed Johnson believed that he was not making irreversible deci-
sions, thereby keeping options open.45 If conditions worsened, he had the option
of strengthening U.S. forces by using the airmobile division to reinforce, not re-
place, U.S. units. Still uncertain exactly what course to pursue, Johnson wanted no
public debate on his Vietnam policies.

On 18 June, Ball had warned Johnson to limit the U.S. military commitment
in size and duration, thus keeping open the possibility of either greater involve-
ment or disengagement. Five days later Johnson convened a White House meeting
to assess the deepening U.S. military involvement. All agreed that more troops
would be needed, but Ball wanted a cap at 100,000; if they were unable to tip
the military balance then consideration should be given to withdrawal and a shift
to using Thailand as the base of the anticommunist effort. On the other hand,
McNamara and Rusk believed that Vietnam’s defeat meant the loss of Thailand
as well and McNamara argued for more reinforcements accompanied by greater
diplomatic efforts. The president said little and concluded the meeting by direct-
ing McNamara and Ball to make military and political recommendations for the
next three months and report back to him in one week. Sixteen people attended
the session, but they were not specialists on Vietnam and appear to have calculated
their positions more from intuition than knowledge.4¢

McNamara second-guessed his earlier decisions at a 25 June session with the
Joint Chiefs. He wondered aloud if a major commitment a year earlier might have
turned the tide. This “180 degree turn” convinced Greene that the president and
his “small coterie” of advisers, including Wheeler, were taking steps to address
the Vietnam predicament while leaving the Chiefs “out of the stream of military
actions,” consulting them only after the civilians had made the decisions. Yet the
JCS also remained divided over a military strategy for Vietnam. In a meeting of the
service chiefs the same day, McConnell argued that they would be “criminally re-
sponsible” if they sent more ground troops to the South before “completely knock-
ing out the North Vietnamese with air power.”¥’
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On 26 June McNamara circulated for comment a draft memo prepared by
McNaughton. In a radical policy shift, he proposed to increase the number of U.S.
troops in South Vietnam to 200,000, mobilize 100,000 reserves, conduct intensi-
fied naval and air attacks on the North and, in an attempt to stop the shipment of all
war supplies into North Vietnam, mine harbors, wreck all rail and highway bridges
between China and North Vietnam, and destroy the enemy’s warmaking supplies
and facilities, airfields, and surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites. An intensified politi-
cal effort to gain a negotiated settlement would accompany the expanded military
campaign. McNamara later attributed his conversion to a troubling message on
24 June from Westmoreland that predicted a protracted war of attrition requiring
numbers of U.S. combat troops well beyond those requested in his 7 June cable.48

Although McGeorge Bundy sharply disagreed with McNamara' proposals to
double personnel strength in Vietnam, triple the air effort against the North, and
impose a naval quarantine there and described them as “rash to the point of folly,”
it was apparent that the recent upsurge of communist attacks demanded action.
Taylor described Generals Ky and Thieu as “sober-faced and depressed” over the
series of recent battlefield reverses and asking for more U.S. combat troops. Em-
boldened by their success, the VC had also become more active around Da Nang,.
The administration responded by deploying more marines to the area despite the
ongoing policy review and advice to avoid giving the impression the United States
was taking over the war.4?

As the Chiefs subsequently developed their plans, McConnell argued for heavi-
er bombing of “worthwhile targets” in North Vietnam before introducing more
troops. A few days later on 2 July, with South Vietnam falling apart, Greene coun-
seled unanimity among the Chiefs, and Wheeler admonished that partisan disagree-
ments along service lines harmed their image. Again the military men compromised
to prevent McNamara from exploiting their differences bur at the expense of forgo-
ing a full airing of their concerns at the highest level. As requested by McNamara,
their 2 July plan included more airpower and met MACV’s request for 175,000
American troops (some 60,000 above the 18 June program), most to arrive by 1
October 1965.5° The president never approved these recommendations as a single
program, but Westmoreland’s June request became the de facto basis for the piece-
meal reinforcement that followed.

Anticipating the JCS, on 1 July McNamara forwarded to the president the
revised version of his 26 June draft memorandum. It remained a hardline call for
a much expanded ground war waged by 44 combat battalions (34 U.S.), mobi-
lization of the reserves, and a dramatic escalation in the air and naval campaigns
against North Vietnam as well as an intense effort to obtain a diplomatic solution
through negotiation. Although anticipating increased casualties in a wider war sure
to continue for some time, McNamara believed the American public would support
this “combined military-political program” because it was “likely to bring about a
favorable solution to the Vietnam problem.”>!
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Conflicting Assessments

On 1 July McGeorge Bundy presented the McNamara memorandum and
three other documents (one each from Rusk, Ball, and William Bundy) to the
president in preparation for a White House meeting with them the next day. Bun-
dy regarded McNamara as deadly serious about his hawkish recommendations for
troop increases, but flexible on the bombing and blockade issues. A few hours be-
fore the meeting McNamara discussed his hardline approach with the president by
phone. Johnson wanted some assurance that the United States could win and that
domestic support for the war would remain solid in the absence of further congres-
sional authority. He remarked that McNamara’s proposal to commit large numbers
of ground troops and to call up the reserves “makes sense.”>?

At the White House session, the president discussed the four memoranda:
McNamara’s call for simultaneous military and diplomatic offensives; Ball’s pro-
posal for holding on to secure a compromise settdlement; William Bundy's paper
expounding a “middle course” between the McNamara and Ball positions; and
Rusk’s direct warning that the United States could not abandon Vietnam. McNa-
mara later recalled that Johnson “seemed deeply torn over what to do.” Insread of
resolution, the president postponed a major decision on Vietnam until the end of
July because it might endanger the Medicare and voting rights bills currently be-
fore Congress. He ended the 2 July session by directing his defense secretary. along
with Wheeler and Henry Cabot Lodge (newly appointed to replace Taylor as am-
bassador to South Vietnam),” to visit Saigon for another look at the political and
military situation. The president also dispatched Ambassador at Large W. Averell
Harriman to Moscow to explore reconvening the Geneva Conference and Ball to
Paris in an attempt to reopen contact with Hanofi’s representative there. McNa-
mara’s proposal had proven too extreme for a president who cherished compromise
and consensus and, on Vietnam, wanted a middle course between the extremes of
massive military escalation and humiliating withdrawal. As McGeorge Bundy later
described it, Johnson adhered to the “principle of minimum necessary action.”>3

Meanwhile, McNamara had asked the Joint Chiefs and Westmoreland to reex-
amine their recommendations for more ground troops and airpower. Judging the
ARVN unreliable for the task, he agreed that more U.S. troops were needed but
he wanted to know what they expected 44 barttalions would achieve. Over the next
several weeks, McNamara repeatedly sought the answer; in turn Wheeler ques-
tioned Westmoreland. The MACV commander’s reply was that with the reinforce-
ments he expected to reestablish a military balance with the communists by year’s
end. More troops would be required in 1966, and a limited recall of reserves would
send a strong signal of U.S. resolve to Hanoi and Peking. As to the clarity McNa-

*On8 July the White House announced that Taylor would step down. Taylor had accepted the assignment in
June 1964 with the understanding rhat for personal reasons it be limited to about one year. Sce Taylor, Swords
and Plowshares, 313-14.
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mara obviously wanted, Westmoreland stated, “We cannot now give SecDef the
definitive answer he seeks. There are simply too many unknowns at this juncture.”*

Unable to get assurances from military commanders that 44 battalions would
suffice, McNamara posed the question differently to Wheeler. If the United States
did everything it could in Vietnam, McNamara asked, what assurance was there
of winning the war? Without notifying his fellow Chiefs, Wheeler tasked his spe-
cial assistant, General Goodpaster, to work with McNaughton and a joint team to
produce an estimate before the secretary left for Saigon in mid-July. McNaughton
hoped the study would produce a strategy for winning the war in South Vietnam,
by which he meant “demonstrating to the VC that they cannot win.”>>

During the interim, the CIA and the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA)
weighed in with their analyses. Both described the Viet Cong’s summer offensive,
abetted by infiltration of men and sophisticated weaponry from the North, as pun-
ishing ARVN forces and eroding popular confidence in the South Vietnamese gov-
ernment. The reports expected deepening U.S. military involvement in the fighting
but acknowledged there was no way to measure its effect on the enemy at the time.
Contrary to a MACYV analysis, both CIA and DIA tended to believe that the con-
flict would remain a guerrilla war punctuated by occasional large-unit operations.>®

Preparing for his visit to Saigon, McNamara cabled Taylor on 7 July requesting
the ambassador’s views and recommendations on a range of topics related to the de-
ployment and use of U.S. reinforcements. Two days later McNamara met with top
OSD officials to establish schedules, identify requirements as well as problems, and
assign tasks and direct actions leading to buildup decisions upon his return from
Vietnam. He also placed Vance in charge of the various working groups responsible
for drafting appropriate messages, legislation, and background papers. There were
to be no net reductions from NATO either in manpower or equipment to pay for
the buildup in Vietnam. Moreover, it seemed preferable to seek a congressional au-
thorization action similar to that obtained during the Berlin Crisis in 1961 rather
than a presidential declaration of emergency. In order to deploy 175,000 troops by
1 November 1965 and even more in 1966, OSD planned to obtain a congressional
resolution for a large call-up of selected Army Reserve units and the reserve 4th Ma-
rine Division and to request a supplemental budget appropriation.5”

McNamara planned that after his return from Vietnam (scheduled for 22 July)
there would be discussions with the State Department and White House concluding
with a presidential decision about Vietnam on 26 July, followed two days later by
a request to Congress for enabling legislation. As part of his legislative package, the
secretary wanted authorization for the president to call up reserves and extend tours
involuntarily as well as provision for budget supplements or amendments. He asked
also for a program of public statements to prepare the American people for the grave
commitment their leaders were about to undertake in Vietnam.%®

It was at this time that many senior Pentagon people learned for the first time
that large-scale intervention was even under consideration. One of his top civilian
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assistants asked McNamara later how he could have missed overhearing a single
word about such an important and complex undertaking. The decision, McNa-
mara replied, was made very secretly “across the river” (in the White House); it
was never discussed in the Pentagon. According to Greene, the Joint Chiefs were
especially discouraged by their exclusion from policy deliberations. When Mc-
Namara did explain his scenario to the Chiefs on 10 July, he left Greene with an
impression of a “slightly condescending and impatient” executive informing them
of decisions already made “only because he felt he had to.” Since McNamara had
not consulted the Joint Chiefs as a body beforehand, he had, in Greene’s opinion,
carefully thought through neither the requirements for additional forces nor de-
ployment issues.>?

McNamara met a few days later on 12 July with the service secretaries and his
top staff members to discuss mobilization and overall increases in service strengths.
He wanted preparation of a joint congressional resolution allowing for a 24-month
call-up of reserves with the objective of releasing them after 12 months, if possible.
He also wanted them to consider a plan to almost double the deployment in Viet-
nam from 34 to 63 U.S. combar battalions. Vance also planned to confer with Sen.
John Stennis (D-Miss.), acting chairman of the Senate Appropriations Commit-
tee’s DoD subcommittee, on the desirability of deferring any Vietnam supplemen-
tal appropriations until after passage of the FY 1966 Defense appropriations bill.
He charged Vance to meet daily, beginning 15 July, with major DoD participants,
complete a staff study on the buildup before McNamara’s return from Vietnam,
and report on problem areas in need of solution or clarification—all in the strict-
est secrecy. McNamara also informed Stennis on 14 July that a U.S. force increase
in Vietnam would include a reserve call-up, higher draft calls, and a supplemental
budget request.®®

McNaughton’s 13 July draft of “Analyses and Options for South Vietnam,”
prepared for McNamara’s trip book, recommended committing 180,000 U.S. and
more than 20,000 allied ground troops to fight a conventional war in South Viet-
nam. The scenario mobilized the reserves, considered constructing an electrified
fence across the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos, and continued the bombing of the
North more or less at current levels. These actions would likely achieve a stalemate
and compromise settlement.®! This separate conclusion by McNaughton differed
sharply from the Goodpaster study group’s report of 14 July presented to McNa-
mara that day as he departed for Saigon.

The Goodpaster report also foresaw U.S. troops fighting large enemy units in
South Vietnam away from population centers and it proposed greatly increased
air attacks against North Vietnam on the assumption that China and the Soviet
Union would stay out of the fighting. The study concluded, however, that there
was no reason the United States could not win (defining victory as the destruction
of at least 75 percent of the organized communist battalions), provided the will ex-
isted to sustain a considerable enlargement of the commitment. Goodpaster later
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remarked that McNamara took no “explicit action” on the study, and indeed the
defense secretary never endorsed the report. McNamara did support recommen-
dations for aggressive offensive operations to “locate and destroy” VC and NVA
forces in South Vietnam.%?

On 15 July Vance presided at the initial meeting of the service secretaries and
OSD assistant secretaries, working against a 19 July deadline. At subsequent meet-
ings the participants drafted a presidential statement and sent it to Saigon so that
McNamara, Lodge, and Wheeler might review it before returning to Washington.
Warning orders for possible deployment to Vietnam had already been issued to
the airmobile division and its supporting units, a total of about 28,000 troops. To
ensure confidentiality, only OSD Public Affairs personnel were to reply to media
questions about any planned buildup. Vance issued guidance to the military ser-
vices for their respective reserve mobilization and active force expansion in what
came to be known as Plan .63

Vance also learned from the president that he intended to approve Westmo-
reland’s long-pending request for additional U.S. forces. The next day Vance sent
a top-secret, “literally eyes only” back-channel cable informing McNamara in Sai-
gon. He explained that on 16 July he had met three times with “Highest Authori-
ty” (the president) whose “current intention” was to approve the 34-battalion plan.
Vance also stated that the president would not seek the required supplementary
funds to cover both the deployment and the reserve recall for fear such a large
request would “kill” his domestic legislative program. Instead, by using the May
supplemental ($700 million), a small ($300-400 million) new supplemental, and
deficit financing,” it would be possible to tell Congress that adequate authority and
funds currently existed. The same cable informed McNamara that the president
agreed to seek legislation for the reserve call-up.®4

Meanwhile the daily Vietnam planning sessions to implement the presidential
guidance continued in the Pentagon. At their third meeting, on 17 July, the con-
ferces agreed to seck legislative authority to call up 250,000 reservists, chiefly for
the Army and Marine Corps, for a period of two years and to extend enlistments
by two years. DoD’s acting general counsel, Leonard Niederlehner, was instructed
to prepare draft legislation acceptable in principle to Sen. Richard B. Russell (D-
Ga.) and Rep. L. Mendel Rivers (D-S.C.), respectively, chairmen of the Senate and
House Committees on Armed Services.©?

At the fifth and final of the Vance meetings, on 20 July, the committee agreed
to change the draft legislation for both the reserve call-up and the enlistment ex-
tension to only 12 months. Budgetary submissions would stay at “minimum es-
sential” requirements. A draft scenario envisioned the president briefing selected
leaders of Congress at the White House about the administration’s intentions,

* <~ e e . . - ~ - -
Existing legislation enabled the secretary of defense to cover costs of additional personnel for purposes of
national defense. Sce Chaprer IV.
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while McNamara would do the same for members of the armed services and ap-
propriations committees. To add to the impact of his address to the nation the
president would also make public the large numbers of troops involved, with the
listing of the reserve units to follow.%¢

During the secretary’s trip to Vietnam, Vance and his committee worked long
hours to prepare the budget and manpower numbers for the anticipated large-scale
deployment of U.S. troops. Under their Plan I, the administration would deploy
an additional 100,000 troops to Vietnam for a total of 175,000 by 1 November.
The president would ask Congress to approve an extended enlistment period, a
large reserve call-up, and a supplemental request for an addition to the pending
DoD appropriation. Eventually the number would go higher, but for initial bud-
getary planning purposes the anticipated recall was for about 156,000 reservists,”
of which 100,000 Army reservists would form infantry, combat service support,
and training units to replace those deploying to Vietnam. The Vance committee
left undone only filling in the blanks in the president’s address with the final num-
bers of men and units to be recalled and the money appropriated.¢”

Funding the war without asking for an alarming amount of money presented
a special problem. To preserve his Great Society programs the president further cut
the already radically reduced service requests for supplemental funding. It did not
help that in an assessment requested by State at the insistence of Vance, the CIA on
20 July concluded that larger U.S. ground forces and increased air attacks would
not sway Hanoi from its course in the South. The Soviets and the Chinese Com-
munists would remain adamantly opposed to U.S. intervention and “there would
still be increased apprehension among non-communist countries.”®

During the frenetic Washington activity, the secretary of defense was conduct-
ing his own whirlwind policy review in Saigon. The meetings, McNamara later
wrote, “reinforced many of my worst fears and doubts.” Later he faulted himself
for not questioning fundamental assumptions about the nature of the war. When
McNamara arrived in Saigon on 16 July he believed more U.S. troops were needed
in Vietnam but still wanted assurance that sending them would achieve U.S. goals.
Upon his arrival, he reviewed Taylor’s and Westmoreland’s written answers to his
7 July cable. Their replies told him that the enemy could match increases in U.S.
forces and implicitly acknowledged that the communists held the initiative. The
enemy could simply avoid large-scale decisive military confrontations by melting
into the population or withdrawing to isolated areas firmly under its control. In
short, the proposed military strategy would not eliminate the Viet Cong hold on
important segments of the country. Even assuming that U.S. forces would destroy
main enemy units, American battlefield success might mean little unless the South
Vietnamese forces could reestablish a government presence in the cleared areas.
Asked by McNamara for assurances on winning, Taylor only promised the costly

) Including 6,000 Navy personnel, 39,000 Marines, and 11,000 Air Force.
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prospect of a “campaign of uncertain duration.” By December 1965 the rate of
U.S. casualties, admittedly based on guesswork, might run 500 killed and 2,100
wounded a month, an overall total of about 31,000 in 1966. (Actual U.S. casual-
ties in 1966 were 5,008 killed and 30,093 wounded.)®?

By any measure the war would have to be won in South Vietnam where all sta-
tistical indicators—rising desertion rates, mounting losses of weapons, increasing
terrorism and growing inflation—pointed to an ARVN defeat. Over the past year,
the Saigon government had steadily lost control over territory, population, and
transportation networks while the military had lost the initiative to the commu-
nists and the people had lost confidence in their leaders. The minimum strength
deemed necessary to reverse the current losing trend was more than 176,000 al-
lied troops, predominantly U.S. ground forces (about 155,000) in Phase I, which
would continue through 1965. Phase 11, to convince the North Vietnamese that
they could not win, would require an additional 95,000 personnel, again most of
them ground troops, for a total of almost 271,000 allied personnel in Vietnam by
the close of 1966.70

The afternoon of 16 July Thieu and Ky met with the secretary and his party
and told them not to expect spectacular results from a government just three weeks
old. Their “total war” against the communists would require both American eco-
nomic and military assistance. Asked by McNamara about the number of allied
troops needed, the Vietnamese mentioned the 44 battalions being planned plus
another infantry division. This would raise the foreign military presence in Viet-
nam to more than 200,000, but Ky reassured the secretary that the Vietnamese
people could accommodate such a rapid influx without fearing the possible impo-
sition of a new colonial power. After all, the troops would be fighting far from the
populated areas and by freeing the ARVN for pacification duties would contribute
to the stable government everyone desired.”!

Convinced of the seriousness of the military situation by MACV and em-
bassy briefings that reinforced his predisposition to commit U.S. troops, McNa-
mara accepted the Army’s search-and-destroy approach and the requirements for
large ground forces that went along with it. He also asked Westmoreland if he
needed anything else. In response, MACV prepared a “shopping list,” calling for
even more troops.”? Whatever his later disclaimers, McNamara had asked hard
questions in Saigon and had gotten candid answers. Yet he remained optimistic,
viewing the massive troop deployment as a carefully orchestrated prelude to an
extended pause in the bombing of North Vietnam that might convince Hanoi to
negotiate a settlement.

McNamara had listened carefully to what others told him; he forced officials to
address difficulties squarely; and after gathering the data he analyzed the possible
solutions. His 20 July report to the president minced no words when recounting
the grave status of the Saigon regime and the conditions it faced. The situation
was worse than a year ago, when it was even worse than the year before that. The



Viernam: EscaraTioNn WiTHOUT MOBILIZATION 43

VC had the government forces on the run, and the Ky regime would likely not
last out the year. Nor had U.S. airpower made Hanoi receptive to talks. Three op-
tions lay open to the United States: (1) a humiliating withdrawal; (2) holding on
at current levels; or (3) escalating U.S. military pressure. Only the third alternative
seemed acceptable, but it involved increasing the U.S. force of 75,000 in Vietnam
to 175,000 men by October, contemplating another large deployment (perhaps
100,000 troops) that might be necessary in early 1966, and, depending on devel-
opments, sending in even more thereafter. To achieve this expansion, McNamara
recommended an increase of 375,000 in the armed forces, a call-up of 235,000
from the Reserve and National Guard, and an expanded monthly draft. He also
listed the need for a supplemental FY 1966 appropriation of a yet to be determined
amount. The major participants in the Saigon meetings—Taylor, Lodge, Deputy
Ambassador to Vietnam U. Alexis Johnson, Wheeler, Sharp, and Westmoreland—
endorsed McNamara’s proposal, which incorporated the DoD-produced Plan 1.73

Assuming an imminent large deployment of U.S. combat forces to Vietnam,
escalation and mobilization became central topics of discussion at a series of presi-
dential meetings held between 21 and 27 July. Gathering once, twice, and even
three times a day, the president’s senior advisers reviewed the available options.
The agenda, or “Checklist of Actions,” closely followed McGeorge Bundy’s and
McNamara’s scenarios for stretching out the policy deliberations to avoid giving
the public the impression of a hastily made decision.”*

On the 21st, McNamara initially met with senior officials from the White
House, State and Defense Departments, CIA, and the NSC. Put simply, he re-
ported that the war in South Vietnam was being lost and U.S. ground troops
were needed to reverse the situation—a substantial policy change committing large
numbers of ground forces to fight a conventional war in South Vietnam. President
Johnson joined the group later, questioned the consequences of such a large call-up,
and solicited alternatives. When Ball dissented from the McNamara proposal, the
president called for another meeting that afternoon. At that time Ball again argued
against McNamara and declared that the United States could not win a protracted
war in Southeast Asia. In rebuttal, Bundy, Rusk, and McNamara argued that a
unilateral withdrawal would only encourage further communist aggression.”>

Meeting on 22 July with McNamara, Vance, the Joint Chiefs, and other top
Pentagon officials, the president reviewed McNamara’s recommendations and
sought the participants’ views. Withdrawal did not constitute an option because,
as McNamara contended, and others agreed, South Vietnam’s loss would start the
dominos falling. President Johnson expressed concern that the North Vietnam-
ese would simply match U.S. reinforcements, but Wheeler assured him that they
could not match a U.S. buildup and, “from [a] military view,” the United States
could handle both North Vietnam and China. Greene told the president the mili-
tary effort would take 500,000 troops and five years, and McNamara placed the
cost of increased intervention at $12 billion in 1966. When the president sug-
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gested that hundreds of thousands of troops and billions of dollars might provoke
China and Russia to intervene, General Johnson doubted either would enter the
fighting. But what if they did? “If so,” replied the general after a long silence, “we
have another ball game.” The president reminded him, “But I have to take into
account they will.”7¢

A few hours later Wheeler, fresh from another top-level White House meeting,
notified the Chiefs that McNamara would meet with them on Saturday morning
(24 July) to make final decisions. He also told them that the reserve Marine divi-
sion would not be activated and that current thinking favored submitting two
budget packages—an immediate supplemental request of $2 billion and a much
larger one in January 1966 after Congress returned from its recess. McNamara
subsequently issued new guidance to the service secretaries for preparing an option
known as Plan II. This alternative still deployed large numbers of ground forces,
but incrementally. It also deferred until September requests to Congress for the
reserve call-up and supplemental funding.””

On 23 July, the president, McNamara, Rusk, Wheeler, Ball, Bundy, Press Sec-
retary Moyers, and Special Presidential Assistant Horace Busby, Jr., assembled at
the White House for a lengthy session. McNamara laid out three alternatives: the
previously mentioned Plans I and II as well as a Plan III. The last would deploy
the same numbers of forces but without a reserve call-up; request an immediate
supplemental of only $1 billion; and in January request another $6 billion for
EY 1966. It would meet the need for reinforcements and, hopefully, do so with-
out provoking China or the Soviet Union. McNamara preferred Plan I, deploying
100,000 additional men in 1965 and another 100,000 in 1966, calling up the
reserves, and adding $2 billion to the appropriations bill pending in the Senate.
The president opted for Plan I11.78

The President’s Decision

Endless speculation has surrounded Johnson’s change of mind about calling
the reserves. Only a few days before, according to Vance on 17 July, the president
was prepared to “bull it through.” In his memoir Johnson explained that he did
not wish to appear “too provocative and warlike” cither to the American people or
to China and the USSR. William Bundy believed Johnson’s reluctance stemmed
from his desire to fight the war with minimum disruption on the home front.
McNamara shared that interpretation, later remembering that Johnson wanted “to
avoid war hysteria, or fueling the fires of emotion in the nation” because of concern
about triggering “a confrontation with the Chinese and/or the Soviets.” Others
argued that the sour aftertaste of the Berlin call-up of 1961, when people were
summoned from their jobs to “sit in the can and go through some mickey-mouse
drills,” still lingered in politicians’ memories. As the country’s leader, Johnson did
not want to do something “desperately unpopular,” especially with those called
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up. Closer to the president’s decision, on 26 July Johnson told Senator Russell, his
longtime friend and mentor, that it would be “too dramatic” to call the reserves
and it would make his position on Vietnam irreversible. Likewise he abhorred ask-
ing Congress for much money—a course recommended by McNamara—“because
we don’t want to blow this thing up.””?

The twin specters of mobilization and higher taxes jolted Lyndon Johnson’s
ever sensitive political antenna. His sensibilities had already caused McGeorge
Bundy to delete from his revised budget recommendation any mention of the po-
tential threat thart a large spending increase posed to the administration’s domestic
programs.8? Not mobilizing the reserves saved money, but the trade-off was that
a faster ground buildup in South Vietnam became impossible. Given the primi-
tive logistics infrastructure in South Vietnam, a more rapid influx of U.S. combat
forces was problematical. Such a course was acceptable to an administration that
did not want a swift escalation that might spread into a wider conflict, but McNa-
mara still had a war to fight.

After the 23 July decision, McNamara instructed the service secretaries to pre-
pare a revised deployment and augmentation plan by the following morning. With-
out a reserve call-up, Plan III depended on higher draft calls to increase Army and
Marine Corps end-strength. That evening the Joint Chiefs learned there would be
no reserve call-up, with additional funding in the supplemental limited to $1 bil-
lion. Admiral McDonald, furious that the Joint Chiefs were “being four-flushed”
by McNamara, speculated that the secretary was simply following the president’s
orders. McDonald observed that the absence of a call-up or large supplemental
would only buttress the “national apathy” about Vietnam,?! apparently what the
president desired.

At his 24 July meeting with the Chiefs, McNamara discussed the implications
of the president’s decision. He explained there would be no reserve mobilization in
order to reduce the “political ‘noise level’”” that might provoke China and the So-
viet Union. When McDonald objected that it would “reduce [the] political noise
level at home,” McNamara “smilingly” replied that mobilization would create a
divisive debate and give the communists the wrong impression. General Johnson
recalled being “tongue-tied” because all Army contingency plans required a reserve
call-up. He regained his voice to tell McNamara that the decision would erode the
quality of the Army.82

On 26 July, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower Norman S. Paul
(Paul preceded Thomas Morris) notified McNamara that Army draft calls would
rise significantly to obtain the 318,500 needed to fill the expanding ranks over
the next 12 months, with increases from 16,500 in August 1965 to 27,400 the
next month and then to 31,000 between November 1965 and January 1966. Paul
provided the secretary with separate data regarding increased cost of readiness for
selected reserve components plus associated costs.®3



46 McNaMARa, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

Meanwhile at Camp David on 25 July, Clark Clifford, a close friend and
adviser to the president, restated his May warning that Vietnam could be a quag-
mire “without a realistic hope of ultimate victory” and counseled not deeper
involvement but withdrawal. McNamara, however, insisted that without a rapid
U.S. buildup South Vietnam would fall and, in turn, hurt the United States
throughout the entire world.84 Alone, Johnson pondered all that he had heard in
recent days and apparently made his decision that evening at Camp David.

The NSC meeting of 27 July, expanded to include many other top adminis-
tration leaders, merely affirmed what the president had already decided. Initially
Rusk examined the international political scene and McNamara followed with a
review of the alarming military situation in Vietnam, concluding that without
additional armed support for the South a Hanoi triumph loomed inevitable. The
president then summarized his alternatives: all-out aerial bombing; withdrawal;
“hunker up,” that is, just stay put at the current level; go on a war footing by
calling the reserves, increasing the draft, and asking Congress for great sums of
money; and, finally, “give our commanders in the field the men and supplies they
say they need.” Having stacked the deck, the president decided in favor of the
last of these options, to the surprise of no one in the Cabinet Room. However,
he promised to review the whole matter again in January. According to Johnson’s
account, when he asked each attendee if he agreed with his choice, each said “yes”
or nodded approval.#

Ten minutes after the NSC meeting, Johnson, Rusk, McNamara, and others
met with the joint congressional leadership, and the president recapitulated the
alternatives. Johnson told them that he preferred to defer any major decision un-
til January when the monsoon period would be over and the situation might be
clearer; in the meantime he would consider several smaller reinforcement pack-
ages instead of a single large one. None of the legislators indicated opposition,
although several implied their support rather than giving outright approval.86

McNamara had told NSC participants of plans to add 350,000 men to the
armed forces over the next 15 months, almost double the troop commitment in
Vietnam, but he made no mention of specific future deployment plans because
the president had not approved any. Johnson spoke to legislators of perhaps send-
ing three increments of 30,000 men each. McNamara’s deployment scenario—
originally known as the “July Plan” and later as Phase [—significantly modified
the JCS recommendations of 2 July, added units from MACV’s “shopping list”
(about 7,000 men), and went to the president as an incremental buildup to about
195,000 U.S. troops (34 battalions and supporting units in Vietnam and another
17,000 troops in Thailand) by the end of December 1965. Although Johnson
mentioned such an approach to congressional leaders on 27 July, he never for-
mally approved MACV’s and McNamara’s recommendations as a single program.
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While McNamara’s Phase I proposal became the basis for DoD budgetary plan-
ning, he never furnished a copy to the Joint Chiefs.” Instead, following the
president’s preferences, McNamara would fill Westmoreland’s requests directly
and incrementally, bypassing the Chiefs and CINCPAC.#”

At his press conference the next day (28 July), the president announced his
decision to dispatch 50,000 more troops to Vietnam immediately, raising the
authorization to 125,000, and promised to send additional forces as needed.
Although draft calls would more than double, from 17,000 to 35,000 a month,
he saw no need at this time to call up reserve units. He extended the olive branch
to Hanoi, recalling his pledge “to begin unconditional discussions with any gov-
ernment, at any place, at any time.”8 North Vietnam’s leader Ho Chi Minh was
not swayed by Johnson’s overtures.

Scarcely had the president spoken when on 30 July the Joint Chiefs pre-
sented McNamara with Westmoreland’s request for 20,000 more troops during
1965. On 23 August, after another deployment planning conference in Ha-
waii earlier in the month, the Chiefs raised the troop requirement for Phase I
to 210,000. To stay within the president’s currently authorized 125,000 troop
limit announced on 28 July, McNamara either had to request authorization
for additional forces or halt scheduled movements to Vietnam by 1 September.
On 1 September, McNamara requested 85,000 additional troops for a total of
210,000. The president did not approve the entire request for 210,000, but
McNamara authorized, on an incremental basis, deployment of specific combat
units as the Chiefs had recommended.?®

Thus, three weeks later, on 22 September, the defense secretary tried again
with a request for presidential approval of deployment of troops to the level of
210,000, describing this as “essential to our effort.” After Johnson balked at ex-
ceeding 200,000, McNamara requested an interim deployment authorization of
20,000 beyond the total of 175,000 recommended in July (for an overall figure
of 195,000) with the understanding that he would return in mid-November for
the remaining 15,000 men. Johnson grudgingly agreed to the arrangement on
29 September, remarking that “he had no choice but to approve the increase.”?
Moreover, in keeping with current policy, there was no public announcement
about the increase. Thus while the Joint Chiefs never received overall approval
for their 23 August program of 34 battalions and 210,000 men, McNamara
eventually gained presidential authority for such a commitment, albeit on a
piecemeal basis.

* The JCS first learned of the existence of the Phase I deployment schedule in December 1965.
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TABLE 1

U.S. Troopr DEPLOYMENTS TO SOUTH VIETNAM, MARCH-SEPTEMBER 1965
(ALL FIGURES ROUNDED)

Date Deployment Remarks Approved for Victnam | Total Projected Actually Deployed
31 Dec 1964 Already Present 23,000 23,000
6 Mar 1965 | USMC 3,500 27,000 31 Mar
S Apr 1965 | USMC/ARMY Army support units 23,500
20 Apr 1965 [ JCS request additional | McNamara recommends | 32,000 JCS 238,000 33,000 20 Apr
194,330 troops by 55,000 total {48,000 U.S.) McNamara 82,000
Aug 1965
SUBTOTAL 82,300 82,000 42,000 5 May
7 Jun 1965 | Westmorcland requests | McNamara reduces 16,000 (from 48,000 98,000 53,000 8 Jun
50,000 more troops request recommended in April) | (projected end July)
{123,000 toral)
1 Jul 1965 McNamara recommends | Becomes Phase 1 175,000
175,000 toral {projected 1 Nov)
Wesmorcland Phase 11 1966 requirements 270,972
adds 94,810 to Phasc 1 {projected 31 Dec 66)
28 Jul 1965 | President approves 50,000 (includes 125,000 80,000 29 Jul

50,000 troops 16,000 above) {projected 1 Scp 65)

20 Aug 1965 | JCS request 210,000 210,000 (projected -
total U.S. troops most by 31 Dec)

1 Sep 1965 | McNamara recommends | President approves 50,000 Twop cciling 100,100 2 Sep
85,000 more troops 50,000 (7 Sep) of 175,000

29 Sep 1965 President approves 35,000 Twoop ceiling 131,700 30 Sep

35,000 of 210,000
TOTAL 217,000 210,000 131,700

Sources: U.S. Military Buildup Strength in Vietnam, nd, c. Jan 1966, and NMCC,
Deployments to Viet Nam Since 1 Jan 1965, 26 Jul 65: both fldr Build Up of U.S.
Forces, box 369, Subj files, OSD Hist; memo SecDef for Pres, 21 Apr 65, FRUS,
1964-68, 2:575; DoD News Release, 405-65, 16 Jun 65; McNamara Public State-
ments, 1965, 5:1805-05A; Janicik, “Buildup,” 122. The time required to prepare

and transport units accounts for the strength differences between the approval date

and the actual arrival in South Vietnam.

The policy decisions taken at this time clearly relied on the notion that the
threat and use of escalating military force would prove too painful for the enemy
and bring him to the negotiating table. This prevailing dictum did not take into ac-
count the impossibility of predicting with any precision the exact level of violence
that would inflict more pain than Hanoi could endure. In the jargon of the day,
“a pound of threat is worth an ounce of action—as long as we are not bluffing.”
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Yet neither threat nor action swayed Hanoi. U.S. civilian leaders in 1965, with the
exception of Ball and Clifford, could not or would not contemplate the possibility
that gradual escalation would degenerate into the commitment of massive military
might without attaining the desired end.”! They seem not to have realized the con-
tradiction, not lost on Hanoi, between steadily upping the military ante and at the
same time proclaiming willingness to negotiate an end to the conflict.

McNamara took pains to ensure the unanimity of the administration’s posi-
tion, thereby protecting the president. Air Force Secretary Eugene M. Zuckert
(whom Harold Brown would succeed in October 1965) later described McNa-
mara as “never more vigorous in defending a position than the one his boss had
told him to take which he really didn’t believe in, and he always overcompensated
to make sure that his boss’s position was the one that prevailed.”? Still, in 1965
McNamara had become a leading proponent of massive military intervention in
Vietnam. Once the president made his decision, McNamara showed no second
thoughts and actively shaped the president’s response to Vietnam critics.”? His
conduct exemplified his understanding of public service—expressing open dis-
agreement would weaken not only the president but also the nation.

During the lengthy decisionmaking process the president relied on his imme-
diate advisers but went his own way when his political antenna signaled to the con-
trary. Against McNamara’s advice, in July 1965 Johnson deliberately played down
the military and financial costs of intervention, preferring to cloak himself and
his slow-emerging policy decisions in half-truths, evasions, and selective silence.
In later years, McNamara rationalized that presidential deception was acceptable
because the “deceit” grew from Johnson’s desire to address the ills of American
society.™ Even granting that the end justified the means, such reasoning ignored
the adverse military and budgetary ramifications of the president’s decision, which
resulted in reinforcements sent to Vietnam in piecemeal fashion, higher draft calls,
an open-ended buildup, and mortgaging the cost of the intervention to ensure
congressional approval of his Great Society legislation.

McNamara contributed to the deceit by dutifully concealing during 1965 the
full extent and purpose of the administration’s military intervention in Vietnam.
But he made no attempt to hide the ever-expanding number of military personnel
being deployed there and periodically reported accurately the growth from 23,000
in January, most of them advisers or training people, to more than 210,000 by
December.?> However, in keeping with the president’s wishes, he was extremely
sensitive and secretive about the planning for the future.

Not quite sure why the United States was in Vietnam, the American public
grew increasingly confused and impatient with each passing day of the fighting. If
all was going so well, why were draft calls so high and more and more American
troops sent to that faraway little country? If all was not going well, why didn’t the
United States unleash all its military might on the aggressors? Unwilling to fully
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mobilize the nation to fight a war in Southeast Asia, Johnson turned to McNamara
to control a rapidly escalating conflict without a comprehensive national strat-
egy to utilize the full range of U.S. military power. In the absence of a coherent
military strategy the contradictions in the administration’s position were nowhere
more glaring than in the conduct of the ongoing air war against North Vietnam.
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THE AIR WAR AGAINST
NORTH VIETNAM, 1965-1966

By the time President Johnson made the momentous decision in July 1965 to
send U.S. troops in large numbers to fight a ground war in South Vietnam, the
United States had already been engaged for five months in a steadily escalating air
war against North Vietnam. The use of airpower had received increasing attention
since the August 1964 Tonkin Gulf incidents when the United States respond-
ed with retaliatory air raids. Consideration of renewed air operations against the
North had not progressed beyond discussions when on 1 November, just two days
before the U.S. presidential election, Viet Cong forces attacked Bien Hoa Air Base.
Johnson chose to ignore calls for retaliation, but in December he approved a policy
of enhanced military action that included graduated air strikes. Beginning in Feb-
ruary 1965 the administration undertook an air war against the North that, with
intermittent cessations, would complement the ground war in the South through
much of the course of the conflict.!

If it posed its own special dangers, the conduct of the air war presented much
the same dilemma to the administration as that of the ground war. In both instanc-
es, of necessity civilian leaders paid heed to the geopolitical consequences as well as
domestic political repercussions of a widening engagement. Where their military
advisers for the most part advocated optimum use of force to achieve purely mili-
tary objectives, Johnson and McNamara chose to rely on a measured, incremental
exercise of power linked to progress on the diplomatic front. They viewed unre-
stricted air bombardment as a war-expanding, not a war-ending strategy, believing
that an unleashed air offensive might provoke war with China, perhaps even a
nuclear conflict. They worried, too, that the image of a strong-armed superpower
pulverizing a tiny, backward nation would supply fresh fodder to critics at home
and abroad, alienate neutrals, and discomfit even allies. While recognizing that
national and international opinion would never tolerate a concerted air campaign
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aimed at decimating North Vietnam, they could point out that the administration
had shown restraint no doubt motivated in part by genuine humanitarian concern
to minimize North Vietnamese civilian casualties.? Finally, the graduated response
suited the president’s preferred approach and time-tested political experience of
seeking a middle course on the assumption that opponents would eventually come
around to the bargaining table. Like McNamara and Rusk, the president had little
confidence that airpower alone could ensure South Vietnam’s survival, but leverag-
ing it in conjunction with ground operations he hoped might cause sufficient pain
to incline Hanoi toward an early settlement.?

As the civilian leadership learned with respect to the ground war, a tentative
approach failed to grasp the depth of Hanoi’s commitment to the reunification of
Vietnam and its willingness to fight however long it might take to win. Moreover,
since gradual escalation of the air war involved alternating pulses of moderation
and escalation, suspension along with intensification, the policy drew constant
criticism from both hawks and doves and confronted the administration with yet
another set of vexing decisions that paralleled the difhcult choices on the ground.
To the extent even a limited aerial bombardment could be effective, the most
promising targets lay within the densely inhabited cities of Hanoi and Haiphong,
where air strikes were hazardous and casualties—both downed U.S. pilots and
dead and injured among the civilian population—unpredictable and potentially
high. By avoiding or deferring risky decisions involving attacks on those areas, the
administration might keep an air campaign under control so as to retain domestic
support for and international acceptance of the presidents moderate war policies,
yet jeopardize the larger goal of bringing sufficient pressure to bear on the enemy.
Attempts to reconcile the multiple, often divergent military, political, tactical, and
strategic aims complicated the formulation of a sound, consistent air plan. High-
level indecision characterized the air war much as it had the ground war, and it
took months to agree on and implement policy.

At the outser of the air war discussions, during the winter and spring of 1965,
it seemed inconceivable to civilian and military leaders alike that Hanoi could
long withstand the sustained application of U.S. airpower, even with constraints
and stoppages, when combined with the flexing of muscles on the ground.* To
an industry group McNamara expressed doubt that the North’s political institu-
tions could indefinitely absorb the punishment delivered by 400 bombing sorties
a week;® at the very prospect, North Vietnam might quit the war before it hap-
pened. Among the services, as could be expected, the Army was the most skeptical
about the efficacy of airpower, the Air Force the most sanguine. Still, one senior
Army ofhcer believed the Chiefs convinced themselves “that there was no harm in
trying” the air option. To the extent there was consensus among the Chiefs, it was
abetted by the conviction that to retain their limited influence they needed to take
a unified position. In the end the JCS, too, even as they pushed for a more robust
air program, underestimated North Vietnam’s tenacity and resiliency.
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Targeting North Vietnam

Target selection, a critical function that itself had a significant political as well
as military dimension, required careful calculation as the administration pursued
a calibrated bombing campaign. Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, commander in chief,
Pacific, was in a difficult position in the target selection hierarchy. His vast Pacific
Command, responsible for a region that stretched from the Aleutians to the Indian
Ocean, included Military Assistance Command, Vietnam as one of his several ma-
jor subordinate commands, but in practice McNamara exerted more direct control
and influence there than Sharp. Indeed, McNamara initially wanted MACV to
report directly to him.”

On organization charts, Sharp was the immediate superior of MACV com-
mander Westmoreland, but the latter often circumvented him by dealing directly
with McNamara and other senior OSD officials and exchanging extensive back-
channel messages with JCS chairman Wheeler. Westmoreland also directed air
operations in South Vietnam through the commander of the Seventh Air Force.
Far removed from the war in South Vietnam, Sharp had to accord Westmoreland
much latitude. Thus the admiral often served largely as an intermediary between
MACYV and the JCS.

Sharp controlled Rolling Thunder, the air war against North Vietnam, through
his subordinates, the commander in chief of the Pacific Fleet and the commander
in chief of the Pacific Air Forces, who issued operational directives to the carrier
task force and until March 1966 the commander 2d Air Division and thereafter the
commander Seventh Air Force in Saigon. Sharp was a forceful advocate of heavier
bombing of the North, and his hawkish views did not sit well with McNamara.
The secretary did not involve Sharp in major policy decisions and reduced his role
to that of an executor of orders rather than an originator. Furthermore, Sharp’s
target recommendations were subject to Washington-imposed restrictions.?

After consultations with his subordinate commanders, Sharp would forward
a list of recommended targets in North Vietnam to the JCS, usually for a one or
two week period. Beginning in March 1965 a small team within the Joint Staff
reviewed Sharp’s nominations for Wheeler. Unless the proposals involved substan-
tial changes to bombing policy, Wheeler routinely discussed the submissions with
his fellow Chiefs at their weekly Friday afternoon meetings. The next morning the
chairman personally delivered the JCS recommendations to McNamaras office
where the two men reviewed the list of potential targets. Rusk and McNamara
then discussed the bombing options, usually in the secretary of defense’s office on
Saturday afternoon or Sunday.”

. Originally the JCS forwarded copies of the proposals to State and the White House, but in October 1965
McNamara asked Wheeler to send him all copies for his decision on further distribution.
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The JCS proposals underwent review from several levels of civilians in OSD,
usually in International Security Affairs, and from officials in the State Depart-
ment. After ISA and State agreed on their selections, or as might happen, dis-
agreed, ISA's McNaughton informed McNamara of the results and the rationale
for them. Benjamin H. Read, executive secretary of the Department of State, per-
formed a similar function for Rusk by preparing short-notice staff papers to sup-
port the secretary’s position on sensitive targets. The whole package then moved
for final decision, customarily made at the White House Tuesday lunch.”

At the luncheons, McNamara presented the military view of the JCS and his
own opinion as secretary of defense. In early 1965 he was “supremely confident
and assertive,” and his “forceful advocacy” dominated the targeting discussion.
Occasionally, given the foreign policy implications, McNamara deferred to Rusk’s
judgment on targer selection.!® Though a recurring issue at Tuesday lunches, tar-
get selection was not a major focus. One participant estimated that nine of ten
target lists that came up for discussion were approved. During periods when the
Tuesday lunch group did not meet, or when the president felt the target list did
not need his personal endorsement, McNamara had authority to approve or disap-
prove targets.!!

In May 1965, with JCS concurrence, Sharp proposed to shift the target work-
up of the weekly program for the JCS from the Joint Staff in Washington to his
CINCPAC headquarters. Following McNaughton’s advice, McNamara rejected
the proposal because the system in place was militarily effective and allowed “po-
litical considerations to be taken into account on a timely basis.”!?

Even after targets were authorized, it was not unusual for the secretary of state,
the secretary of defense, or even the president to dictate minute changes, defer
targets without explanation, pepper field commands with innumerable questions,
and specify the day or even hour for attacks. Differences sometimes dictated com-
promise. To mollify the military, for instance, a highway ferry adjacent to a village
might be swapped for a more isolated army cantonment. To accommodate the
State Department, an ammunition storage area might replace a power plant.!3

For all the erratic tendency of other aspects of the administration’s Vietnam de-
cisionmaking, the targeting system soon became institutionalized. Twice a month
the Joint Staft revised the formalized Rolling Thunder target list (prepared and
previously submitted by the JCS) to account for targets destroyed, under consid-
eration, authorized, and recommended but not authorized. The scaff forwarded
the revisions to the ASD(ISA), who in turn sent them to the defense secretary.
Every Tuesday and Friday the Joint Staff sent ISA a list of currently authorized, but
not yert attacked, targets for review. Any new target reccommendations by the JCS
chairman in the restricted zones around Hanoi and Haiphong or in the Chinese
buffer zone went to both ISA and McNamara’s office. ISA coordinated the new
targets with State and also evaluated the proposals for the secretary of defense. On
those occasions when the chairman hand-carried new recommendations to the
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secretary of defense, the secretary might call ISA for an evaluation. Hence OSD,
State Department, and White House approval were required before the JCS could
authorize strikes against new targets. Clark Clifford inherited this system in March
1968 and continued it.!4

Rolling Thunder

McGeorge Bundy regarded the Viet Cong attack on Pleiku on 7 February
1965 as a carefully timed and orchestrated communist provocation to coincide
with his U.S. team’s visit to Saigon; along with Ambassador Taylor and General
Westmoreland, he urged immediate retaliatory air strikes. Ignoring the presence of
Soviet Premier Alexei N. Kosygin in Hanoi, the president on the evening of 6 Feb-
ruary (Washington time) authorized reprisal strikes, code named Flaming Dart I,
against four pre-selected targets (military barracks) in North Vietnam. U.S. Navy
aircraft hit one of the barracks on 7 February but bad weather forced cancellation
of other strikes. The next day South Vietnamese and USAF aircraft attacked alter-
nate targets. Meanwhile Bundy returned to Washington and proposed a sustained,
graduated bombing of North Vietnam, something he had been predisposed to
recommend anyway. Following a 10 February Viet Cong attack on a U.S. barracks
at Qui Nhon, the three air forces again hit North Vietnamese targets. !

While alienating Kosygin, who believed the bombing intentionally coincided
with his visit, Flaming Dart did not live up to optimistic expectations of destroy-
ing a high percentage of targets. Instead the Navy lost three aircraft while inflict-
ing little damage and few casualties. McNamara publicly put the best face on the
attacks, but on 17 February he made plain to the Joint Chiefs that unless future
bombing inflicted far greater damage any such signals of U.S. resolve would carry
“a hollow ring.”10

At the NSC meeting of 8 February, after the president decided to implement
the December policy for a phased air campaign against North Vietnam, McNa-
mara directed the Joint Chiefs to prepare an escalating eight-weck air offensive for
the president’s approval. The focus of operations would be the southern portion
of North Vietnam, initially against targets beyond the operating radius of enemy
MIG aircraft. The North Vietnamese MIG base of Phuc Yen (thought to be a flash
point likely to bring China into the fighting) would remain off limits.!”

Within three days, the JCS proposed an eight-week air campaign of attacks
against low-risk targets south of the 19th parallel designed to persuade Hanoi to
reduce its support of the Viet Cong by inflicting what the Chiefs deemed would
be unacceptable levels of damage on the North. They conceded that the increas-
ing severity of the strikes would probably bring Chinese “volunteers” into the war
and oblige Moscow to equip North Vietnam with modern air defense systems,
including surface-to-air missiles (SAMs). The CIA estimated Hanoi would likely
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try to secure respite from sustained air attacks by reducing, but never abandoning,
its support of the Viet Cong. State’s intelligence bureau declared the North would
absorb the punishment and still carry on the fight. Others also questioned the
Chiefs’ strategy. Taylor believed the campaign unfolded too slowly, and Admiral
Sharp at CINCPAC thought that it overemphasized “getting a message to Hanot.”
Conversely, Rusk thought Hanoi got the message from previous raids that it could
not expand the war into the South with impunity.!® The president and McNamara,
like Rusk, continued to worry abour widening the war.

Without reconciling the contradictory views, on 13 February, three days after
the Viet Cong attack on the U.S. base at Qui Nhon, the president approved in
principle a limited air campaign designated Rolling Thunder, but withheld final
authorization undil 19 February; no public announcement followed. Thus began
the sustained bombing of North Vietnam that, with interruptions, would contin-
ue until November 1968. Rolling Thunder’s various phases gradually and steadily
expanded the targets, scope, and intensity of the air war. Johnson’s stubborn in-
sistence that these policy shifts were not escalation eventually exposed him and
his administration to charges of deceiving the American people. As the perceived
architect of bombing policy, McNamara too would in time become reviled as a
hypocrite and liar.!?

The initial Rolling Thunder mission was scheduled for 20 February 1965, but
the JCS had to scrub the first four missions because of an attempted coup d’etat
and political turmoil in Saigon as well as bad weather over North Vietcnam. While
aircraft remained grounded, Wheeler counseled Westmoreland to be patient about
political and military constraints and reminded him that the administration sought
to steer a careful course to maximize the air campaign’s effectiveness and minimize
the likelihood of Chinese intervention. Getting the air campaign started mattered
to the hawks because, based on experience in Laos and South Vietnam, they were
confident that once bombing became routine the administration would relax re-
strictions. Henceforth the Joint Chiefs would push for more aggressive air opera-
tions, effectively setting the frame of reference for the war against North Vietnam.°

The initial strikes, actually labeled Rolling Thunder 5 and not executed until
2 March, lost six U.S. aircraft in artacks on two separate military targets—a naval
base and a military depot. The next package of strikes, scheduled for 11 March,
finally went ahead on 14 and 15 March after several weather delays and South
Vietnamese air force failures. Hoping for the best and fearing the worst, the ad-
ministration voiced satisfaction if not enthusiasm with the mixed results. Although
Hanoi did not quit and South Vietnam did not unite behind its leaders, China
did not intervene and Moscow did not sever relations with Washington. Perhaps
most important for the president’s cherished domestic agenda, the American pub-
lic showed little awareness of the momentous shift he had directed in U.S. policy.?!
The desultory onset of the air campaign likely accounted for the indifference.
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Taylor believed that Hanoi regarded Rolling Thunder as “merely a few isolated
thunderclaps.” Rusk appeared depressed by the continued fragile political situa-
tion in Saigon, particularly the lack of leadership there, and the surprising Viet
Cong strength. McNamara thought the bombing had had littde effect, that soon
few worthwhile acceptable targets would remain, and that expanding the attacks
would entail large-scale civilian casualties. As for the South, he was convinced that
“guerrilla wars could not be won from the air”; clearly disappointed with the early
results, he questioned CIA Director McCone’s contention that heavier bombing
might be productive when internal conditions continued to degrade. The president
still hewed to a middle course of gradual escalation, neither wanting to run out of
targets nor bomb Hanoi itself. Yet he too agonized over the course of events; by
mid-March he had removed a number of tactical restraints. He neither intensified
the air war as the Joint Chiefs wanted nor gave the military clear guidance. Instead
he directed the avoidance of targets that might lead to clashes with North Vietnam-
ese MIGs in the Hanoli area or provoke Chinese intervention; Wheeler interpreted
this to mean that air strikes were confined to the area south of the 20th parallel. The
president articulated his “urgent desire” to reverse the unfavorable tide in Vietnam
but left the secretary and JCS to work out how to accomplish that goal.??

On 20 March McNamara asked the Joint Chiefs to plan a 12-week air cam-
paign against the North, cautioning that strikes should stay away from urban areas
to lessen civilian casualties and avoid direct attacks on North Vietnamese airfields
to reduce the likelihood of escalation. The JCS reply, delivered a week later, out-
lined a 3-week aerial interdiction campaign south of the 20th parallel to impair
North Vietnam’s line of communication (LOC) by destroying roads, railroads, and
bridges. The Chiefs recommended that approval of later phases—destroying rail
lines throughout North Vietnam, mining its ports, and attacking industrial targets
outside of Hanoi and Haiphong—await the outcome of the initial phase.?3

On 29 March, Taylor, then in Washington for consultations, met with McNa-
mara and the Joint Chiefs to review recent developments in Vietnam. The ambassa-
dor endorsed the gradually expanded bombing effort against the North. McNamara

" expected that the mining of Haiphong harbor would be “politically feasible” in 4
to 12 weeks. Anticipating also approval to destroy the two main bridges connecting
North Vietnam with China at about the 12-week point in the campaign, he grant-
ed these actions would “bring very strong pressure” on Hanoi’s leaders.24 As the
military situation in South Vietnam deteriorated and U.S. Marines landed at Da
Nang, it seemed appropriate, the secretary’s misgivings notwithstanding, to ratchet
up Rolling Thunder to increase the cost of the war to the communists.

Rolling Thunder 9, launched 2 April, inaugurated the LOC interdiction phase
south of the 20th parallel. The next day, after the loss of three U.S. planes to anti-
aircraft fire and the “intrusion of MIGs” (an inevitable consequence as the air cam-
paign progressed northward), Wheeler feared that Washington’s heightened appre-
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hension over this latest escalation might result in new restrictions. The president’s
request the same day for an appraisal of the bombing added to the chairman’s
anxiety because the limited air strikes had little effect on North Vietnamese mili-
tary and economic capabilities, except perhaps the destruction of three key bridges
that created a LOC bottleneck. Indeed, battles with MIGs in North Vietnam’s
skies and the prospect of heavy U.S. aircraft losses to the surface-to-air missile
(SAM) sites under construction around Hanoi alarmed Assistant Secretary of State
William Bundy sufficiently that on 13 April he proposed to Rusk a leveling off of
Rolling Thunder.?

With the direction of the air campaign against North Vietnam under scrutiny
and differences over planned U.S. ground deployments unresolved, McNamara
flew to Honolulu to discuss the future conduct of the war. At the 20 April confer-
ence, the bombing campaign came first on the agenda as the Washington contin-
gent of McNamara, William Bundy, McNaughton, and Wheeler met with Taylor,
Sharp, and Westmoreland. Years later Sharp, a proponent of heavier bombing,
contended that McNamara had distorted his views by telling the president thar all
participants felt the tempo of limited air strikes against the North was about right
and that South Vietnam should have first call on U.S. airpower.2® According to
the conference minutes, McNamara endorsed Sharp’s proposal for more armed
reconnaissance missions against North Vietnam and permitted the admiral to ex-
ceed the established daily quota of air sorties if pilots discovered lucrative targets of
opportunity. The two diverged over the secretary’s adamancy that operations over
South Vietnam came first and that the air campaign against North Vietnam could
consequently be scaled back as necessary. Sharp believed McNamara’s emphasis on
interdiction as a higher priority than attacking industrial facilities closer to Hanoi
downgraded the air war against the North.?”

On his return to Washington, McNamara proposed to the president at a meet-
ing with officials from State, the CIA, OSD, and the White House on 21 April
to extend the air war for a period of 6 to 12 months or more, but not to intensify
it. The objective, he said, was to entice the North to seek a negotiated settlement
rather than suffer a protracted interdiction campaign against its lines of infiltration
and logistics. “The thrust of McNamara’s statement and subsequent discussions,”
according to McCone’s record of the meeting,

was to change the purpose of the bombing attacks on North Viet-
nam from one of causing the DRV to seek a negotiated settlement
to one of continual harassment of lines of supply, etc., while the
combination of SVN forces and U.S. forces were engaging in de-
feating the Viet Cong to such a point that the DRV and other
interested Communist States would realize the hopelessness of the
Viet Cong effort and therefore would seek a peaceful negotiation.
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The real purpose of the bombing, McNamara told Johnson, had been to lift
morale in the South and push the North toward negotiations without provoking
Chinese intervention. “We've done that.”?® Though the policy remained blurred
and fluid, McNamara looked in essence to the ground war in the South rather than
an aggressive air offensive over the North to bring Hanoi to the conference table,
using air resources in the main to support the ground action, in particular through
an interdiction campaign.

Others remained unconvinced of the efficacy of the strategy. Outgoing CIA
Director McCone’s parting letter to the president reiterated his advice to strike a
wide range of military and industrial targets in the North. McCone’s successor
as of 28 April, Vice Adm. William E Raborn, Jr. (USN Ret.), shared McCone’s
skepticism over McNamara’s limited air campaign and very soon recommended
its expansion to destroy or damage Hanoi’s economic and military infrastructure.
With U.S. Marines already fighting in South Vietnam and with planning under
way to deploy major numbers of ground troops, McNamara anticipated expanding
elements of the air war to complement the spreading ground conflict. Before its es-
calation, however, he wanted to send a strong diplomatic signal to Hanoi. Shortly
after his return from Honolulu he had directed McNaughton to draft a bomb-
ing pause scenario, in the hope that a pause would trigger negotiations or reduce
Hanoi’s support of the insurgency while it bolstered domestic and international
support for the administration’s future course in Vietnam.??

Sustained bombing, however restricted, had already produced international
appeals for restraint. In the United States stirrings of the peace movement had be-
gun. In early April Canadian Prime Minister Lester Pearson, in a speech at a large
American university, called for a bombing halt as a first step. U.S. military inter-
vention in the Dominican Republic, ordered on 28 April, sparked another public
outcry. Amidst mounting criticism, McNamara convinced a reluctant president to
authorize an unpublicized bombing pause as part of an overture to Hanoi via the
U.S. ambassador in Moscow, as much to defuse administration critics as to prepare
the way for escalation of the war if Hanoi, as expected, rejected the gesture. Knowl-
edge of the highly sensitive peace feeler, code-named Mayflower, was confined
to the president’s closest advisers. Regarding only Wheeler and Westmoreland as
sufficiently “broad gauged” to appreciate the subtleties of the administration’s posi-
tion, the civilian leadership kept the information from other flag officers and did
not share it with or deliberately misled even officials normally in the loop out of a
concern over possible press leaks.3?

On 11 May, the State Department attempted unsuccessfully to notify Ha-
noi privately through the Soviet ambassador in Washington and the North Viet-
namese embassy in Moscow of the bombing pause. The message urged the North
Vietnamese to respond by reducing their own military activities. The same day
McNamara rather vaguely informed Sharp, who was calling for round-the-clock
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bombing, about the suspension, but stated the purpose was to “observe [the] reac-
tion of DRV rail and road transportation systems.” The negotiating ploy was never
mentioned, although the president had earlier informed Taylor about it. Sharp was
left in the odd position of knowing less than Moscow or Hanoi about Washing-
ton’s diplomatic adventure, which likely reinforced his opinions about the naiveté
of civilian leadership when dealing with communists.?!

The 12-17 May bombing pause, overshadowed in the United States by the
Dominican Republic crisis, came across in Hanoi as a charade, a smoke screen
to divert attention from the continuing U.S. military buildup in South Vietnam.
North Vietnam’s refusal even to receive the proposal and its public denunciation
of the overture left an unusually emotional McNamara sputtering, “Hanoi spit on
our face.”?? Johnson, never comfortable with the pause for fear the North would
use it to advantage and concerned that a longer delay risked losing public sup-
port, on 17 May ordered bombing resumed the next day. The combination of
Washington’s equivocation and Hanof’s intransigence also would hamper future
negotiating initiatives.

Following the May pause, whether out of pique or frustration, McNamara
moved to expand the air war. Rolling Thunder sorties gradually increased as pilots
struck north of 20 degrees for the first time on 22 May and above the 21st parallel
on 15 June. Although intensifying air operations against the North, McNamara
still carefully controlled them by minimizing attacks against fixed targets on the
JCS list—bridges, factories, barracks, etc.—and increasing armed reconnaissance
sorties against vehicles, trains, and watercraft, so-called targets of opportunity dis-
covered by the pilots. The stepped-up air campaign made it more difhcult for
North Vietnam to move men and supplies southward, but it reduced neither the
regime’s overall military capability noticeably nor its determination to persevere.??
At this very time, communist military success in South Vietnam was forcing the
administration to cons<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>