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FOREWORD

This volume of the series, The Jolnt Chiefs of Staff and
the War in Vietnam, was prepared by the Special Projects
Branch of the Historical Division. A senlor historilian, Mr.

- Willard J. Webb, was the principal author and coordinator

- of the contributions of other Branch members. The work pro-
ceeded under the general supervision of the successive Chlefs
of the Specilal Projects Branch, Dr. Robert J. Watson and Mr.
Vernon E. Davis. The latter also performed the final editing,
while Mrs. Janet W. Ball directed all aspects of the prepa-
ration of the manuscript for publication.

E. H. GIUSTI
Chief, Historical Division
Joint Secretarilat

NOTE ON PARAGRAPH CLASSIFICATION

The security classification of all information contained
in this volume 1s derivative. The classification of any
particular paragraph is that of the most highly classifled
document cited in the footnote indicating the source of the
information.
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Chapter 1

DETERMINING THE POLICY
JANUARY-MARCH 1969

The Setting

At the beginning of 1969, the United States had been
Involved in combat operations in South Vietnam for over
three and a half years. A total of 30,614 Americans had

. lost their lives and the war had cost an estimated $52.2

- blllion. Yet, the Unlited States was apparently no nearer
its obJective of eliminating the Viet Cong and North
Vietnamese aggression in the south than when it entered
the struggle. President Lyndon B. Johnson's political
judgment had led him to pursue a limited war in Vietnam,
but as the fighting contlinued, this policy satisfied
nelther those opposed to the war nor the Joint Chlefs of
Staff. The latter, responsible for the strateglc
direction of the campaign, conslistently sought expanded
operatlions and authoritles durilng the first three and a
half years of the war. They believed that provision of
more forces, enlarged operating areas, and increased
authorities would bring a successful conclusilon of the
war, but the full extent of the JCS recommendations was
never granted. On the other hand, as the confllct con-
tinued, the antiwar sentiment in the Unlted States grew
Increasingly stridegt in demands for an immediate end to
the US 1nvolvement.

The flrst serious efforts to negotiate a settlement of
the war began in 1968 when the enemy, after many refusals,
finally responded to US initiatives. 1In February of that
year, the Viet Cong and North Vlietnamese had launched a
surprise Tet offensive in South Vietnam. Although the
attack resulted in a costly military fallure for the
enemy, thls sudden show of strength and the public shock
it caused in the United States and elsewhere proved a
psychologlcal victory for the Communists and lncreased the
US public discontent with the war. President Johnson

1. The casualty figure is from (2—/GP 1) NMCC QPSUM 11-70,
14 Jan 70. The expenditure total is the estimated "full
cost" as set forth in DOD (Comptroller), The Economics of
Defense Spending, A Look at the Realities, July 1972, p. 149.
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limited the US boumbing of North Vietnam at the end of
March and called for negotlations to end the war. Talks
between the United States and North Vietnam commenced in ) '
Paris in mid-May, but soon deadlocked. In an effort to ('
get the stalled discussions moving, President Johnson on
31 October, just five days before the US presidential
election, announced the suspension of the US bombing of
North Vietnam and the expansion of the Paris talks to
include the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) and the National
Libveration Front (NLF). The widened negotlations began a
few days later, but quickly bogged down on procedural
questions.2

The .New Administration

Despite the lack of success in the Paris talks, the
year 1969 opened with an aura of expectation with regard
to Vietnam. Richard M. Nixon would assume the presidency
on 20 January, and hls new Administration would enter
office uncommitted to the Vietnam policles and decisions
of the preceeding four years. In hls acceptance of the
Republican nomination in early August 1968, Richard Nixon
had pledged that "an honorable end to the war in Vietnam"
would be the first foreign policy objective of his presi-
dency. He did not indicate precisely how he would
accomplish this objJectlve, dwelling 1lnstead on the thought
that only a new administration, not tied to the past mis-
takes, could successfully end the hostilities. During the
campaign he opposed an lmmediate US withdrawal or the
imposition of a coalition government on South Vietnam, but
he refused to elaborate further on Vietnam policy while
negotiations were continuing. To do so, he sald, would
Jeopardize the talks and lead the North Vietnamese to
believe that better terms could be obtained from him than
from the Johnson Administration. Mr. Nixon had won the
election by a narrow margin, and the US public awalted a
further exposition of his Vietnam policy.3

2. See The Joint Chilefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam,
1960-1968, Chs. 50, 53, and 5%,

3. NY Times, 9 Aug 68, 1; 23 Sep 68, 31 8§ Oct 68, 1;
10 Oct 68, 50; -28 Oct 68, 1; 7 Nov 68, 1. Theodore H.
White, The Making of the President 1968 (1969), p. 372.

OIS0 204 N,
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The public was not ilmmediately satisfiled in its desire
for details of Mr. Nixon's Vietnam pollcy. Several days
after his victory, the Preslident-elect informed the press
that he would refrain from comment on foreign affairs .
until Inauguration Day. He would do nothling in this field,
he said, unless he had discussed 1t with the President and
the Secretary of State. After meeting with Presildent
Johnson on 11 November to dilscuss arrangements for an
orderly transition, Mr. Nixon announced that the Johnson
Administration would speak for 1tself and for the incomlng
Administration as well during the next two months. Mr.
Nixon told newsmen that progress on a Vietnam settlement
could be expected only if "the parties on the other side"
realized that the current Administration "is setting forth
policies that would be carried forward by the next
Administration." The President-elect named former Ambas-
sador Robert D. Murphy as his representative with the
Johnson Administration for the transition of foreign
affalrs. President Johnson made no chanﬁes in Vietnam
pollcy during his final weeks in office.

Although Mr. Nixon had on several occasions durlng the
campaign compared the situation in Vietnam if he should
win to that confronting President Eigenhower 1n Korea in
early 1953, he did not follow the Eisenhower example and
travel to the scene of the war. The President-elect
declined President's Thieu's lnvitation to visit South
Vietnam. Nor did he send a personal representative to the
Parls peace talks as suggested by the US Representatlve,
W. Averell Harriman. Mr. Nixon's announced reason for
avolding a prominent role was that he did not wish to take
any action that might hinder President Johnson's peace
efforts.>

In early December 1968, the President-elect named
Henry A. Kissinger of Harvard Unlversity as his Special
Assistant for National Security Affairs. Dr. Kissinger
headed Harvard's International Seminar and Defense Studies
Program and was to become President Nixon's closest
adviser on foreign affairs. It happened that he had
recently completed an artlcle dealing with the Vietnam
negotiations. This plece, published in the January 1969

. NY Times, 8 Nov 68, 1; 12 Nov 68, 1 and 34;
15 Nov 68, 1.
5. Ibid., 8 Nov 68, 1; 6 Dec 68, 1.

RPN
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issue of Foreign Affairs but appearing in late 1968, gave
some notion of the thinking of the incoming Administration.
Pr. Kissinger believed that "the commitment of 500,000
Americans" had settled the issue of the importance of
Vietnam and that the matter of confldence in Amerilcan
promises was now involved. He criticized the lack of US
planning and preparation for negotlations, observing :
that: "Where Hanoil makes a fetlsh of planning, Washington
is allergic to it." This, he said, led to rigldity in
advance of formal negotiations and excessive reliance on
tactical considerations once discussions began. The best
way to make progress, Dr. Kissinger suggested, might be to
seek agreement on ultimate goals first and then work back
to the details to implement them. No matter how 1lrrele-
vant its political conceptions or how inappropriate its
strategy, the Unlted States was so powerful, Dr. Kissinger
wrote, that North Vietnam could not force the withdrawal
of US forces from South Vietnam. He quickly added that

the US milltary strength had no political corcllary and
that the Unlted States had thus far been unable to create
a political structure capable of surviving a US withdrawal.

In the Foreign Affairs article Dr. Kissinger defilned
the limits of US commlitment in two propositions: the
United States could not accept a mllitary defeat or a
change in the political structure of South Vietnam brought
by external military force; but once NVN forces and pres-
sures were removed, the United States had no obligation to
maintain a government in Saigon by force. Therefore US
objectives should be: (1) to bring about a staged with-
drawal of external forces, both North Vietnamese and US;
(2) thereby to create the maximum incentive for the con-
tending forces in South Vietnam to work out their own
political agreement. Dr. Kissinger concluded by pointing
out that a negotiating procedure and definltion of
obJectives could not guarantee a settlement. If Hanol
proved intransigent and the war continued, the United
States should seek as many of 1ts objectives as possilble
unilaterally. Such an approach would include, he sald:

a strategy to reduce casualties and protect the population;
continued strengthening of the South Vietnamese forces to
permit a gradual withdrawal of some US forces; and
encouragement of the Saigon government to broaden 1ts base
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to strengthen it for the political contest wigh the Com-
munlsts, which it must eventually undertake.

On 28 December 1968, the President-elect met with his
key foreign policy and national security advisers. The
meeting included Dr. Kissinger, Ambassador Murphy, Secre-
tary of State-designate Wllliam P. Rogers, and Representa-
tive Melvin R, Lalrd, the prospective Secretary of Defense.
General Andrew Goodpaster, Deputy COMUSMACV and Mr.
Nizxon's military adviser, also attended. Among other
matters, the conferees considered Vietnam. Mr. Nixon
directed his advisers to present him with "realistic"
options on Vietnam by 20 January.  He hoped, shortly
thereafter, to select the course or courses to pursue in
Vietnam, devising a "“coherent strategy" for Vietnam early
in his Administratlion. He assigned Dr. Kissinger the task
of coordinating this effort.7 '

Reorganlization of the Natlonal Securlty Councll System

Richard M. Nixon became President on 20 January 1969.
In his inaugural address he spoke only in generalitles.
He did not mention Vietnam directly, but with respect to
the war he stated:

Let. this message be heard by strong and weak
alike: The peace we seek--the peace we seek to
win--1s not vlctory over any other people, but
the peace that comes "with healing in 1ts wings";
wlth compassion for those who have suffered;
with understanding for those who have opposed
us; with the opportunity for all the peoples
+ « +» £0 choose their own destiny.3

On the day he assumed office, Preslident Nixon directed
far-reaching changes in the organization and operation of
the Natlonal Security Council. He establlished a National
Security Councll Review Group to examine papers prior to
submisslon to the N3C to assure that: 1ssues treated
therein were worthy of NSC attention; all realistic

6. NY Times, 3 Dec 68, 1. Henry A. Kissinger, "The Viet
Nam Negotiations," Foreign Affairs, Jan 69, pp. 211-234.

7. NY Times, 29 Dec 68, 1.
8. Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States,

Richard M. Nixon, 1969 (1971), pp. i-4. (Hereafter cited
as Public Papers, Nixon, 1969.)

5




alternatives were presented; relevant facts, including
cost implications, were included; and all departments and
‘agency views were adequately set out. The President
named hls Specilal Assistant for National Security Affairs
to chair the Review Group; other members included repre-
sentatives of the Secretaries of State and Defense, the
Director of Central Intelligence, and the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff.

The President also instituted a NSC Under Secretariles
Commlittee and brought the exlsting regional Interdepart-
mental Groups and the Political-Mllitary Interdepartmental
Group under the NSC structure. The Under Secretaries Com~
mittee was headed by the Under Secretary of State and
consisted of the Deputy Secretary of Defense, the Assist-
ant to the President for National Security Affalrs, the
Director of Central Intelligence, and the Chalrman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff. The President directed the Under
Secretaries Committee to conslder the following: issues
referred to 1t by the NSC Review Group; problems of over-
seas operatlons not approprilate for NSC or presidential
consideration or that could not be resolved at the Inter-
departmental Group level; and such other operatlonal
matters as might be referred to it Jointly by the Under
Secretary of State and the Assistant to the President for
Natlonal Securlty Affalrs. The several Interdepartmental
Groups would discuss and decide interdepartmental lssues
that could be settled at the assistant secretary level,
prepare policy papers for the NSC, and produce contingency
papers on potential crisls areas for NSC review. 1In
addition, the President announced his intention to appoint
ad hoc groups within the framework of the NSC system to
deal with particular problems.

Three weeks later, on 13 February, the President formed
such an ad hoc interdepartmental group to "facilitate the
orderly planning and implementation of pollcy on Vietnam."
The Ad Hoc¢ Group on Vietnam would prepare policy and con-
tingency papers for the NSC Revlew Group and the Council
itself. The President called upon the Secretary of State

to designate a representative to head the Group. Additlonal

members included representatives of the Secretary of Defense;

9. (Z<GP 4) NSDM 2, 20 Jan 69, Att to JCS 2488/1,
21 Jan 69, JMF 001 (20 Jan 69) NSC.
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the Chairman of the Joint Chlefs of Staff, and the Director
of Central Intelligence. Other agencles might be repre-
sented at the discretion of the chairman.l0

Subsequently the President added another body, the
Vietnam Specilal Studles Group (VSSG), to assist him and
the National Security Council in policy formulation. This
Group was created on 16 September 1969 to undertake "on a
continuous basis" systematic analysis of US programs and
activities 1in Vietnam. Dr. Kissinger chalred the VSSG and
the other members were the Under Secretary of State, the
Deputy Secretary of Defense, the Director of Central Intel-
ligence, and the Chairman of the Joint Chlefs of Staff
(the same as the Under Secretaries Committee, but with a
different chairman). The President wanted the VSSG to
conduct 1ts affairs "without prejudice to the existing -
interdepartmental framework concerned with day-to-day oper-
ational matters on Vietnam,"11l

As a part of hils 20 January reorganization of the NSC
system, President Nixon also initlated two new serles of
documents to 1nform the departments and agencles of presi-
dentlial action. The first of these, the National Security
Decision Memorandum (NSDM), would report presidentlal
decisions, whether or not they resulted from NSC meetings.
The second, the Natilonal Security Study Memorandum (NSSM),
would initiate studies for NSC consideration. At this
same time, the President discontlnued the Natlional Security
Action Memorandums éNSAM), which had been introduced by
President Kennedy.l

In this reorganlization President Nixon discarded the
"Tuesday Lunch," that informal group of advisers who had
assisted President Johnson in policy declsions, and also
the Senlor Interdepartmental Group. The functions of
those two bodles would now be carried on by the Review
Group and the Under Secretaries Committee under formally
defined terms of reference. These new groups would review
and refine issues before they reached the NSC and the
President. By this change President Nixon apparently hoped

—10. (Z-GP 4) NSSM 21, 13 Feb 69, Att to JCS 2472/438,
15 Feb 69, JMF 911/001 (12 Feb 69).
11. (@8Y NSDM 23, 16 Sep 69, JMF 001 (CY 1969) NSDMs.
12. (@=GP 4) NSDM 1, 20 Jan 69, Att to JCS 2488,
21 Jan 69, JMF 001 (20 Jan 69) NSC.
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to avoid some of the weaknesses that had reportedly arisen
from the informal stafflng and agenda procedures of the
Tuesday Lunch. The new NSC document series would insure
that all decisions were formally recorded, overcoming Dr.
Kissinger's criticism of the Johnson Administration system
(under which decisions had often been conveyed orally to
the departments, wlth frequent uncertalnty about what
precisely had been decided). The NSC reorganization
reflected Mr. Nixon's desire for a more structured policy-
making apparatus and the restoration of the National
Securlty Councll as the princlpal formal channel for advice
to the President.l

To conform with the revamped NSC organization, the
Secretary of Defense called upon G. Warren Nutter, the
Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security -
Affairs (ASD(ISA)), to serve as the representative of his
offlce on the NSC Review Group and to provide support for
the Secretary of Defense in his capacity as a NSC member.
Secretary Laird also directed the Assistant Secretary (ISA)
to support the Deputy Secretary of Defense in his respon-
slbilitles as a member of the NSC Under Secretaries Com-
mittee and to serve as the OSD representative on the
various NSC Interdepartmental and ad hoc groups. The .
Chalrman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle G.
Wheeler, named the Director of the Plans and Pollcy
Directorate (J-5) of the Joint Staff as his representative
on the NSC Review Group. When the President established
"the NSC Ad Hoc Group on Vietnam, General Wheeler assigned
two Joint Staff officers, the Speclal Assistant for Counter-
insurgency and Special Activities (SACSA) and the Chief of
the Far East Divilsion, Plans,and Policy Directorate, to
represent him on the Group.iX

13. (Eﬁ Memo, Henry A. Kissinger to President-elect
(Nixon), "Proposal for a New National Security Council
System," 3 Jan 69, same file.

14, (£<GP U4) Memo, SecDef to CJCS et al., 25 Jan 69, Att
to JCS 2u488/7, 2B Jan 69; (S) CM-3876-69 to Dr. Kissinger,
21 Jan 69; JMF 001 (20 Jan 69) NSC. (&) DJSM-270-69 to Dr.
Kissinger, 19 Feb 69, JMF 911/001 (13 Feb 69). 1In June
1969 the number of JCS representatives on the Ad Hoc Group
on Vietnam was reduced to one. The Chief of the Far East
Division, J-5, became the representative and SACSA his
alternate. <GP 3) DJSM-879-69 to Dir J-5 and SACSA,

12 Jun 69, same file. ’



On the recommendation of both the Chalrman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff and the Assistant Secretary of Defense
(ISA), Mr. Laird directed the maintenance of close coordi-
nation between his office and the Organization of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (0JCS) in NSC matters. To expedite and
simplify this coordination, the Secretary ordered the -
preparation of single talking papers with a Joint ISA/JCS
posltion on 1ssues before the Under Secretaries Committee,
the Review Group, or the Council itself. In instances
where a Joint position could not be formulated, dlvergen-
cles between the 0SD and 0JCS views would be clearly
identifled. Official communications regarding NSC matters,
originating either from the Chalrman's office or from the
ASD(ISA), would pass through the Secretary's office. 1In
addition, Mr. Lalird approached Dr. Kilssinger, asking that
all communications from the Whilite House for the Department
of Defense come through the Secretary of Defense. Dr.
Kissinger agreed with that procedure on the understanding
that it did not affect the direct access between the
President and the Joint Chiefs of Staff or the statutory
role of the Joint Chlefs of Staff as the principal milltary
advisers to the President and the National Securlty
Council.l5

A Vietnam Review

On the day following his assumption of the presidency,
Richard Nlxon ordered a sweeplng review by the concerned
government departments and agencles of every facet of the
Vietnam situatlon. He addressed a seriles of searching
questions; relayed by Dr. Kilssinger in NSSM 1, to the
Secretaries of State and Defense, the Director of Central
Intelligence, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the US Ambassador
in Saigon, and COMUSMACV. President Nixon sought not
merely answers, but any differing views, together with the

15, (U) Memo, ASD(ISA) and CJCS to SecDef, "DOD Partici-
pation in National Security Council Affairs," 23 Jan 69,
Att to JCS 2488/7, 25 Jan 69; (@<GP 4) Memo, SecDef to
CJCS et al., same subj, 25 Jan 69, Att to 1ist N/H of
JCS 2488/7, 28 Jan 69; (8<GP 4) Memo, SecDef to CJCS and
ASD(ISA), "National Security Council,” 22 Jan 69, Att to
JCs 2488/6, 23 Jan 69; (8) Memo, SecDef to Dr. Kissinger,
same subj, 22 Jan 69; (U) Memo, Dr. Kissinger to SecDef,
same subj, 25 Jan 69, Att to JCS 2488/6-1, 30 Jan 69;

JMF 001 (20 Jan 69) NSC. '
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reasons for the disagreements. From this analysis and
information, he wanted to develop a consensus to serve as
the basls for policy declsions concerning Vietnam.

The President's questions fell into six categories:
the environment of negotiations, the enemy forces, the
Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF), pacification,
the political situation in South Vietnam, and US military
operations. With respect to the first category, the
questlions included the following: Why had the North
Vietnamese agreed to come to Paris? Was Hanoi under active
pressure from Peking and Moscow regarding the negotiations?
Were there ldentifiable factions within the Hanol govern-
ment? In this same group was a gquery, prompted by a recent
National Intelligence Estlimate, concerning the lmpact of
various outcomes in Vietnam on the entire Southeast Asia
situation.

The Presldent's questions about the enemy covered such
diverse matters as: why North Vietnamese Army (NVA) units
had quit the RVN in the previous summer and fall; why the
Viet Cong (VC) forces had become relatively dormant;
whether attrition would outstrip the enemy's replenishment
ability; and to what extent the action of frlendly forces
controlled the enemy's rate of attrition. In additlon, he
asked i1f the enemy could launch a large-scale offenslve
within the next slx months. The President alsoc desired
information on the main channel of enemy military supply.

Regarding the RVNAF, the President wanted both opinions
and evidence from all partlies on the extent of improvement.
He requested comments on RVNAF dilscipline and desertion
rates, and a Judgment of the abllity of the RVNAF to cope
wlth the VC, with or without US support, if the NVA were
wilthdrawn. He also asked to what extent the RVNAF could
hold 1ts own agalnst the NVA, assuming various levels of
US support. He sought views on further necessary changes
in the RVNAF and how they might be brought about.

The pacilfication program was the subject of a number of
questlons, both broad and specifle. The Preslident wanted
an appraisal of the security situation and of the balance
of influence between the VC and the NLF at key perlods
since 1961. Could more improvement be expected in the
countrysilde in the next two years than in the past? The
President asked how the US and RVN forces could change
thelr practices 1n order to win, and what changes the enemy

TOP SECREM
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mlght conceivably adopt that would inadvertently play into
allied hands. Addressees were asked about the proportion
of the rural population under VC control, the verifiled
numbers of Communist "infrastructure" personnel killed or
arrested 1n the past year, and the disruptive effects on
the Communist apparatus of such actilons.

- The political questions were intended to illuminate the
attitudes of the various factions in the RVN and the
pattern of existing political allignments, all agalnst the
background of US influence and interests in Vietnam. Par-
ticularly, President Nixon wanted to know how US influence
could be used to attain a strong noncommunist politlical
orientation within South Vietnam after a "compromise
settlement of hostilities.™

On the subject of US military operations, the Presldent
Inquired about changes 1n force deployments and tactilcs
during the past year and what had been the impact of the
changes. This question was followed by another that
revealed the direction of the President's thinking: "In
what different ways (including innovations in organi-
zation) might US force levels be reduced to various levels,
while minimizing the impact on combat capablility?" Other
questions called for evaluatlons of ARC LIGHT, RgLLING
THUNDER, and the interdictlon campaign in Laos

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, COMUSMACV, CINCPAC, and the
Office of the Secretary of Defense all prepared separate
responses to the President's questions. The Joint Chlefs
of Staff forwarded their reply, incorporating the answers
of CINCPAC and COMUSMACV, to the Secretary of Defense on
i February. The Secretary submitted all the views of

Defense Department origin to the White House on 10 February.
The responses of the Central Intelligence Agency and of the

Department of State, including the US Embassy in Saigon,
reached the President during the same period.l

16. B-GP 3) NSSM 1, 21 Jan 69, Att to JCS 2472/413.
22 Jan 69, JMF 911/399 (21 Jan 69) sec 1.

17. CSj Msgs, COMUSMACV 1285 to DJS, 29 Jan 69;
CINCPAC to DJS, 310512Z Jan 69; OCJCS File 091 Vietnam,
Jan 69. Lm&-GP 4) JCSM-58-69 to SecDef, 4 Feb 69, App to
JCS 2472/413-2, 1 Feb 69, same fille, sec 2. (PS-GP 3)
Memo, SecDef to Pres, "NSSM No. 1; Situsation in Vietnam,"
10 Feb 69, Att to JCS 2472/413-4, 11 Feb 69; (&-GP 1)
Memo, SpecAsst for Vietnamese Affairs, CIA to CJCS, "The
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The NSC staff prepared an analytical summary of the
replies and circulated it to the original addressees for
«comment. After refinement and correction at a meeting of
the NSC Review Group, a revised version of the summary
was disseminated by Dr. Kissinger on 22 March, with a view
to NSC consideration later in the month.18 -

Dr. Kissinger's summary 1lndicated agreement in a number
of areas. It was the general consensus that the RVN and
allied position had recently beer strengthened; that the
Republic of Vietnam had improved i1ts political position
in certaln respects, though 1t remained weakest--and the
VC/NLF strongest--in the rural areas; and that Hanoi was
attempting to chart a course basically independent of
Moscow and Peking. Further, all the participants con- _
ceded the following: the RVNAF could not then, or in the
foreseeable future, stand alone against the VC and slzable
North Vietnamese forces; although the enemy had suffered
some reverses, he had not abandoned his primary objectives
and still had sufficient strength to pursue hls goals; the
enemy "basically" controlled the casualty rates for both
sides and could still launch major offensives; and the
enemy was participating in the Paris talks for a number of
reasons, including a desire to pursue his objectives at
lower cost, but was not there primarlly out of weakness.

More prominent than the areas of agreement were the sub-
stantial differences of oplnion among the participating
departments and agencies. In these differences, the
respondents generally divided into two main schools of
thought. The first usually included COMUSMACV, CINCPAC,
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the US Embassy in Sailgon.

CIA's Response to National Security Study Memorandum 1,"
10 Feb 69, Att to JCS 2472/413-2, 11 Feb 69; same file,
sec 3. (B-GP 1) Memo, SecState to Pres, "National Security
Study Memorandum Number 1," 18 Feb 69, Att to JCS 2472/413-5,
18 Feb 69, same file, sec 4.

18, (P8=GP 3) Memo, Dr. Kissinger to Members of NSC
Review Gp, "NSSM 1 - Vietnam Questions,"™ 14 Mar 69, Att
to JCS 2472/413-6, 17 Mar 69; (25-GP 1) TP for ASD(ISA)
and Dir, J-5, for NSC Review Gp Mtg, 20 Mar, "NSSM 1 -
Vietnam Questions," 20 Mar 69, Att to JCS 2472/413-7,
21 Mar 69; (#£S~GP 3) Memo, NSC staff to Vice Pres et al.,
22 Mar 69, Att to JCS 2472/413-8, 24 Mar 69; JMF 911/399
(21 Jan 69) sec 5.
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This group took a hopeful view of both current and future
prospects. The second group was "decidedly more skeptical
about the present and pessimistic about the future" and
comprised the OSD, the CIA, and--to a lesser extent--the
Department of State.

The optimlstic school saw the enemy's presence at the
Paris negotiatlions and his lessening of military activity
as the result of allied pressures. The opposing faction
attributed these developments to political motives of the
enemy. Disagreements over the quality of the RVNAF and
their ability eventually to assume the defense of the
country were particularly acute. The military (COMUSMACV,
CINCPAC, and the Joint Chlefs of Staff) gave great weight
to the statlistical evidence of RVNAF improvement, while
the OSD and CIA emphasized remaining obstacles and polnted
out that qualitative factors must also be considered in
evaluating the RVNAF.

On the question of possible US force reductions, the
COMUSMACV/JCS view was that any reduction 1n force levels
would cause proportional reductions in combat capabillity.
Officlals of 0SD, on the other hand, believed that US
forces could be reduced as the RVNAF expanded and improved.
Some, including the Joint Chlefs of Staff, assigned much
greater effectiveness to past and current bombing oper-
ations in Vietnam and Laos than did others. The
COMUSMACV/JCS view was that a vigorous interdiction
campalgn against land and sea supply routes could compel
North Vietnam to abandon the struggle; the "civilians”
(State, 0SD, and CIA) believed that the enemy would still
be able to maintain a flow of supplies. Advances in
pacification were hailed by the first school, but dis-
counted by the second as illusory and more the result of
a faulty evaluation system than of real progress. Some
respondents belleved there had been recent improvements in
the RVN political scene, but others focused on the weak-
nesses that the Republilic of Vietnam must overcome if it
was to survive.l9 '

19. (P5=GPF 3) Memo, Dr. Kissinger to Members of NSC
Review Gp, "NSSM 1 - Vietnam Questions,"™ 14 Mar 69, Att to
JCS 2472/413-6, 17 Mar 69; (B85-GP 3) NSC Staff Memo to
SecState et al., 22 Mar 72, Att to JCS 2472/413-8, 24 Mar
69; JMF 911/399 (21 Jan 69) sec 5.
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The Secretary of Defense Visits Vietnam

. In early March, while the above responses were still
being refined, Presldent Nixon dispatched Secretary of
Defense Laird to Vietnam. As the first high-level member
of the new Adminlstration to view the situation there,
Secretary Laird thought of his visit as "the beginning of

a concerted and dedicated attempt . . . to come to grips
with the complexities and practicalities of the Southeast
Asian conflict." He described the purpose as to "determilne
how we could achleve our objectives in Southeast Asis,
consistent with our wvital national interests." In attempt-
ing to make such a determination,the Secretary used four
assumptions: (1) no breakthrough in Paris was likely 1in
the near future; (2) the United States would not "escalate"
its purpose beyond the limited objective of allowing the
South Vietnamese people to determine their own future; (3)
such self-determination requlred a capability for sustained
self-defense and self-rellance; (4) North Vietnam would

not voluntarily abandon its aim of political control of the
south.

Accompanied by General Wheeler, Secretary Lalird visited
South Vietnam for five days beginning 5 March 1969. There
he talked with US Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker and General
Creighton W. Abrams, COMUSMACV, and traveled to I, II, and
IV CTZ areas. He also met with RVN leaders, including
President Nguyen Van Thleu, Vice Presldent Nguyen Cao Ky,
and Prime Minlster Tran Van Huong.

The importance of the visit lay less in the briefings
Secretary Laird received 1n Vietnam than in the clear
message he carried from the new Administration to the US
military leaders and RVN officlals. The Amerlcan people
expected the new Administration to bring the war to a
satisfactory conclusion, Mr. Laird told the US military
commanders, and a satisfactory conclusion to most Americans
meant eventual disengagement of US troops from combat. He
informed his hearers that it was their task to find the
means to shift the combat burden "promptly, and methodi-
cally," to the South Vietnamese.20

20. Memo, SecDef to Pres, "Trip to Vietnam and
CINCPAC, March 5-12 1969," 13 Mar 69, 0OCJCS File 337
SecDef/CJCS to SEA, Mar ©69.
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In a similar velin, Secretary Laird pointed out to
President Thieu that the previous Administration had run
ocut of public support on Vietnam. The new one had a
breathing spell in which to seek a solution, but this was
of strictly limited duration--roughly six months to a
year., Mr. Laird told President Thleu that the most immedi-
ate problems were the improvement of the RVNAF and the
assumption by South Vietnam of a greater share of responsi-
bility for the fighting.

"The Secretary reminded President Thieu that over the
years, successlve administraticns had made one optimlstic
report on Vietnam after another to the Congress and people
of the United States. The Nixon Administration, he said,
hoped to avold that pitfall. It did not want to give the
impression of success elther on the battlefleld or at the
negotiating table when there was none. Secretary Laird
remarked that the Communists had succeeded in convincing
many people that they were the ones who wanted peace. He
asked both President Thieu and Vice Presldent Ky what
could be done about this matter, but nelther had a ready
answer,21l

Returning home after stopping off to visit CINCPAC,
Secretary Laird assured President Nixon that all the
clvilian and military leaders with whom he had conferred--
US as well as South Vietnamese--agreed that the allies in
South Vietnam had and could maintain enough military
strength to keep the enemy from military vietory. But
because of operational restrictions, none of these leaders
saw a military victory for US and allied forces "within
the foreseeable future."

The Secretary described for the President the current
military situation in Vietnam. He commended the US fight-
ing men in Southeast Asia and stated that the course of
tne war in all four CTZs seemed favorable to the alliles
although consolidation of political control by the
Republic of Vietnam was proceeding slowly. He reported
increased enemy use of border sanctuaries and suggested

21. (B-GP 3) Memo of Conv, Pres Thieu, SecDef, et al.,
8 Mar 69, Att to JCS 2472/463, 8 Apr 69; (B8<GP 3) Memo
of Conv, Prime Minister, SecDef, et al., 8 Mar 66, Att
to JCS 2472/462, 8 Apr 69; JMF 911/975 (CY 69).
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modification of exlisting rules of engagement to permit
more effective action agalnst that growing threat.

Secretary Laird brought to the President's attentlion
the matter of Termination Day (T-Day) planning. This plan-
ning, begun in 1967, provided for the rapid removal of US
personnel and the turnover of military equipment to the
South Vietnamese in the event of a political settlement
and a termination of hostilitlies. Secretary Laird noted
that the US delegation in Paris continued to refer to the
terms of the 1966 Manila Communique, which the United
States had often cited during 1967 and 1968 with regard to
peace efforts in Vietnam. Under the Communique, allied
forces would begin withdrawal concurrently with the with-
drawal of NVN troops; total US and allied withdrawal would
be completed not later than slix months after the removal
of all NVN forces and the cessation of all infiltration.
The Secretary had serious questions about the terms of the
Manlila Communigue, belleving that the initiation of the
Parls negotlatlions had rendered them obsolete. The Paris
talks might produce a withdrawal formula either more
gradual or more preclpitate than that contemplated at
Manila. In any event, he sald, the United States must
insure that the entlre Defense establishment understood
the need to refine the concept of T-Day planning and
develop a detalled program for withdrawal of US troops and
transfer of US equipment as hostilities diminished and
finally terminated.

The Secretary of Defense reported that the RVNAF modern-
1zatlon program had brought the South Vietnamese forces to
a total strength of more than a million men. He had found,
however, no indicatlion that the current rate of improve-
ment would ever make possible a significant reductlon in
the US military contribution in South Vietnam. The present
program, he observed, was designed only to bulld a RVN
force to cope with the VC insurgency. The US military
authoritles believed that no possible modernization pro-
gram would enable the RVNAF to cope alone with a threat
comparable to the present level of aggression. But Mr.
Lajird could not accept the proposlition that substantial
numbers ¢f US forces would have to remain to contain the
NVN threat, if a political settlement proved unobtalnable.
Nelther dld he accept the MACV staff premlse that no US
personnel reduction would be possible in the absence of
total withdrawal of North Vietnamese troops. "The
emphasis can and must be shifted," he recommended, "to
measures through which South Vietnam can achleve a
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self-defense capabillty that willl strengthen our Jjoint hand

in Paris and prevent ultimate military defeat if political
settlement proves lmpossible.’

Secretary Laird concluded his report with a recommen-
dation for withdrawal of some US troops from Vietnam in 1969.
The qualitative and quantitative improvement of the RVNAF to
date, although less than desired, should permlt the redeploy-
ment of between 50,000 and 70,000 US troops from Southeast
Asla during the remainder of the year. He was convinced that
this redeployment would in no way Jeopardize the security of
~the remaining US and allled forces. Further, hhe held that
.8uch a reduction was essential in order to enhance the sup-
port of vital US interests worldwide, to stimulate 1ncreased
self-reliance on the part of the Republlic of Vietnam, and to
sustain the US publie support for continued operations in
Vietnam. Plans to accomplish thls redeployment should be
Initiated at once. They should provide for continued sub-
stantial replacement of US with South Vietnamese forces in
the following years.22

The NSC Meeting of 28 March

After considering Secretary Lalrd's report and the
revised summary of answers to his questions on Vietnam,
the President assembled the National Security Councill on
28 March 1969 to review Vietnam policy. The participants,
in addition to the statutory members, were General Wheeler,
Richard Helms, the Director of Central Intelligence,
Philip Habib of the US delegation to the Parils talks, and
Ambassador Bunker and General Goodpaster from Salgon. The
agenda for the meeting included two papers dealing with
negotlations, prepared by the NSC Vietnam Ad Hoc Group,
and the revised summary of responses to the President's
questlions on Vietnam,

The first Ad Hoc Group paper offered a general strategy
for the negotlations. The overall objective of this
strategy was to provide the South Vietnamese people the
opportunity to determine their own future free of outslde
interference. As the fundamental, lmmediate objective,
the strategy called for some form of agreement on mutual
withdrawal. The paper 2lso included a number of secondary

22. (B) Memo, SecDef to Pres, "Trip to Vietnam and
CINCPAC, March 5-12 1969," 13 Mar 69, OCJCS Flle 337
SecDef/CJCS to SEA, Mar 69.
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objectives, such as reunification of Vietnam, international
recognition of reunification, reglonal economic assistance
*for North Vietnam, and other matters that would not arise
until later in the -negotlations.

The second Ad Hoc Group paper dealt exclusively wlith
a mutual wlthdrawal. The objective should be the removal
of North Vietnamese military forces and "other elements"
from South Vlietnam,-Laos, and Cambodlia. Adequate lnspection
and verification machinery should be provided to make
certain that enemy forces did in fact withdraw and that
they returned to their own country. The Ad Hoc Group had
been unable to define the US forces to be included in a
mutual withdrawal, and the paper for the NSC meeting pre-
sented two alternatives. The first provided for the with-,
drawal of all US and allied combat and "combat related"
forces, but with retention of US military advisory and
logistic personnel. The second would maintain in South
Vietnam, "at least for a period of tige," selected combat
and "directly-related combat" forces.<3

At the 28 March meeting the President accepted the
negotlations strategy and withdrawal papers as providing
the general outline for a diplomatic settlement. The
United States should make 1t clear, President Nixon saild,
that 1t would wlthdraw all forces from Vietnam i1f North
Vietnam accepted a mutual withdrawal and gave guarantees
of inspection and verification. With regard to the ques-
tion of the timing of a mutual withdrawal, the President
considered that an extended period might be required. The
Ad Hoc Group paper had indicated that the United States
should not 1lnvoke the Manila Communique either in public
or private, but alsc should avold any repudiation of 1it.
The President now sald that the United States need not
commlit itself to wilithdraw within six months after all enemy
forces departed, as provided in the Manila formula. He

23. &) Memo, AsstSecState to Chm, NSC Review Gp,
"Revised Draft Paper on Over-all Negotiating Strategy and
a 'Game Plan'" and "Revised Draft Paper on Mutual With-
drawal," 21 Mar 69, Tabs A and B, to 985 TP for SecDef
and CJCS (NSC Mtg of 28 Mar 69), "Papers for Vietnam
Negotiations," n.d., JMF 077 (21 Jan 69) (NSC Review Gp
Mtg, 28 Mar 69).
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thought that some US combat forces, as well as a slzable
MAAG, would have to remain in Vietnam "a long time."

The participants of the meeting reallized that a
negotliated mutual withdrawal might not be immediately
attalnable, and the discussion turned to the possibllity
of the South Vietnamese assuming a larger combat role,
with a concurrent reductlon of US forces. Secretary of
State Rogers ralsed this subjJect when he asked, "Can we
turn over more of our functions to the GVN?" Ambassador
Bunker responded that the answer depended on the further
improvement of the RVNAF. The President then lnquired
how this "de-Americanization," as he termed it, would
affect the North Vietnamese. Some felt it would incline
them to hasten negotiatlons, but there was no consensus.

General Goodpaster observed that the RVNAF had indeed
improved--"qualitative capabillity has not dropped while
quantitative Improvements have become realities." He
thought the tilme had arrived when the United States could
realistically plan to withdraw some forces, though it
would not be appropriate to make the final decision until
mid-year. Eventhen, he cautloned, any decision should
depend on prevalllng circumstances and the latest assess-
ment of the RVNAF. Secretary Rogers stressed the need
for "some discernable progress" toward de-Americanization.
The Presldent agreed, stating that it must occur 1in "a
deliberate way from a position of strength, not weakness."
He thought that replacement of US forces with South
Vietnamese troops should begin within six toc elght months.
In the course of the discussion, Secretary Lalrd suggested
the term "Vietnamization" to replace the more awkward
"de-Americanization." This suggestion received de facﬁo
acceptance and the term soon passed into general use.2*

Four days later, on 1l April 1969, the decisions reached
by the President were published in NSDM 9. He approved the
negotiations strategy and mutual withdrawal papers, thereby

2F. (&) TP for SecDef and CJCS (NSC Mtg of 28 Mar 69),
"Papers for Vietnam Negotiations," n.d.; {28} TP for
SecDef and CJCS (NSC Mtg, 28 Mar 69), "Revised Summary of
Responses to NSSM 1: The Situation in Vietnam," n.d.;
long-hand notes on the back of pages of these TPs, taken
by CJCS in the 28 Mar 69 NSC Mtg; JMF 077 (21 Mar 69)
(NSC Review Group Mtg, 28 Mar 69).
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adopting a set of diplomatic objectives, together with a
course of actlon to obtain them.25 He directed that, in
the absence of a mutually agreed withdrawal, the United
States would take no action to lower the tempo of the
fighting. Nor would the United States initiate any pro-
posal along this line in the Paris negotiatlons. If
North Vietnam suggested some form of limitation on the
hostilitles, the United States would consider it, the
President instructed, only in the context of mutual troop
reduction. With regard to the definition of US forces
for withdrawal, the President decided that "all combat
forces" could be withdrawn from South Vietnam 1f North
Vietnam met specific conditions for removal of its forces
from South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodla and gave guarantees
on verification and maintenance of the agreement. As to
the timing of a mutual withdrawal, he stated that there
would be no public repudiation of the Manila formula. In
practice the United States could control the timing of the
completion of its withdrawal, based on its own determina-
tion of whether or not Hanoi had fully met the conditions
of the agreement. The key point, the President stressed,
was not the timetable but the securing of North Vietnam's
compliance with the withdrawal conditlons.

In furtherance of the decisions stemming from the 28
March NSC meeting, the President directed preparation of
a number of papers on various aspects of negotliations and
the terms of a settlement in Vietnam. He wanted a study
of phased withdrawal under conditions of elther mutual
withdrawal or a unilateral US withdrawal wlith RVNAF troops
assuming the combat role. In addition, he asked for
study of the means of verifying a2 mutual withdrawal and
for a detalled analysis of a politlcal settlement for
South Vietnam, accompanled by a separate paper on inter-
national guarantees for such a settlement. In light of
the consensus at the NSC meeting that 1t was appropriate
to begin planning the substitution of South Vietnamese
for US forces without awalting other developments, the
President also ordered the preparatiog of a "specific plan
timetable for Vietnamizing the war."?

25. For the development of the US negotlating posltilon,
see Ch, 12. ’

26. ($B8-GP 1) NSDM 9, 1 Apr 69, Att to JCS 2472/459,
2 Apr 69, JMF 911/305 (1 Apr 69) sec 1.
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The 28 March NSC meeting and the subsequent president-
1al decislons marked the first step in the development of
the Nixon Administration's Vietnam policy. In continulng
to seek a negotiated mutual withdrawal, and 1n rejecting
any reduction in.the level of fighting except as a part
of a mutual withdrawal, President Nixon in effect
reaffirmed the basic policy of the Johnson Administration.
But the decisions of 1 April 1969 went beyond the Johnson
policy in one lmportant respect. President Nixon had
determined that the time was right to beglin reducing the
US involvement in Vietnam, regardless of the progress in
negotiations. This would be done by shifting the combat
. role to the South Vlietnamese forces and progressively
withdrawlng US forces--"Vietnamization," as Secretary
Laird had labeled 1t. The President did not actually
begin the process in April, nor did he fix the extent or
schedule for it, but he did inltiate specific planning
for Vietnamization, indicating that it should begin within
8lx to eight months. Now, for the first time since 1ts
involvement in the Vietnam war, the United States was
moving toward a reduction of its effort. Thils reduction,
the President apparently hoped, would dampen domestic
opposition to the war and allow hls Adminlistration more
time to find a diplomatic sclution.

21



e BOTEE
Chapter 2

MILITARY STRATEGY AND TACTICS
JANUARY-MARCH 1969

Presldent Nixon assumed office at a time when the US
military forces in Vietnam were at theilr peak of strength
and effectiveness. Following the repulse of the 1968 Tet
offensive, allled troops had regained the initiative and
had held 1t ever since. The enemy had been unable or

. unwilling to mount another massive attack. Thls favorable

military situation afforded the new Presldent a breathing
spell for his re-examination of Vietnam policy, as described
in the preceding chapter. Nevertheless the danger of a new
flareup of enemy effort was ever present and was very much
in the minds of President Nixon and his advisers. They were
compelled to follow the tactical situation 1n Vietnam as
closely and carefully as had President Johnson.

Friendly Forces

United States forces in Vlietnam at the beginning of 1969
totaled 536,040, The bulk of this total conslsted of ground
combat troops, ilncluding nine divisions (seven Army and two
Marine) plus four Army brigades and various other units. All
US forces, of whatever Service, were under the operational
control of General Creighton W. Abrams, USA, who held three
titles: Commander, US Military Asslistance Command, Vietnam
(COMUSMACV); Commanding General, US Army Vietnam; and Senior
Adviser to the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF).

Other Free World Military Assistance Forces (FWMAF), or
Third Country Forces as they were also called, served under
General Abrams' operational control. They consisted of 7,661
Australians, 516 New Zealanders, and 6,005 Thai troops. The
Republlc of Korea had almost 50,000 troops in South Vietnam

1, For a tabulation of allied strength figures and a list
of major US ground combat units in Vietnam at the beginnlng
of 1969, see Tables I, II, and IV following this chapter.
Slightly different strength figures for the end of 1968, taken
from other sources, are given 1n The Joint Chilefs of Staff and
the War in Vietnam, 1960-1968, Part Til, Charts D, E, and F.
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but had not placed them under COMUSMACV. Thelr relation-
ship to the US forces was one of coordination and co-
operation. Also serving 1n Vietnam, but classed as non-
combatants, were a Philippine civic action group, a small oo
military advisory group from the Repulbic of China (Taiwan), 2

and a Spanish medical mission. e

The RVNAF, including both the Regional Forces (RF) and
Popular Forces (PF), had attained a strength of 819,209 &sw=
1969 began. South Vietnamese paramilitary forces included
the National Police (NP) with 80,000, the Rural Development
(RD) cadre of 146,750, and_the Civilian Irregular Defense’:
Group (CIDG) with 43, 000.2 (For detailed strength figures,
see Table I following this chapter.)

The US command organization in the field was based on a-
geographic division of the country into four corps tactical
zones (CTZs).
General, III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF). The I and-II.
Field Force Commanders controlled US troops in the II -and I I o
CTZs,  respectively. Each of these three commanders acted: asqt L
senior adviser to the GVN commander in his zone. In IV, CTZ, '
the US commander bore only the title of "Serlor Adviser, L
since the number of US troops was too small to Justify a -
"field force" designation. Two of the Service component. - ‘.
commanders of MACV--the Commanding General, Seventh Air Force, .
and the Commander, US Naval Forces Viegnam——similarly acted” - -
as advisers to their GVN counterparts. (See Table III P
following this chapter for identification of these officers )

e

Allied Strategy and Deployment

The allied strategy developed for 1969 provided for a "one-LM
war" concept with all allied elements—-RVNAF, US, and FWMAF-- .~
Jolining in a round-the-clock attack against the enemy. Combat;
operations, pacificastion, and RVNAF improvement received ;*’-oy
equal priority. This politico-military strategy was embodied .

in a Combined Campaign Plan, developed jointly by COMUSMAC\{ |

2. (@3=GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. IV-8, IV—28
VI-2. (S) Briefing Notes for GEN McConnell, "vietnam Situation,
14 Jan 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Jan 69. :

3.{28<GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. IV-1 --IV—S
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and the RVNAF Joint General Staff (JGS) and approved by
the other FWMA commanders. Under it, the RVNAF and the
FWMAF were gilven the mission of defeating the NVA/VC
forces and assisting the Republic of Vietnam to extend
control throughout South Vietnam. To combat the enemy,
the Plan called for sustalned, combined ground, air, and
naval operations agalnst VC/NVA forces, base areas, and
lines of communication. For the extension of RVN control,
the Plan envisioned the securing of towns, clftles, and
military bases, along with measures to prevent infiltration,
"eclear and hold" military operations, and support of
pacification.

The Combined Campalign Plan made no functional separation
of responslibilities between the RVNAF and the FWMAF. The -
RVNAF, in preparation for the time when 1t would assume-
the entlre responsibility for the flghting, was expected to
participate as fully as possible in all types of operations.
The Plan specifled the employment of the RVNAF and FWMAF
in the following interdependent roles: (1) offensive
operations agalnst enemy forces and base areas in South Viet-
nam; (2) surveillance and reaction operations along the DMZ
and the Laotian and Cambodian borders and in coastal waters;
(3) protection of towns, provincial capitals, and cities;

(4) territorial security operations. Air forces would conduct
close air support and interdiction operatlons, carry out
aerlal reconnaissance of operational areas and infiltratlon
routes, and ldentify enemy troop concentrations. Naval

forces would continue to patrol coastal and inland waterways.

Territorial security was a majJor aspect of the allled
strategy. The Combined Campaign Plan called for the regular
RVNAF troops and the FWMAF to expand security around the
cities and towns. Once areas were secured, the South Viet-
namese territorial forces, the RF and PF, would malntaln the
areas. The PF would provide "local security" for hamlets
and villages; the RF would maintain "territorial security™
and defend lines of communications, political and economic
centers, and governmental installations. This arrangement,
it was planned, would relieve regular units of the Army of
the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) of these security missions.
Other RVN internal security forces would perform regular
police functions, attack the enemy's polltlcal organizations
and the Viet Cong infrastructure (VCI), and take preventilve
measures agalnst sabotage, terrorism, and banditry.

i O T
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The overall mission assigned allled forces was to destroy
the enemy, but emphasis varied from one zone to another in
accord with local conditions. Forces in I CTZ would oper-
ate against enemy troops comlng across the DMZ and the
Laotian border. In addition, they would protect Hue and
Da Nang and the main lines of communication--Routes 1 and 9.
In II CTZ, attention was to be placed on destruction of
enemy forces in the highlands and protection of the popu-
lated coastal lowlands. The primary efforts in III CTZ
would be to counter infiltration from Cambodla and to pro-
tect and extend the security area around Salgon and Gia
Dinh. Destruction of enemy bases and the clearance and
defense of land and water LOCs were the primary tasks in IV
CTZ.  Allled forces were deployed in accordance with this )
scheme, with priorities being given in the following order:
first, the area around Salgon--the western portion of III
CTZ and the northern part of IV CTZ as far south as the
mouth of the Mekong Delta; second, I CTZ from the DMZ to
Quang Ngal; third, the highlands area of 1II CTZ, to be held
by minimum forces, backed by ARVN and ROK units. The
deployment of al%ied maneuver battalions is shown in the
following table: :

us FW/ARVN Total
I CTZ 46 4o 86
II CTZ 17 L8 | 65
III CTZ 41 64 105
IV CTZ 1 42 49
Total | 111 194 305

(For a listing of the major US units in South Vietnam at the
beginning of 1969, see Table IV following thils chapter.)

4, (&) RVNAF/FWMAF 1969 Combined Campaign Plan, 30 Sep 68,
JMF 911/350 (30 Sep 68) sec 1A. (T8-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command
History, 1969, pp. II-5 - II-22. *(28) MACV Fact Book-
Supplemental Data (Item ID), n.d., JMF 911/075 (14 Mar 69)
sec 1B. (@GP 1) NMCC OPSUM, 1-69, 2 Jan 69.
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The protection of majJor population centers was an
integral part of the allied strategy for 1969. Particular
significance was attached to Saigon, Hue, and Da Nang.

Not only were these cltles thickly populated, but they had
great psychological importance. This fact had been under-
scored by the worldwide impact of the 1968 enemy Tet
offensive.

Protectlion of Salgon was the responsibllity of the Capital
Military District, a Jolnt US/RVNAF headquarters. Under its
command were 19 battalions (6 US and 13 RVNAF), disposed in
three concentric rings about the c¢ity. Their mission was to
search out enemy forces approaching Saigon and engage them
as far from the clty as possible. Particular attention was
given to the corridors northwest of the city that ran to the
main VC/NVA concentratlons along the Cambodian border.

The inner and outer defense rings had 24-hour aerial
surveillance; armed helicopters, together with AC-47 and
AC-119 gunships using airborne forward alr controllers,
provided close alr support. In addition, eight 60-foot
towers provided "flash-ranging" for counterartillery fire,
and night patrols roved the area to ambush enemy units.
Within the city, COMUSMACV and the RVNAF conducted training
in street fighting. Similar preparations, on a smaller
scale, had been made for Hue and Da Nangd

The Enemy

Enemy forces in South Vietnam consisted of NVA troops,
VC regulars and guerrillas, and the so-called "administrative
services." At the beginning of 1969, the strengths of these
forces were estimated as follows:

NVA 121,000
vC 37,000
Guerrillsas 59,000
Admin Services 42,000
Total 259,000

&Y cM-3896-69 to SeeDef, 29 Jan 69, 0CJCS File 091
Vietnam Jan 69.
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These figures included not only the enemy troops within -
the territorial boundarles of South Vietnam but also those (f

in the contiguous areas of Laos, Cambodia, the Demilitarize
Zone (DMZ), and in North Vietnam immediately above the DMZ.

Among the major NVA unlts above the DMZ were the 304th
and 320th Divisions and the 88th, 90th, and 102d Regiments.
The Joint Staff put the enemy maneuver battalion strength in
South Vietnam in mid-January at:7

NVA ve Total
I CTZ 51 22 73
II CTZ 30 17 Y7
III CTZ 34 43 77
IV CTZ .33 33
Total 115 115 230

The Tet and post-Tet offensives of 1968 had inflicted
severe losses on the VC/NVA, and an aggresslve allied
counteroffensive had spoiled enemy plans for a third attack
in August and September 1968. As a result, the enemy had
withdrawn major forces to border area sanctuaries and remote -
base areas to reflt and retrain. Simultaneously, he had
- -undertaken an examination of plans and tactilices for future
operations. This evaluation resulted in a shift from a

""" strategy of immediate all-out military victory to a longer

term political one. The enemy would stlll mount large unit

6. Estimates of enemy strength in South Vietnam at the
beginning of 1969 showed the usual variations. ‘A Joint Staff
estimate in mid-January 1969 gave the enemy strength in South
‘Vietnam and the sanctuary areas along the borders at about
300,000. This included an estimated 30-40,000 NVA troops with-
drawn into North Vietnam, Cambodla, and Laos, of whom 18-20,000
were still consldered a threat to South Vietnam. (&) Briefing
Notes for GEN McConnell, "Vietnam Situation," 14 Jan 69,

OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Jan 69.

7. (P5=GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1968, vol I, p. 89.
(8} Briefing Notes for GEN MeConnell, "Vietnam Situation,” o
14 Jan 69, 0CJCS Flle 091 Vietnam, Jan 69, G' 3
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attacks when opportunities presented themselves, but he
would rely primarily on small unit actions, particularly
sapper attacks, and extensive use of guerrillas. The new
strategy provided for contlnued infliction of US casualtles,
which North Vietnam believed the US public would find
prohibitive, and for the defeat of the pacificatlon program.
All this would be accomplished, the enemy planned, whille
reducing losses and conserving military strength. This new
concept would be accomplished in two stages, the first
consisting of intensifled military and political activity

to create "favorable conditions" for a more widespread
offensive during the second. The revised strategy was issued
by the Central O0ffice of South Vietnam (COSVN) as Resolution
8 of October 1968, which served as the gasic directive for
the approaching winter-spring campaign. :

Although US officlals were unaware of the exlistence of
COSVN Resolution 8 at the beginning of 1969, they did sense
a change 1n enemy intentlons. A Joint Staff briefing for the
Acting Chairman, General John P. McConnell, on 14 January 1969
noted that allied operations 1in 1968 had forced the enemy to
wlthdraw significant numbers of troops into North Vietnamese,
Laotian, and Cambodian sanctuaries. It was expected that the
enemy would shift major emphasis from military to political
objectlves to secure domination of South Vietnam and would
combine politieal, psychological, and millitary actions to
attaln his goals both 1in South Vietnam and at the Parls talks.
The Joint Staff also warned of posslble attacks on cities in
South Vietnam to begin the wigter-spring offensive as part
of a fight-and-talk strategy.

A CIA review of the situation in Vietnam, circulated during
the latter part of January, reached simllar conclusions. The
CIA paper reported considerable debate in Hanoi over the
correct strategic line and 1ts proper tactical execution. The
cholce was between an "offensive strategy," looking once agailn
for dramatic military results, and the adoption of a more
flexible combination of political and military tactics. The
CIA believed that the latter had been chosen and forecast the
possiblility of stepped-up enemy military actions at any time,
including terrorist attacks on urban areas.l0

8. (23-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. III-116 -
I1TI-117, E-5. _

9. (&) Briefing Notes for GEN McConnell, "Vietnam Situation,™
14 Jan 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Jan 69.

10. CIA Report, "The Situation in Vietnam: Overview and
Outlook," 24 Jan 69, same file.
P A
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General Abrams had also observed the change in enemy
tactlcs and activities. In early January, he reported to
CINCPAC that the enemy was bulldling up logistic support
ndrth of the DMZI, in the Laotian Panhandle, and in the
border areas of Cambodla. He predlcted a strong enemy
attack on the paciflcation program. Several days later,
on 17 January, COMUSMACV reminded his subordinate com-
manders that the Paris peace talks were moving into a new
phase and warned that the enemy would stage attacks at
times calculated to influence the negotiations.ll

The:Nixon Administration Takes Over

On the day following hls inauguration, President Nixon 7
discussed the military situation in Vietnam with the Chalr- -
man of the Jolnt Chiefs of Staff. Expressling the view that
the US negotiating position would best be served by main-
taining maximum pressure on the enemy, the Presldent asked
i1f there were any additional ways of doing so (within the
current ground rules). General Wheeler replied that, as far
as he knew, the only possibllity would be through the con-
tinulng improvement of the RVNAF. At the direction of the
President, however, he referred the question to the two
responsible commanders, COMUSMACV and CINCPAC.12

Both commanders assured General Wheeler that everything
possible was being done within exlisting authorities to main-
tain the maximum pressure on the enemy. They reminded him
- .0f thelr previous recommendations for authority to operate
_in the DMZ13 and the border areas of Cambodla. Consequently,

11. (P8-GP 1) Msgs, COMUSMACV 509 to CINCPAC, 12 Jan 69;
(ZZGP U4) COMUSMACV 760 to CDR Tth AF et al., 17 Jan 69;
0CJCS Flle 091 Vietnam, Jan 69.

12. (P%) Msg, CJCS 0885 to CINCPAC and COMUSMACV, 22 Jan
69, same file.

" 13. Authority for US forces to operate in the DMZ between
North and South Vietnam had been severely limited at the time
of the 1 November 1968 bombing halt over North Vietnam. At
that tlime, the Unilted States had discontinued all offensive
operations in the Zone wilth certain exceptlions: COMUSMACV
could send small, squad-sized patrols into the DMZ south of
the Provisional Military Demarcation Line (PMDL); he could
react if enemy forces attacked across the DMZ; he could attack
ldentified enemy forces or installations in the DMZ below the
FMDL with either artillery or tactical air; and he could
respond to enemy fire from withln the DMZ with elther gunfire
or alr attack. But US ground forces could not enter the DMZ

e
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on 29 January 1969, General Wheeler recommended to the
Secretary of Defense that he seek presidential approval for
expanded authorities in both the DMZ and Cambodian border
areas. Included were: (1) conduct of ground operations in
the DMZ south of-the Provisional Military Demarcation Line
(PMDL) as required to counter enemy activity; (2) employment
of artillery, air, and naval gunfire in the DMZ, both north
and south of the PMDL to counter enemy forces attacking
through or from the DMZ; (3) pursult of VC/NVA forces in
contact into Cambodia to a depth of 5 kilometers by ground
forces and 10 kilometers by air; (4) employment in Cambodia
of long-range reconnaissance patrols consisting entirely of

-~ US personnel organic to US fileld forces; (5) use of artillery

and alr strikes on an on-call basis against observed enemy
targets and forces in Cambodia to a depth oE 10 kilometers
south and 20 kilometers north of Route 13.1

The President did not authorize operations in the DMZ
or the Cambodian border area. Rather, he st1ill hoped to
increase pressure on enemy forces within South Vietnam.
On 1 February, Dr. Kissinger relayed the President's wishes
to General Wheeler. Following further discussions, during
which the President's intentlons were clarified, General
Wheeler on 2 February transmitted the following questlions
to COMUSMACV: Had the enemy stepped up his efforts since
1 January, or since 20 January? If so, what actions could
be taken by the allied forces to counteract those efforts?
With regard to the latter question, the President wanted to
know: "Do we have a capability in-country or elsewhere to
counteract with guerrilla attacks against North Vietnam? .
What assets could be used? Against what targets?" General
Wheeler told COMUSMACV thzt he had already partially
answered the last query by informing the President that the
allies had no assets in North Vietnam. He suggested that
General Abrams' reply consider the use_of partisan groups
smuggled into the north by sea or air.15

without authorization from the "highest authority." See
The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam, 1960-1968,
Pp. 52-34 - 52-36.

14. (8=GP 3) Msgs, COMUSMACV 1102 to CJCS and CINCPAC,
24 Jan 69; (TS) Actg CINCPAC to CJCS 2622437 Jan 69; (B&)
CM-3295-69 to SecDef, 29 Jan 69; OCJCS File 091 Vietnam,
Jan 69.

15. (B8Y Memo, COL D.P. McAuliffe, OCJCS to Actg CJCS,
GEN McConnell, n.d.; QQS'GP 1) Msg, CJCS 1414 to COWUSMACV
2 Feb 69, same file.
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Both COMUSMACV and CINCPAC responded to the Presldent's
queries, and the Acting Chalrman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, General John P. McConnell, forwarded a summary of
their views to the President on 6 February. There had
been only a slight upward trend in enemy aggressiveness
in South Vietnam since 1 January, and no significant change
iIn the level of observed activity in North Vietnam. What
General McConnell polnted to particularly was a marked
upsurge in enemy actlons 1n Laos. Not only had the enemy
increased hils loglstlcal activity there, but he was also
taking steps to protect his lines of communication by
bringing in more antiaircraft artillery. Some 134
artillery positions had been added since the 1nitiatlon of
the bombing halt on 1 November.

Responding to the Presldent's questlon concerning actions
to counteract the enemy bulldup, General McConnell reiter- !
ated that there was no way of increasing pressure on the
enemy if operations were strictly limited to South Vietnam.
He mentioned General Wheeler's request of 29 January for
increased authorities for the DMZ and Cambodia. He added
that COMUSMACV was already attempting to counter the threat
in Laos wlth strikes agalnst specific road segments, using
variable tactics to prevent the enemy from concentrating
his road repailr crews and alr defense.

As for guerrilla attacks within North Vietnam, General
McConnell said that neither the Unlted States nor the
Republic of Vietnam had such a capability. These oper-
ations could only be conducted by an active resistance move-
ment in North Vietnam, the establsihment of which would
require a long time. Harassing actions could be taken, he
belleved, 1f authorization were granted, Patrol boats
could be used to strike NVN shipping or to mount cross-
beach raids against undefended lines of communicatlon.
Hellcopter-borne raiding parties of lndigenous forces
operating out of Laos could rald enemy lines of communi-
catlon and other targets and could mine highways or carry
out ambushes on them. Of these measures, however, both
COMUSMACV and CINCPAC felt that only the harassment of
shipping would be effective enough to justify the risks.16

16. (B5%) Msg, CINCPAC to CJCS, 041050Z Feb 69, 0CJCS
Flle 001 Vietnam, Feb 69. The MACV reply (MACV 1510,
3 Feb 69) has not been seen. (B8-GP 3) CM-3914-69 to
SecDef, 6 Feb 69, same file.
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Since early January Ilndlcations had been mounting that
the enemy was preparing to reintensify his military
activitles In South Vietnam. Photo reconnalssance and
sensor reports revealed an upsurge 1ln supply movements
through Laos. Captured enemy documents referred to a
forthcomlng winter-spring campaign, and US unlts selzed
large caches of recently hidden munitions and rice.

Agents, enemy prisoners, and ralliers all told of enemy
plans to attack Saigon and other clties 1n South Vietnam
durlng the approaching Tet season. A resumption of large-
scale Infiltration and the movement of main-force unilts

from peripheral areas toward known obJjectlves were Co-
detected. A CIA assessment of 24 January warned that
terrorist and sapper attacks on Salgon and other major
South Vlietnamese citles could come at any time.

~

The possibility that the enemy would shortly reintensify
the hostilitiles confronted President Nilxon and hils
advisers with difficult decislions. In choosing the US
response the President had to consider a number of factors,
Including the degree of dlssatlisfaction with US involvement
among the American people and thelr hopes for consistent
progress toward its termlnation. Should he order strong
counteractlions, accepting the llkelihood that thils .would
set off a new wave of protest in the United States, or
should he restrict the fighting by US forces to a defense
of thelr own securlty, at the risk of seelng the enemy
reverse the allled gains of the past several years? . Or
was there some intermediate course that would yleld a more
favorable overall result?

The choice of response to an enemy offensive would
depend in part on how 1t was judged to relate to the con-
ditions of the 1 November 1968 bombing halt. In late
October 1968, the United States had agreed to stop all
bombardment of North Vietnam; in return, North Vietnam in
a secref minute consented to begin serlous talks, with
South~Vietnamese representatives included in the negotiations.
At that time, the United States made clear to the leaders

17. (TS-GP 1) Msg, COMUSMACV 509 to CINCPAC, 12 Jan 69;
(&7 Briefing Notes for GEN McConnell, "Vietnam Situation,"
14 Jan 69; (B8=GP 2) Msg, COMUSMACV 766 to CJCS, 17 Jan 69;
(87 CIA Report, "The Situation in Vietnam: Overview and
OQutlook," 24 Jan 69; 0OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Jan 69.
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in Hanol that continuation of the bomblng cessation
depended on their respecting the DMZ and refraining from
attacks on the South Vietnamese cities. When President
Johnson announced the bombing halt on 31 October, he
revealed the substance of the US expectations but: did not
state them as specific conditlons. Later, the Unlted
States inslsted that these expectatlions were, in fact,
conditions and part of the understanding, but the North
Vietnamese denied this interpretation. Sould an attack on
the South Vietnamese citles occur, President Nixon would
have to decide whether or ngt to treat 1t as a violation

of the 1968 understanding.l

The Presldent and hls advisers took up these questions
at once, and consideration of various responses to enemy
initiatives contlnued for the next two months. As the
initial step of this consideration, Dr. Klissinger told the
Secretaries of State and Defense and the Director of Central
Intelligence on 25 Janury 1969 that the President wished
to see "as soon as possible" the US plans for reacting to
an assault on Saigon. BHe cited reports than enemy infil-
trators were assembling for igch an attack to be carried
out "in the next two weeks."

On the basis of recommendations from CINCPAC and COMUS-
MACV, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had already reached con-
clusions on the measures that should be executed in the
event of a step-up in enemy activity, including attack on
Salgon. After obtaining conflrmation that the views of the
two commanders were unchanged, General Wheeler on 28 Jan-
uary sent the Secretary of Defense a recommendation for
reprisals consisting of alr and naval bombardment of NVN
military, industrizl, and communicatlions installations
south of 19 degrees north latitude. The actions should be
conducted for a minimum of 48 hours, and perhaps longer if
necessary. Thelr effect, General Wheeler believed, would
be to demonstrate the seriousness with which the United
States viewed attacks on citles, besides impairing the
enemy's capability to support sustalned operations in South
Vietnam. He asked that these recommendations be forwarded

18. For a detailed account of the agreement on the 1968
bombing halt agreement, see The Joint Chiefs of Staff and
the War in Vietnam, 1960-1968, pp. 54~ — 54-15,

15. (B<GF 3) Memo, Dr. Kissinger to SecState et al.,

25 Jan 69, Encl to Att to JCS 2472/419, 29 Jan 69,
JMF 911/520 (25 Jan 69).
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to the President, accompanied by a suggestion that Mr.
Nixon might wish to discuss them with the Chalrman and the
Secretary of Defense. On the following day, General
Wheeler provided the Secretary with a detalled description
of the defensive arrangements for Saigon and other '
citles.20

General Wheeler's recommendatlions assumed enemy attacks
of congiderable intensity. In reply to an oral query from
Dr. Kissinger, General McConnell, as Acting Chalrman, sub-
mitted separate proposals applicable in case of "minor"
enemy assaults. They consisted of limited naval bombard-
ment and alr strikes against varlous ports and military
targets in the southern portion of North Vietnam.21l

After considering these responses, President Nixon on
13 February directed the preparation of an integrated
politico-military plan for Joint US-GVN response to attacks
of any scale. He also desired a plan for use in the event
of President Thleu's assassination. These plans were to be
prepared by the NSC Ad Hoc Group on Vietnam and submitted
to the NSC Review Group by 17 February.Z22

Both plans were completed on schedule. For an attack
on South Vietnam's citles, the Ad Hoc Group envisioned
four broad optlons: to ignore the attack completely; to
register diplomatlic protests while issulng a warning to the
enemy; to station US naval units off North Vietnam as a
stronger warning; and to retallate militarily. Twenty-
three retallatory actions were listed, of which 21 were
varlous forms of attack on North Vietnam, ranglng from
naval harassment to full resumption of air and naval oper-
atlons throughout the country. The other two were attacks
on enemy forces in the DMZ (north of the PMDL) or in

20. (@%) Msgs, CJCS 1087 to Actg CINCPAC, 26 Jan 69;
Actg CINCPAC to CJCS, 270537Z Jan 69; (PS-GP 1)
COMUSMACV 1208 to CJCS, 27 Jan 69; OCJCS File 091 Vietnam,
Jan 69. (®Z-GP 3) CM-3892-69 to SecDef, 28 Jan 69, Att to
JCS 2472/419, 29 Jan 69; (S-GP 1) CM-3896-69 to SecDef,
29 Jan 69, Att to JCS 2472/419-1, 29 Jan 69; JMF 911/520
(25 Jan 69). .

21. (PS-GP 3) CM-3903-69 to SecDef, 3 Feb 69, Att to
JCS 2u472/419-2, U4 Feb 69, same file.

22, (8~GP 3) NSSM 22, 13 Feb 69, Att to JCS 2472/419-3,
15 Feb 69, same file,
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Cambodia. In dealing with the possibility of assassination,
the Ad Hoc Group outlined measures varying from complete
“"hands off" to direct intervention aimed at insuring a
regime favorable to US interests. The preferred alter-
native was a limited US reaction to prevent violence and
bring about an orderly succession.?

The NSC Review Group considered these two papers, but
dld not act on them. The Group intended to use them as
"a common frame of reference for analyzing the situation
in Vietnam" and as the "framework" for recommendations to
the President.24

Meanwhile, apprehension over an approaching enemy offen-

sive had continued. On 6 February 1969, General McConnell, -

as the Acting Chairman, informed the Secretary of Defense
of intelligence warnings of an enemy attack during the Tet
period, which would begin on 17 February. Allled forces
were ready for such an attack, General McConnell reported.
But he reminded the Secretary that desplte a clear-cut
allled military victory in the 1968 Tet offensive, the
enemy had achieved a major psychological coup in the Unlted
States and throughout the world. General McConnell was
concerned that the same thing might occur in 1969. Recog-
nizing that this matter was outside the purview of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, General McConnell urged Secretary
Laird and hls colleagues in the Administration to "main-
tain the 1nitlative in the psychological area" by preparing
the public for a possible enemy offensive.Z25

23. B-GP 3) Memo, NSC Ad Hoc Group on Vietnam to Chm
NSC Review Grp, "Contingency Plans for Viet-Nam," 17 Feb
69, Encl to Att to JCS 2472/419-4, 18 Feb 69, same file.

A talking paper, prepared Jolntly by representatives of
ISA and the Joint Staff, commented on the plan for response
to Thileu's assassination. The representatives of the two
staffs saw iIn thls plan an undesirably large degree of US
involvement and warned that any US intervention "should
take into account the limits of our knowledge of Vietnamese
politics." See Att to JCS 2472/419-5, 20 Feb 69, same file.
(287 Draft State/Def msg to COMUSMACV, CINCPAC, and
Paris, n.d. (with buck slip for the CJCS dated 21 Feb 69),
OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Feb 69 {loose).

25. EFS-GP 1) CM-3919-69 to SecDef, 6 Feb 69, Enecl to

Att to JCS 2472/430, 19 Feb 69, JMF 911/320 (6 Feb 69).
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The Secretary of Defense replied on 14 February express-
ing appreclatlon and assuring the Chairman that the Adminls-
tration was aware of thils problem. Not only Defense
spokesmen, but also MACV, the Department of State, and the
White House were- emphasizing to the press the enemy's capa-
bllity to launch an offensive. They would continué to do
so, Mr. Laird added.26 '

Meanwhile, enemy preparations continued. A COMUSMACV
assessment in mlid-February reported 250 indicatlions during
the previous 30 days of an lmpending offensive. Intelli-
gence revealed that the enemy, although not yet positioned
for attacks on Hue, Da Nang, or Salgon, was ready for major
attacks on Tay Ninh and the Bien Hoa/Long Binh complex.
General Abrams predlcted a two-phased enemy offensive: an
increase 1n small-scale activity and armed propaganda, )
especlally in Saigon, accompanied by political agitation;
a second phase of extenslve coordinated attacks by fire on
Bien Hoa, Tay Ninh, and dlstrict .caplitals near Salgon. He
believed that the offensive would begin during Tet or
shortly thereafter.27

Tet came and went, however, without an enemy offensive.
Allied forces observed a 2i-hour cease-fire from 161800 to
171800 (local time) February 1969. In light of enemy
violations during previous holiday truces, General Abrams,
Ambassador Bunker, and President Thleu had agreed that the
Tet truce should be as short as possible. During the actual
cease-fire, both US and RVNAF troops remalned on full alert
and RVNAF personnel were granted a minimum of special
leave. The enemy initlated 197 incldents during the stand-
down, of which 84 were judged significant. Eight US
troops were killed and 94 wounded; enemy losses were esti-
mated at 151 killed with 19 suspects detained.28 .

26. (@S5=GP 1) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "Responses to a
Possible 1969 Tet Offensive in South Vietnam," 14 Feb 69,
Att to JCS 2472/430, 19 Feb QQ, same filie.

27. (&) Point Paper for General Wheeler, "Possible -
Major Enemy Offensive," n.d. (based on COMUSMACV assess-

- ment of 14 Feb 69). O0OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Feb 69.

28. (P&-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. V-8 -

V-9,
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On 22 February, COMUSMACV and Ambassador Bunker warned
Washington that large-scale attacks were expected that day
or the following. All US and RVN forces had been placed
on full alert. The.enemy would undoubtedly pay a heavy
price, but fighting might last for several days or even
weeks in some areas. "We think that the maln purpose of
these attacks," Ambassador Bunker and General Abrams sald,
"is to try to produce another shock in the United States
such as took place last year at Tet. The enemy would like
to show how tough, determined, and capable they are, show
thelr omnipresence, and produce heavy US casualtles in
order to further alienate American support for the war."
Another objJect was to set back the Accelerated Pacification
Program. By relating the timlng of attacks to President
Nixon's trip to Europe, the two US officials commented,
Hanol probably hoped to find the President unprepared to
focus on events in Vietnam and reluctant to order retalia-
tory attacks against North Vietnam from abroad. Ambassador
Bunker and General Abrams considered retaliation imperative
1f the enemy gstacked on the scale indicated by current
intelligence.

The Post-Tet Enemy Offenslve

This prediction from Salgon proved accurate, and in the
early morning hours of 23 February, the enemy launched his
widely antliclpated offensive. It began with a seriles of
over 100 country-wlide indirect fire attacks, including the
first rocket attack on Saigon in over three months. The
enemy also attacked Da Nang, as well as 17 provincilal and
28 district capitals. The attack focused predominantly
on military forces and installations. There were several
concurrent ground attacks in remote areas of I and III CTZ,
but most of the enemy main force regiments avoided contact.
United States casualties during the first 48 hours of the
offensive totaled 56 killed and 373 wounded. Republic of
Vietnam Armed Forces and other FWMAF casualties for the
same period were 98 killed with 250 wounded. Nineteen
South Vletnamese civilians were killed and 22 wounded;

enemy casualtles were placed at 320 killed with 24
detained.30

29. @) Msg, Amb Bunker and COMUSMACV (Saigon 3402) to
State, 22 Feb 69, JCS IN 17609. .
30. (38) Msg, COMUSMACV 2372 to CJCS and CINCPAC, 23
Feb 69, 0CJCS File 091 Vietnam, Feb 69. (S~GP 1) NMCC

OPSUM L44-69, 24 Feb 69. (TS-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command
History, 1969, pp. V-41, V=49 - V-50w
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Assessing the enemy offensive on 24 February, General
Abrams advised Washington that the objectives of the
attacks seemed to be to present an appearance of strength
throughout South Vietnam whlle conserving men and munitilons,
to confuse the allles as to future enemy intentlons, and
to force the revelation of allied positions and plans. .
General Abrams concluded that the enemy had accomplished
"very little" by thils initial flurry of attacks. No major
Government-held obJective, he pointed out to General
Wheeler, had been seized. He added a caveat, however:

We have as yet seen only the first phase of
the enemy's offensive. Major attacks by strong
enemy units in critical areas in the next 48
hours appears to be the enemy's most likely
course of action.31l

On the following day, 25 February, Secretary Laird
cabled a report of the offensive to the President 1n
Europe. His message lncluded the substance of a Defense
Intelligence Agency assessment, which suggested that the
purpose of the attacks was to show that the allies could
not neutralize the enemy military strength and viability.
The "scale and Iintensity" of the offensive, according to
DIA, was much lower than the 1968 Tet attack. The enemy
still had not committed main force unlts to any appreclable
extent, and preliminary information indicated that enemy
activity was already declining. "It is noteworthy," con-
cluded DIA, "that the enemy has still not mounted ground
attacks across the DMZ or launched si%nificant ground
attacks against population centers."3

General Abrams' prediction of a second phase of the
offensive by main force enemy units was not fulfilled.-
The slackening of enemy activity, noted by Secretary Laird
in his report to the President, contlinued. There were
scattered indirect fire attacks on allled installations
and forces and on villages and towns throughout South
Vietnam, but on a gradually declinlng scale. Sporadic
rocket firings on Saigon continued into early March. The

31. ¢P5) Msg, COMUSMACV 2385 to CJCS, CINCPAC, and Amb
Bunker, 24 Feb 69, 0CJCS File 091 Vietnam, Feb 69.

32. (B8) Msg, SecDef to Dr. Kissinger, 251754Z Feb 69,
same fille.
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ground fighting in I and III CTZs lasted for a week and
then dropped to "a relatively low level."33

Consideration of Retallation

With the launching of the enemy offensive, US offlclals
immediately began consldering approprilate retaliation.
Early on 23 February, General Wheeler cabled COMUSMACV and
CINCPAC that it might be "expedlent" for General Abrams
and Ambassador Bunker to recommend a response by allled
forces, "particularly in view of the rocket attack on
Salgon." General Wheeler suggested naval fire or air
strikes against North Vlietnam below 19 degrees north.
General Wheeler told CINCPAC that it would be "desirable"
to alert fleet units for appropriat selected targets.3

Both COMUSMACV and CINCPAC replied the same day, recom-
mending a 96~hour naval gunfire and ailr strike reprisal
against North Vietnam between 17 and 19 degrees north, to
begin on 24 or 25 February. Ambassador Bunker supported
their views. If US forces did not respond promptly, he
told the Secretary of State, the enemy would be encouraged
to continue the attacks, some of which clearly violated
the understandings made with Hanoi at the time of the
bombing halt three and a half months earlier.35

A CIA assessment the following day, 24 February, pre-
sented several arguments against such a retaliatory strike.
The CIA noted that the enemy attack on .the cities to date
had been of a moderate scale as compared with those of the
previous year. To retaliate by bombing North Vietnam, the
CIA stated, would appear to many to be "disproportionate
to the provocation" and might renew both domestic and inter-
natlional criticlsm of the US Government. The CIA also

33. (P85-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. V-41,
V-49 - V-50, V-827 L&=GP 1) NMCC OPSUMs 50-69, 3 Mar 69,
43-69, 6 Mar 69.
34, (PB-GP 4) Msg, JCS 2253 to COMUSMACV and CINCPAC
‘ (info SecState, SecDef, and Dr. Kissinger) 230541Z Feb 69,
©"0CJCS File 091 Vietnam, Feb 69.

'35, (PE-GP U4) Msgs, COMUSMACV 2372 to CJCS and CINCPAC,
2311102 Feb 69; (TB=GP 3) CINCPAC to CJCS and COMUSMACYV,
231047Z Feb 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Feb 69. é&) Msg,
Saigon 3429 to State, 2310007 Feb 69, JCS IN 18666.
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doubted that the bombing would cause the enemy to suspend
or modify the offensive. In fact, 1t might persuade him
that he could intensify hils actlon without prejudicing
world opinion. Such a bombing of North Vietnam, the CIA
added, might cause Hanol to suspend the Paris talks. On
the other hand, fallure by the United States to respond to
the offensive might strain US relations with South Vietnam.36

Avallable sources provide no evidence that the COMUSMACV/
CINCPAC proposal was considered at the policy level. In
any event, the reprisal was not initlated.

- On 26 February, COMUSMACV reported significant enemy
initiatives 1n northern I CTZ. He added that several NVA
regiments were just north of the DMZ prepared to attack -
allied forces. He urged the removal of restrictions on . -
operations in the southern half of the DMZ, together with

.authorization to react to enemy operations there. There
would be no necessity, he added, for ground forces to cross
the PMDL. General Wheeler passed this informatlion to the
Secretary of Defense on the same day, supporting General
Abrams' request. General Wheeler proposed that the recom-
mendation be forwarded by message to the President 1in
Europe .37

The Secretary of Defense did not forward the recommen-
dation for DMZ authorities te the President while he was 1n
Europe. Rather, he walted and talked with President Nilxon
upon his return to Washington on 2 March. Secretary Lalrd
replied to General Wheeler on 4 March. Although sharing
- the Chairman's concern, he wished, if possible, to heold.
down the level of violence in the DMZ area. He noted that
North Vietnam's performance in regard to the understanding
on operatlions across the DMZ had substantially decreased
military activity and allled casualtles in northern I CTZ.
He was concerned that unlimited employment of allied
forces might 1ncrease military action there, and he asked
General Wheeler for other alternatives to meet the threat
in the DMZ. In the interim, Mr. Laird directed the

36. @25) CIA Memo for the Director of Central Intellil-
gence, "Reactlions to US Retaliaftory Air and Naval Strike
Agalnst North Vietnam Between the DMZ and the 19th
Parallel," 24 Feb 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Feb 69.

37. (@23=GP 1) Msg, COMUSMACV 2500 to CINCPAC (info CJCS),
26 Feb 69; (FS-GP 1) CM-3969-69 to SecDef, 26 Feb 69,
same file.
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exerclse of maximum restraint in allied incursions. He
reminded General Wheeler that COMUSMACV already had
duthority to operate in the DMZ to preserve allied forces
and, when actually in contact with the enemy, go maneuver
into the DMZ up to the PMDL for this purpose.3

The failure of the allles to respond to the enemy
offenslive aroused some comment 1n the United States. The
Presldent was asked about 1t at his news conference on
4 March. There was speculation, a reporter said, that the
Nixon Administration was belng tested, particularly as to
the understanding reached the previous November 1 on the
bombing halt. What, the reporter inquired, was the Presi-
dent's opinion?

The President replied that, although the current offen-
sive was comparable to the previous year's in terms of the
number of attacks, 1ts intensity was less. He speculated
on the enemy's motives and concluded that, whatever they
were, the offensive had failed. As to the understanding,
the President saild:

we are examining this particular offensive,
examining 1t very carefully, to see whether 1ts
magnitude 1s in viclatlon of that understanding.
Technically, it could be sald that it 1s in
violation. Whether we reach the conclusion

that the violation is so significant that it
requlres action on our part is a decision we
will be reaching very soon if these attacks con-
tinue at their present magnitude.

The President remarked that the Secretary of Defense was
traveling to South Vietnam the next day and would look into
this matter.39

Secretary Lalrd, accompanied by General Wheeler, reached
Saigon on the morning of & March. Several hours before
their arrival, enemy rockets struck the city. Commenting
on these attacks at an airport newsconference, Mr. Laird

38. (@8) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "Vietnam Demilitarized
Zone (U)," 4 Mar 69, same file. (In this memo, Secretary
Laird appeared to be speaking for himself and gave no

indication that he was relaying guldance from the President.)

39. Public Papers, Nixon, 1969, pp. 182-184.
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sald: "Such sadlstic attacks against the civilian popu-
lation are, in my view as Secretary of Defense, a
violation of the understanding between the United States
and North Vietnam." He cautlioned that no one should mis-
take US patlence and forbearance as a sign of weakness.
The Unlted States would not tolerate contlinued enemy
acceleration of the war and attacks against the peOple of
South Vietnam. He concluded by stating:

I do not want to issue warnlings nor make threats.
I do want, however, to state unequivocally that

if these attacks contiﬂue unabated, an apppppriate
response will be made. T

While the Secretary of Defense and General Wheeler were
in South Vietnam, consideration of reprisals continued in
Washington. Two actions under dilscussion were northward
movement of certaln fleet elements in the Gulf of Tonkin
and increased air reconnalssance over North Vietnam. Both
were designed for psychologlcal effect to test North
Vietnamese reaction to a possible resumption of air and
naval bombardment. As General Wheeler had explained to
CINCPAC Just before departing from South Vietnam, the fleet
movement was "an actlon lying at the lower end of the
spectrum™ of possible reactions. On 7 March 1969, both of
these actlions received higher approval, and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff issued the necessary instructions. They
directed the stationing of naval unilts farther north and
closer to North Vietnamese territory for a "short period."
Existing restrictions on naval operatlions north of 20
degrees were rescinded, but US forces were not permitted
to enter into the 12-mile territorlial sea claimed by North
Vietnam. The Joint Chlefs of Staff also directed an
immediate increase in air reconnaissance of North Vietnam.
On 15 March, they ordered another movement of naval units
farther north into the Gulf of Tonklin and extended the
increased alr reconnailssance for another week. Followlng
this extension, both naval operations off Vietnam and air
reconnalssance of North Viﬁtnam returned to the level
exlsting prior to 7 March.

“00. (@5-GP 1) NMCC OPSUM 53- 69, 6 Mar 69. (U) Msg, o
COMUSMACV 13830 to SecDef et al., 6 Mar 69, OCJCS File
337 SecDef/CJCS to SEA, Mar 69.
41, (B) Msgs, CJCS 262k to CINCPAC, U4 Mar 69; (TS-GP 3)
JCS 4184 to CINCPAC, 8 Mar 69; (B8—GP 1) JCS 4162 to
CINCPAC, CINCSAC, and COMUSMACV, 7 Mar 69; (PS-GP 3) Jcs 4785
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On 10 March, when the enemy offensive was visibly
declining in intensity, General Abrams submitted to
Washington a detalled assessment of the situation in South (T
Vietnam. In his opinion the enemy offensive had falled.

It had caused no adverse effect on elther the RVNAF or the
popular confidence in the RVNAF. Nor had it harmed paclfi-
cation to any significant extent. It had, however, pro-
duced a measurable impact on enemy strength. Duriling the
First two weeks, the enemy had suffered nearly 19,000
permanent losses: 12,000 killed; probably 4,200 dead of
wounds or permanently disabled; 1,000 captured; and 1,400
Hol Chanh ralliers.

After reviewlng the offensive to date, COMUSMACV
assessed probable enemy strategy and tactics for the
coming months. The enemy realized that he could not win
militarily and had, therefore, turned to neogitiations.
Hls objectives were US wlthdrawal and a coalition govern-
ment in South Vietnam. The enemy saw an opportunity to
achieve both 1n what he read as growing US impatience and
haste to settle the war. To speed withdrawal, the enemy
would attempt to erode US determination by projecting the
impression of an endless war wlth continulng casualties
and high costs. The enemy's mllitary efforts for the near
future, COMUSMACV said, would most likely be "a cyclical
continuation of the post-Tet formula'"--widespread, coordi-
nated actlivity, consisting largely of stand-off attacks
by fire to hold down hils personnel losses, wlth selected
ground attacks on secondary targets. These actions would
be accompanied by an effort to expand operations in rural
areas..

General Abrams viewed the enemy sanctuaries in Laos and
Cambodia as the "key element" of the operations in South
Vietnam. It was through thelr use, he explalned, that the
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese were able to sustain a pro-
longed war against a superior allled force. To increase
pressure on the enemy, COMUSMACV asked for a number of
additlional authorlties. None of them was newly conceived.
They included: (1) resumption of air and naval attacks
agalnst military targets in North Vietnam, below 19 degrees

to CINCPAC, 15 Mar 69; (@5-GP 1) JCS 4784 to CINCPAC,

CINCSAC, and COMUSMACV, 15 Mar 69; (25-GP 3) JCS 5703 to :
CINCPAC, CINCSAC, and COMUSMACV, 27 Mar 69; OCJCS File _
091 Vietnam, Mar 69. (m~
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north, 1n reprisal for the post-Tet bombardment of South
Vietnamese cities; (2) conduct of operations in the
southern part of the DMZ; (3) limited ground and air attack
of selected enemy base areas along the South Vietnamese
border with Cambodia and Laos; (4) expanded alr and
guerrilla operations in Laos; (5) tactical air and artili-
lery support for covert activities in Cambodia (DANIEL
BOONE operations).h%2

Secretary Laird and General Wheeler returned to
Washington on 12 March, and the Chalirman immediately pro-
vided the Secretary with hls thoughts and observations
" resulting from the trip. He concluded that the "current
series of enemy attacks" had falled militarily and psycho-
logically. He believed, however, that, if attacks on the
cities persisted, the United States must respond. He '
based this opinion on two reasons: the Republic of Vietnam
would be under great pressure to retaliate in kind; and
beyond a certain point, US restraint would be Interpreted
as confirmation of the North Vietnamese contention that the
US bombing halt was unconditional and that the United
States had misled the South Vietnamese Government regard-
ing the clrcumstances leading to the cessatlon. General
Wheeler saw the enemy troop and logistic bulldup in the
DMZ and in the border areas of Cambodia and Laos as "most
striking and dangerous situations." Enemy operations from
these areas, he told Secretary Laird, were the "prime
cause" of US casualties.

General Wheeler concluded hls report with several recom-
mendations in line with hils observations: (1) the next
rocket attack on Saigon, Hue, or Da Nang must be met with
an appropriate retalliation--preferably naval and/or air
attacks on North Vietnam; (2) COMUSMACV should receive -
immediate authorization to conduct offensive operations
in the southern half of the DMZ; (3) COMUSMACV should be
tasked wlth the preparation of plans to destroy enemy base
areas and sanctuaries in Cambodia and Laos.

2. (P2-GP 3) COMUSMACV R t, "Situation in South Vietnam,"

10 Mar 69, Att to JCS 2&72/Hﬁ7, 13 Mar 69; (TS-GP 1) Subpar

IID (Additional Authorities Required) to above COMUSMACV Rpt,

Att to JCS 2472/447-1, 14 Mar 69; JMF 911/399 (10 Mar 69).
43, (PS-GP 3) CM-4001-69 to SecDef, 12 Mar 69, Att to

JCS 2472/445, 13 Mar 69, JMF 911/399 (12 Mar 69).
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The following day, 13 March, the Secretary of Defense
reported to President Nixon on the trip. Like COMUSMACV
dnd General Wheeler, he belleved that the current enemy
offensive was destined for fallure. The enemy's efforts
would galn no territory, he said, nor would they bring any
permanent reduction in pacification. The offensive had
had little impact on the morale of the South Vietnamese
people or on thelr support for the govermnment. Secretary
Laird surmlised that the enemy's objectives were not pri-
marlly military, but rather psychological and political.
Perhaps, he sald, the enemy's desire was to demonstrate
that he retained control of the level of fighting in South
Vietnam and, by doing so, to galn a stronger negotiating
position in Paris. _

While assuring the President that the offensive would
be contained, Secretary Lalrd conceded that the enemy
retained the ability to conduct similar campaigns in the
future, at least intermittently. This ability stemmed,
Mr. Lalrd said, from continued Soviet and Chinese Com-
munist resupply of North Vietnam and from enemy use of
border sanctuarles in Cambodia, Laos, and North Vietnam.
Consideration should be given, he belleved, to "border
area operations" that would, at least temporarily,
"diminish the advantage to the enemy of our self-imposed
geographical restrictions.”

Secretary Laird also discussed the enemy attacks on the
civilian population in relation to the "understanding"
with North Vietnam, on the basis of which the bombing of
NVN territory had been stopped. He viewed the assaults as
"elearly inconsistent" with that understanding, but also
polnted out that they were "not significant militarily."
They had not added to the Jeopardy of US forces, nor had
they adversely affected South Vietnamese morale. He
observed that there had been no rocket attacks on Salgon
since the morning of 6 March. He concluded that any
further "significant" shellling or rocketing of the major
South Vietnamese citles should bring an appropriate US
response.

But what kind of response would be appropriate? Secre-
tary Lalrd believed that bombing of North Vietnam would
accomplish little of military wvalue. Although it might
demonstrate continued commitment to South Vietnam, it
would probably revive criticism both at home and abroad,
placing the Administration in the same position as the
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Johnson Administration had found itself a year previously.
Consequently, he favored a political or diplomatic retali-
ation, such as a temporary suspension of attendance at the
plenary Parils sessions. If a military action was decided

upon, he suggested "a well-considered and effective oper-

ation" against an enemy target in the border areas. This,
he felt, would provide an appropriate Siﬁﬁal to the enemy

and would achieve some military benefit.

In addition to the reprisals suggested by Secretary
Laird, the President was also considering various other
possibilities. The White House staff had requested the
Joint Chiefs of Staff to conslder possible responses to
the VC/NVA actions in South Vietnam, to include specific
plans for a "surglcal" strike on the Haiphong area; mining
of the Haiphong Harbor; and the sinking oi a ship 1n the
Haiphong Channel. General Wheeler forwarded the requested
plans to the Secretary of Defense on 13 and 14 March. The
"surgical" plan provided for an alr and naval strike
against filve targets of miiltary significance in the
Haiphong complex, including two alrfields, a power plant,
a rallroad brildge, and a rall yard. When giving this plan
to the Secretary, General Wheeler advlised that a sustalned
bombardment would be preferable to such a selective retall-
atory attack. The aerial seeding of three deepwater areas
in the approach to the channel, the channel itself, and
the narrow passage through the Canal Maritime were the maln
features of the mining plan for Halphong port. General
Wheeler found this plan feasible, but believed North
Vietnam would be able to accommodate to such mining unless
1t was comblned with an intensive air campaign. To block
the Haiphong Channel, using a submarine for the purpose,
would be feasible; the required forces and munition were
already availlable in the Pacific area. General Wheeler
emphasized, however, that the plan would require ten weeks
to execute. Before sinking the submarine, it would be
necessary to make a clandestine hydrographlc survey of the
Channel, to seed the shallow waterway approaches to thﬁ
port, and to notify foreign governments of the action. 5

40, 2287 Memo, SecDef to Pres, "Trip to Vietnam and CINCPAC
March 5-12, 1969," 13 Mar 69, OCJCS File 337 SecDef/CJCS
to SEA, Mar 69.

45. (P&8=GP 2) Fact Sheet prepared by J-3, "Additlonal
Actions Against NVN (85)," 8 Mar 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam,
Mar 6S.  (P&ZGP 1) CM-3994-69 to SecDef, 14 Mar 69;
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While these measures were under review in Washington,
the enemy provided an additional incentive for reprisal.
On 15 March, Washington Time (16 March local time), four
enemy 122-mm rockets struck Salgon, wounding one civilian
and damaging a bullding. Apparently hoping to keep the
situatlon under control, the President ordered that "there
be absolutely no commerit by any Government offlcilal or
military commander" on thils incildent. What reprisals, if
any, were considered in response to this attack are not
indicated in the available record. Presumably, the shell-
ing was not deemed significant enough tﬂ warrant a
reaction, for there was no US response, 6

On the day of the Saigon rocket attack, General Wheeler
again raised with the Secretary of Defense the question of
operations in the DMZ. 1Intelligence continued to indicate
considerable enemy activity there. The Chairman believed
that the enemy was exploiting the current operational
restrictions in the DMZ to inflict maximum US casualtles
while avolding large military actions, which might prompt
resumption of US operations against North Vietnam. He also
thought that North Vlietnam was taking advantage of the
restrictions to tie down allled milltary power near the
DMZ, thereby diverting 1t from enemy targets in I CTZ.
When, earlier in March, the Secretary had turned down the
Chairman's request for unlimited authorities for ground
operations in the southern DMZ, he had asked for appropriate
alternatives. General Wheeler still supported hils original
request, but assessed for the Secretary four other possi-
bilitles: (1) continuation of current authorities; (2)
reinforcement of friendly forces to offset the enemy
buildup above the DMZ, but wilthout added authorities; (3)
consideration of COMUSMACV's recommendations for ground
action south of the PMDL on a case-by-case basis; (1)
authorization of ground actions 1in the DMZ below the PMDL
with time and force limits as well as prior notification
requirements. He favored the last alternative, requesting
approval to conduct ground operations below the FPMDL wilth
forces as large as a brigade and for not longer than five

(PE=GF 1) CM-4006-69 to SecDef, 13 Mar 69; (T&=GP 1)
CM-4000-69 to SecDef, 13 Mar 69; OCJCS File 091 Vietnam
(Bulky}, Mar 69,

L6. (&-GP 1) NMCC OPSUM 62-69, 17 Mar 69. (&7 Memo,
Pres to SecState and SecDef, "March 16 Rocket Attack on
Saigon,™ 15 Mar 69, same file.
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days. -Thils authority would-allow.General Abrams to conduct
limlted sweeps to counter enemy activity.

Authorlzatlon for such action had heen sought earlier
and had drawn the objJection that heavy preliminary bombard-~
ment would be required in order to avoid severe casualties
from NVN artillery north of the PMDL. General Wheeler
consulted COMUSMACV and CINCPAC, who expressed the view
that any US forces sent into the DMZ would be protected in
large part by their mobility and that counterbattery fire
or tactical alrpower, used in accordance with existing
rules of engagement, could suppress the hostile artiller,‘y.I‘]‘8

Another possible retallatory action considered by the
United States was a VNAF strike in North Vietnam supported
by US air units. This possibility had been raised during
Secretary Lalrd's visit to South Vietnam. On 22 March,
General Abrams submitted such a plan to Washington. Because
of the limted VNAF capabllity, the plan provided for only
Initial token VNAF participatlion with the USAF carrylng the
main burden of the strlke. Neither General Abrams nor
CINCPAC recommended the plan for execution. Rather, thﬁg
suggested it only as a contlngency plan for the future.

The enemy pursued his offensive throughout the remalnder
of March, but at a rapldly decreasing rate of activity.
After the 15 March rocket firing on Saigon, there were
scattered attacks on various citles, towns, and hamlets
throughout South Vietnam, including one each on Da Nang,
Quang Ngal, Quang Trl, and Blen Hoa Base as well as a
final attack of three rockets on Saligon on 30 March. After
the inltial week of the offensive, ground actlon had
dropped off significantly, and this low level continued
throughout the remainder of the month. Some ground assaults

7. (PS~GP 1) CM-4010-69 to SecDef, 15 Mar 69 same
file.

48. (BS-GP 3) Msgs, CJCS 3512 to CINCPAC and COMUSMACY,
21 Mar 69; CINCPAC to CJCS, 230318Z Mar 69; COMUSMACV 3797
to CJCS and CINCPAC, 25 Mar 69; OCJCS File 091 Vietnam,
Mar 69.

49, €rS-GP 3) Msgs, COMUSMACV 3701 to CINCPAC, 22 Mar
69; CINCPAC to CJCS, 2301547 Mar 69; same file.
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_and convoy ambushes were attempted, but falled to produce
any decisive results.50

As the enemy offensive dwindled, so did the occasion
for consideration of reprisals. The National Security
Council formed an ad hoc committee to study the possi-
bility of limiting maritime imports into North Vietnam.
This committee reviewed possible aerial mining and
scuttling operations in Halphong Harbor, using the JCS
plans, and also consldered a naval blockade of the north.
But none of these actions was implemented.Jl

By the beginning of April the enemy post-Tet offensive
had ended. United States officlals, in Vietnam and in
Washington, agreed that the offensive had failed. The
enemy had not achleved a significant military victory, nor
had he captured world attention as he did a year earlier.
Neither had he goaded the United States into abandoning
1ts restrailnts--if that had been one of his intentions.
The United States had considered reprisals throughout the
post-Tet attacks. The Joint Chlefs of Staff, COMUSMACV,
and CINCPAC had all favored military retaliation in the
form of alr and naval strikes against North Vietnam, as
well as expanded DMZ operations. But the United States
limited its response to two low-key actions-~fleet move-
ments in Internatlonal waters off North Vietnam and two
weeks of Increased air reconnaissance over the country.

The degree to which the recommendations for strong
actlion were seriously consldered by the Administration is
not indicated in avallable records. It seems clear that
the President and the Secretary of Defense were reluctant
at that time to take any action that might reverse the
declining tempo of milltary activity in Vietnam. The Presi-
dent was doubtless hoplng that the negotiations in Paris
would begln to yleld substantive results. Throughout the
remainder of 1969, as the succeeding chapters show, the

50. (PS-GP 1) NMCC OPSUMs 64-69, 19 Mar 69; 65-69,
20 Mar 69; 66-69, 21 Mar 69; 67-69, 22 Mar 69; 68-69,
24 Mar 69; 69-69, 25 Mar 69; 71-69, 27 Mar 69; 73-69,
29 Mar 69; 74-69, 31 Mar 69, (BB-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command
History, 1969, pp. V-49 - V-50.
51. (®#8-GP 1) Memo, LTG John B. McPherson (Asst to CJCS)
to NSC Ad Hoc Committee on Limiting Maritime Imports into
NVN, 28 Mar 69, OCJCS File-091-Viegnam, Mar 69.
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Joint Chlefs of Staff continued to press for liberalization
of the rules binding General Abrams' tactilcal initiative.
But 1t was not untll near the end of the year, when the
enemy's diplomatic intransigence had exhausted the Presi-
dent's patience, that the JCS recommendations for a wider
range of action began to recelve a sympathetlc hearing.
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TABLE I

US Forces in South Vietnam 1969

1l Jan 69 " 31 Dec 69

Army 359,313 : 330,648
Air Force . 58,029 58,463
Navy 37,541 ' 30,236
Marine Corps 80,716 55,039
Coast Guard Iy 433
536,050 74,819

Third Country Forces in South Vietnam 1969

1 Jan 69 31 Dec 69
Australia 7,661 7,672
Republic of China 29 29
Republic of Korea 50,003 48,869
New Zealand 516 552
Philippines 1,576 189
Spain p 12 %g
Thalland 005 11,5

(PE-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, p. IV-28.
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ARVN
VNN

VNAF
VNMC

PF

ARVN

VNAF
VNMC

PF

30 Jun 69

(#8~GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. VI-2, VI-52.

TABLE II

RVNAF 1969

1 Jan 69

380,270
18,882
18,625

9,134

219,762

172,536
819,209

392,686
24,635
2k,527

9,314

249,553

175,118

875,833

30 Sep 69

401,595
26,401
29,385
10,501

254,800

206,998

929,683

31 Mar 69

380,625
22,524
20,583

8,716

237,814

174,367

31 Dec 69

416,278
30,143
36,469
11,528

260,455

214,383
969,25
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TABLE III

US Commanders in Vietnam 1969

COMUSMACYV

DEPCOMUSMACV

DEPCOMUSMACV for Air Opns/
Commander, Tth Air Force

DEPCOMUSMACV for CORDS

Chief, USAF Advisory Grqup

Chief, Naval Advisory Group/
COMNAVFORV

Senior Advisor I CTZ/

CG III MAF

Senior Advisor II CTZ/
CG I FORCEV

Senior Advisor III CTZ/
CG II FORCEV

CG DMAC/SA USAAG IV CTZ®

GEN Creighton W. Abrams, USA
GEN Andrew J. Goodpaster, USA
GEN Williem B. Rosson, USA
GEN George S. Brown, USAF
AMB William E. Colby

BG Charles W. Carson, USAF
BG Kendall S. Young, USAF

VADM Elmo R. Zumwalt, USN

LTG Robert Cushman, USMC
LTG Herman Nickerson,dJr., USMC

LTG William R. Peers, USA
LTG Charles A. Corcoran, USA

LTG Walter T. Kerwin, Jr., USA
LTG Julian J. Ewell, USA

MG George S. Eckhardt, USA
MG Roderick Wetherill, USA

from May 69

from Aug 69

from Mar 69
from Mar 69

from Apr 69

from Jun 69

¥Senior Advisor, IV CTZ was redesignated as CG, Delta Military Assistance
Command/SA, US Army Advisory Group, IV CTZ in April 1969.
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TABLE IV

wE Major US Ground Combat Units in Vietnam,
EE _ . 1 January 1969

Army

1st Cav Div (Ambl)
101st Abn Div (Ambl) +
lst Inf Div
bth Inf Div
9th Inf Div o
23rd Inf (Americal) Div o
25th Inf Div
: lst Bde, S5th Inf Dlv (Mech)

L 199th Inf Bde -.

o . 3d Bde, 82d Abrn Div

i - 1734 Abn Bde

1lth Armd Cav Regt

1st Sgdn, lst Cav

2d Sqdn, 1st Cav '

lst Bn (Mech), 50th Inf

Ta N

;{;. .Jt% —

S s
B ™

&4

s
%

Marines

1st Mar Div
3d Mar Div

[E
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Chapter 3

MILITARY POLICY AND ACTIONS
APRIL-JULY 1969

By the beginning of April 1969, President Richard M.
Nixon had completed his Vlietnam review and declded upon the
policy for his Administratlion. The United States would
seek a negotlated settlement in Vlietnam while simultane-
ously keeping strong milltary pressure on the enemy. If
the diplomatic approach proved unsuccessful, the United
States would transfer an expanding share of the combat to
the Republic of Vietnam and beglin wlthdrawal of US forces
as the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) grew
stronger.

But, during 1969, several factors arose that worked
agalnst the decision to malntain firm military pressure on
the enemy. The first factor was budgetary constraints.

Mr. Nixon had campaigned for the presidency calling for
reductions In Federal expenditures, and he entered office
committed to pruning the budget. Thilis meant reductions in
all departments, lncluding the Department of Defense, and
Defense cuts--no matter how carefully managed—-affected the
war in Vietnam.

Another factor was a change in the actual conduct of the
war. After the failure of his post-Tet offensive in March
1969, the enemy turned to a strategy intended to conserve
his forces while inflicting increasing US casualties. Con-
sequently, he avoided large battles, relylng instead on
terrorism and brief pushes agalnst populated areas and US
installations. Some, both within and without the US Govern-
ment, saw in thils change 1n strategy an enemy slgnal that
should be met by a corresponding lowerling of US military
action in South Vietnam. The debate spilled over 1nto the
public press and helped to rekindle public oppositlion to
the war in the United States. Opponents of the war, quieted
by the bombing halt in November 1968 and the assumption of
office by the new Administration in January 1969, began to
grow impatient with Presldent Nixon's lack of progress in
ending the war. Opposition revived in the spring of 1969
and increased throughout the remainder of the year. The
anti-war movement pressed the Administratlion to end the war
or, at least, to reduce US casualtles and involvement.

B ETTRE T
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Throughout these developments, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff sought to maintain pressure on the enemy in Vietnam.
With this end in view, they strove to retaln the resources
available to field commanders and to widen, or at least to
maintain, the freedom of action of US forces. In sub=-
mitting their advice and requests to Melvin R. Laird, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff found a Secretary of Defense finely
attuned to the political and fiscal aspects of the Vietnam
conflict--one who continually urged them toward lines of
action that would result in a reduction of US effort. This
division within the Defense establishment reflected the
problem facing the President in Vietnam: to strike a
balance between keeping maximum pressure on the enemy and
meeting the public demand for evidence that the war was
truly "winding down."

Budget Consideratilons

The most imminent pressures on the Joint Chiefs of Staff
in April 1969 were budget.considerations and the requirement
to reduce military costs and thelr effect on military oper-
ations in Vietnam. Just five days before he left office, on
15 January 1969, President Lyndon B. Johnson has sent his
FY 1970 budget to the Congress. He proposed expendltures of
$195.3 billion, including a Defense budget of $81.5 billion
(or $79.0 billion exclusive of atomic energy matters and
certain Defense-related activitles such as the Selective
Service System). President Nixon had initiated an immedi-
ate budget review upon entering office on 20 January, 1in
fulfillment of his campaign pledge to reduce Federal spend-
ing. In compliance with the President'sdirective, the
Secretary of Defense on 28 January ordered the Military De-
partments to review the FY 1970 budget proposal submitted by
the previous Administration to assure consistency with the
objectives of the President.l

1. Annual Budget Message to the Congress, Fiscal Year
1970, 15 Jan 69, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United
States, Lyndon B, Jdohnson, 1968-69, 11, pp. 1273-1306. The
Budget of the United States Government, 1970, p. 73. (&GP 1)
Memo, DSecDef to Secys of MiiDepts and CJC3, "Pilot Studies
of Alternative Military Objectives and Budgets," 24 Jan 69,
Att to JCS 2458/501, 27 Jan 69, JMF 557 (24 Jan 69) sec 1.
(B=GP L4) Memo, SecDef to Secys of MilDepts, "Revision of
FY 1969 and FY 1970 Programs," 28 Jan 69, Att to
JCS 2458/504, 30 Jan 69, JMF 570 (28 Jan 69).
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As a result of the Defense review, Secretary Laird told
the House Committee on Armed Services on 1 April 1969 that
Defense expenditures in the "January budget" had been
reduced by $1.1 billion to a new estimated total of $77.9
billion. (The Secretary, obviously, was subtracting the
reduction from the $79.0 billion figure in the Defense
estimate of the Johnson budget rather than from the total
Defense figure of $81.5 billion.) President Nixon publicly
announced on 12 April total reductions of $4.0 billion,
including the $1.1 billion in Defense outlays, in the
FY 1970 budget. These cuts, the President believed, would
- "enhance ogr economic securlty without risk to our national

security." '

ARC LIGHT Sortie Reductions

An immediate effect of the new budget restrictlons was
to reduce the intensity of the B-52 bombing campaign (ARC
LIGHT). Throughout most of 1968, COMUSMACV had been
authorized to employ a.maximum of 1,800 B-52 sorties per
month. In December of that year, however, the Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense, over the objections of the Jolnt Chilefs of
Staff, had ordered a cutback. Effective 1 January 1969,
he had decided, a variable rate of between 1,400 and 1,800
monthly, or an average of 1,600 sorties per month, would be
flown instead of the 1,800 monthly authorized throughout
most of 1968. Both COMUSMACV and CINCPAC objected to this
declision, and the 1,800 monthly rate was continued while Ehe
new Administration reviewed Vietnam operatlons and costs.

Concerned that the sortle rate might be reduced, the
Joint Chilefs of Staff forwarded to the Secretary of Defense
on 18 February 1969 a CINCPAC/COMUSMACV appraisal of ARC
LIGHT requirements. Both commanders considered the ARC

2. Hearings, Military Posture, H. Com on Armed Servilces,
91st Cong, lst sess, H-3-14, pp. 1TU4-1745 (hereafter cited
as H. Hrgs, Military Posture). Public Papers, Nixon, 1969,
pp. 278-280.

3. See The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vlietnam,
1960-1968, p. 52-39.
~ L. H. Hrgs, Military Posture, pp. 1749-1750. (#S-GP 3)
Encl (p. 27- 1) to Memo, SecDef to Pres, "NSSM No. 1,
Situation in Vietnam," 10 Feb 69, Att to JCS 2“72/413 I,

11 Feb 69, JMF 911/399 (21 Jan 69) sec 3.
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LIGHT program essentlal to the achlevement of US objectives
in Southeast Asia and an important factor in preventing the
ehemy from mounting offensives. General Abrams used the
B-52 force as a highly mobile reserve to respond to tactical
emergencies. The 1,800 sortie rate provided the "equiva-
lent punching power" of several ground divisions and
afforded COMUSMACV a degree of tactlecal flexibility without
constantly moving major troop units. There was no weapon
in the conventlonal arsenal, COMUSMACV believed, to substi-
tute for the B-52. Therefore the Joint Chiefs of Staff
advised the Secretary of Defense that it would be "mili-
tarily inadvisable™ to reduce the ARC LIGHT monthly rate
below 1,800 until there was a major strategic or tactical
change to warrant such action.>

Secretary Laird took no immedlate action, but he teold the
House Committee on Armed Services on 1 April 1969 that
budget stringencles would not allow continuatlion of the
1,800 monthly rate beyond June 1969. While noting the mili-
tary objection, he pointed out that to continue the 1,800
rate through June 1969 would require an additional $25.1
million in FY 1969 funds. Even a 1,600 monthly rate, if
maintained through FY 1970, would cost $27.4 million above
the original budget amount; however, Secretary %aird belleved
that this level of B-52 activity was necessary.

The same day, General Wheeler notifled CINCPAC and
COMUSMACV of the Secretary's testimony and warned that the
B-52 sortie level would be cut to 1,600 beginning in July
1969. ™I think this is indicative," he told the two field
commanders, "of the seriousness of the budgetary situation,
for I know the SecDef is aware of the value you attach to
the B-52 capability."7

The Joint Chiefs of Staff were not content to let the
decision on ARC LIGHT levels pass without further objJection.
On 26 April, they reiterated to the Secretary of Defense the
importance of the B-52 operations. Even the existing 1,800
monthly rate was not adequate; there were already more than
five times as many profitable targets as could be attacked.

‘““?T‘;EfEP 3) JCSM-97-69 to SecDef, 18 Feb 69, Encl A to
JCS 2472/389-5, 7 Feb 69, JMF 911/323 (26 Nov 68) sec 2.
6. H. Hrgs, Military Posture, pp. 1749-1750.
7. (B Msg, CJCS 3939 to CINCPAC and COMUSMACV, 1 Apr 69,

OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Apr 69.
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On 16 May, they again argued against reduction in the B-52
effort, clting to the Secretary of Defense an impending
reduction of tactical air assets8 as an additional reason
for not cutting back on ARC LIGHT.9

Finally, on 18 June 1969, the Secretary of Defense
responded to the JCS pleas. Maintenance of the 1,800 level
would cost about $100 million in added FY 1969 and 1970
funds and would have to be offset by reductions in some
part of the air effort in Southeast Asia. "Considering the
large number of sortles that have been made avallable by

- .the halt in bombing in North Vietnam," he hoped some

reduction 1In air action could be made without significant
impact on combat operations in South Vlietnam or Laos. He
put a cholce to the Joint Chlefs of Staff: ARC LIGHT
sorties could be maintalned at 1,800 per month through

FY 1970 with a $100 million reduction in tactical alr oper-
ations, or ARC LIGHT could be reduced to 1,600 sorties a
month with no reduction in currently planned tactical air
activity.l10

The Joint Chlefs of Staff were hesitant to make such a
cholce. After consulting CINCPAC, they advised the Secre-
tary on 27 June that both alr capabllitles, tactical and
B-52, were essential at the present levels. This was
especially true, they sald, in light of the President's
recent announcement of the withdrawal of the first US
troops from Vietnam.ll If forced to choose, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff would reluctantly support the ARC LIGHT
reduction as the less undesirable alternative. Presumably
they accepted the reasoning of CINPAC, who had justified
such a preference on two grounds: a cutback of tactical air
capabllity would mean withdrawal of some fighter squadrons,
and 1f the war took a sudden turn for the worse, upward
adjustment of the B-52 sortie rate would be easler to
achieve than sending fighter alircraft back to South Vietnam;

¢. See below, pp. 66-69

9. (&GP 3) JCSM-253- 69 to SecDef, 26 Apr 69, Encl A to
JCS 2472/389-7, 22 Apr 69; [B=GP 3) JCSM9308 69 to SecDef,
16 May 69 Encl to JCS 2“72/389-8, 15 May 69; JMF 911/323
(26 Nov 65) sec 2.

10. (8<GP 4) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "ARC LIGHT Sortie
Rate (U}," 18 Jun 69, Encl to JCS 2“72/389 -9, 19 Jun 69,
same fille,

11. See Ch. 4,

BN
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and for the ARVN, as 1t assumed Iincreased responsibility
for ground operations, direct and immediate tactical alr
support would be more beneficial than B-52 operations.l?

The Secretary of Defense replied on 15 July 1969 that
some reduction in air activity was unavoidable; the only
alternative would be a supplementary appropriations request,
which had been ruled out. He therefore approved the 1,600
monthly rate for ARC LIGHT, in preference to reducing the
tactical air effort in South Vietnam or Laos. The Secre-
tary added that he was wllling to reconsider alternatilve
ailr allocations as long as they were wlthin the budget
limits. But the Joint Chiefs of Staff did not pursue any
other alternatives; they directed implementation of the
1,600 rate on 18 July 1969. Even that rate remained in
effect only two and a half months; in October 1969, budget
strictures were to_force a further reduction to 1,400
sorties per month.1l3 (See Chapter V.)

Tactical Alr Reductlon

Although the Joint Chiefs of Staff chose to lower the
B-52 monthly sortle rate 1in preference fto cuts in tactical
alr capability in Vietnam, that decision did not spare
tactical air resources in Southeast Asia from reductions
brought on by the budget tightening. Durlng the prepara-
tion of replies to the presidential questionnaire on Vietnam,
analysts in the 0ffice of the Secretary of Defense observed
that it was reasonable to expect some force reduction as a
consequence of the 1 November 1968 bombing halt in North
Vietnam. Specifically, they suggested the withdrawal of an
attack carrier from Vietnam action. Two weeks later, on

i2. SE—GP 4) Msg, CINCPAC to JCS, 2218187 Jun 69;
(S-GP 3) JCSM-U401-69 to SecDef, 27 Jun 69, Encl to
JCS 2472/289-10, 25 Jun 69; JMF g11/323 (26 Nov 68) sec 2.
13. (Z-GP 4) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "ARC LIGHT (B-52)
Sortie Rate," 15 Jul 69, Att to JCS 2472/389-11, 17 Jul 69;
(B'GP 4) Msg, JCS 4891 to CINCPAC, CINCSAC, COMUSMACV and
CSAP, 18 Jul 69; same file. There 1s no evidence in JCS
files to support the statement in COMUSMACV Command History,
1969, p. I-4, that: "In April, B-52 raids in-country were
curtalled as a further demonstration of US willlingness to
de-escalate the conflict.”
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26 February 1969, the Joint Chiefs of Staff told the Secre-
tary of Defense that the Navy could not maintain the current
attack carrier posture within FY 1970 resources and recom-
mended the reduction of WESTPAC attack carriers from five

to four, effective 1 July 1969. The Deputy Secretary of
Defense approved the recommendation on 25 March 1969.14 -

" The question of withdrawing tactical fighter squadrons
from South Vlietnam also arose at this time. A year earlier,
in March 1968, the United States had deployed six Air
National Guard squadrons of F-100 tactlcal fighters to
PACOM--two to the Republic of Korea and four to South -
Vietnam. These units were scheduled to return to the United
States by late spring 1969 and to be replaced with F-i
squadrons. On 24 March 1969, the Chief of Staff of the Air
Force suggested to the Jolnt Chlefs of Staff the replacement
of the four squadrons in South Vietnam with only two F-=4
squadrons as a means of reduclng forces and, hence, costs.
The resulting degradation of combat capability would, he
belleved, be acceptable. The following day, the Director of
the Joint Staff, Vice Admiral Nels C. Johnson, relayed this
proposal to CINCPAC and COMUSMACV. He added that, should the
propcosal be implemented, two additional F-4 squadrons would
be kept 1n a high state of readiness in the United States
for rapid movement to Southeast Asla if the sltuation
required.15

Both commanders objected vehemently. They saw nothing in
the current military situation to warrant a unilateral
reduction in combat power and stressed the importance of
tactical air to counter the continuing enemy efforts to
build up logistic bases and troops In Laos and border areas.
General Abrams, particularly, complained of Service actlions
to curtall his combat capabllity without consulting hi%,
and CINCPAC concurred with General Abrams' objection.l

10, GPE=GP 3) Encl (pp. 26-2 - 26-3) to Memo, SecDef to
Pres, "NSSM No. 1, Situation in Vietnam," 10 Feb 69, Att to
JCS 2472/413-4, 11 Feb 69, JMF 911/399 (21 Jan 69) sec 3.
L&~GP 4) JCSM-110-69 to SecDef, 26 Feb 69, Encl to
JCS 2147/490-1, 20 Feb 69; (&-GP 4) Memo, DSecDef to CJCS,
"CVA Force Levels (U)," 25 Mar 69, Att to JCS 2147/490-3,

26 Mar 69; JMF 466 (12 Feb 69).

15. (P%-GP 1) CSAFM C-29-69 to JCS, 24 Mar 69, Att to
JCS 2147/492, 25 Mar 69, JMF 907/376 (24 Mar 69). (PE-GP 4)
Msg, JCS 3648 to CINCPAC (info COMUSMACV), 25 Mar 69, OCJCS
File 091 Vietnam, Mar 69.

16. (P®=GP L4) Msgs, COMUSMACV 4016 to CINCPAC and 4036 to
CJCS and CINCPAC, 30 Mar 69; CINCPAC to CJCS, 302318Z Mar 69
and 010255Z Apr 69; OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Apr 69.
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General Wheeler assured the two field commanders on 1
April 1969 that '"the Chiefs share your concern and areé try-
ing to make the best of a very difficult situation." The
proposed cutbacks, he explained, stemmed from "the demands of
the White House, 1n concert with Treasury and BOB, that the
Federal budget be reduced as part of a Government-wide, deter-
mined effort to cool the economy." The Department of Defense
had been required to take "expenditure cuts in excess of $1
billion below the FY 70 budget of the previous Administration.”
General Wheeler went on to relate that there had recently been
a series of high-~level meetings within the Department of De-
fense on this problem. The meetings had generated "consider-
able in-house review," but there had not been time to consult
with the fleld. The Joint Chiefs of Staff were not happy with
thls procedure, General Wheeler said, since what had resulted
might best be descrlbed as a selectlon of the "least unaccept-
able" alternatives.l7 '

On 9 April, the Secretary of Defense suggested a variation
in the original proposal. He asked the Joint Chiliefs of 3taff
to conslder the possibllity of withdrawling two tactical
fighter squadrons from Thalland instead of from South Vietnam.
General Wheeler passed thils request to CINCPAC and COMUSMACYV -
for comment. He advlised the two commanders that the Joint
Chiefs of Staff remalned firm in the view that if was milita-
rily unsound to reduce forces in Southeast Asia unless the
enemy showed some sign of reclprocating. Nevertheless, General
Wheeler warned them to be prepared to accept a _cut of two
tactical fighter squadrons in Southeast Asia.l8

After recelving the views of COMUSMACV and CINCPAC the
Joint Chilefs of Staff reaffirmed to the Secretary of Defense
on 18 April their opposition to any reduction of ailr assets
in Southeast Asia until there was positive evidence of a
significant reduction in the enemy threat. If for reasons
other than military a decision was made to withdraw two
fighter squadrons without replacement, the Joint Chlefs of
Staff preferred that the reduction be made in South Vietnam
rather than Thailand. All the Thailand-based squadrons, as
well as 25 percent of the South Vietnamese-based tactical
sorties, were fully committed to missions ocutside of Vietnam.

17. L23) Msg, CJCS 3939 to CINCPAC and COMUSMACYV,
1 Apr 69, same file.
. 18. (TS-GP 4) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "Tactlcal Aircraft
Withdrawals (&)," 9 Apr 69, Att to JCS 2147/494, 9 Apr 69,
JMF 376 (9 Apr 69). (23=GP 3) Msg, CJCS 4502 to CINCPAC
(info COMUSMACV), 12 Apr 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Apr 69.
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The Joint Chiefs of Staff could see, therefore, no oper-
ational advantage in withdrawing tactical air forces from
Thalland slnce such actlon would only raise the probabillity
of more South Vlietnam-~based sorties being flown outside the
country. In addition, the Thailand-based squadrons were
used in the essential task of disruptfing 1Infiltratlion
through Laos and for that reason should not be reduced.l9

The Secretary of Defense carrled out the reduction of
tactical air resources 1in Southeast Asia, but he dld accept
the JCS view on where the reduction should occur. On 8 May
- 1969, he ordered two F-U squadrons from the United States
to replace the four Air National Guard squadrons being with-
drawn from South Vietnam; two other F-4 squadrons would be
retained in the United States at least until 1 July, and
might or might not be sent after that date.20

But the matter of the replacement of the tactical fighter
squadrons In South Vietnam was still not settled. Of the
two F-U4 squadrons ordered to Vietnam by the Secretary of
Defense, one was temporarily dlverted to the Republic of
Korea. On 16 May 1969, the Joint Chiefs of Staff asked the
Secretary for authorlty to move this squadron to Vietnam
and to deploy the two F-U squadrons being held in the United
States. Eventually, on 14 June 1969, the Deputy Secretary
approved the first request, but the two additional squadrons
in the United States were never sent to Vietnam. The spaces
were eliminated from the complement of the Seventh Alr Force,
and US air assets in South Vietnam were reduced by two
squadrons.Z2al

19. (P8-GP 4) JCSM-236-69 to SecDef, 18 Apr 69, Encl to
JCS 2147/494-1, 16 Apr 69, JMF 376 (9 Apr 69).

20. (BB-GP 1) DJSM-692-69 to JCS, 8 May 69, Att to
JCS 2147/492-1, 8 May 69, JMF 907/376 (24 Mar 69).

2l. (2-GP 3) JCSM-~308-69 to SecDef, 16 May 69, Erficl to
JCs 2472/389-8, 15 May 69, JMF 911/323 (26 Nov 68) sec 2.
(B-GP 4) Msg, JCS 2538 to CSAF, CINCPAC, and CINCSAC,

14 Jun 69. (Draft of the msg had notation of Mr. Packard's
approval.) Both the draft and the msg are in JMF 911/323
(26 Nov 68) sec 2. (PB-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History,
1969, p. IV-13.
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The Conduct of the War

With the subsiding of the enemy's post-Tet offensive in
March 1969, the course of the war underwent a marked change
during the ensuing three months. The enemy abandoned large
battles and offensives for local actlons and terrorist
activities, and the intensity of the fighting declined con-
siderably. He paused to regroup and refit, limiting oper-
ations during April and early May to attacks-by-fire on
allied military installations and populatlon centers.
Ground contact was restricted to small unit engagements,
the only exceptions belng: two regimental-sized attacks 1n
III Corps Tactical Zone (CTZ). 2

During this 1lull, the United States obtained information
from priscners and captured documents of an enemy plan for
a summer campaign. Set forth in Directives 81 and 88, the
plan continued the strategy, adopted in the fall of 1968,
of seeking a long-range political victory in the place of
an immediate military one. Scheduled for the period May
through July, the summer offensive would combine military
and political action. The plan placed emphasis on "economy
of force"™ tactics and on harassment of US forces in order
to increase US casualtles. By concentrating on US troops,
the enemy hoped to increase American dissatisfaction with
the war and thus galn his political obJjectives. The plan
also provided for political activity 1In rural areas to
prepare for a posslble settlement involving coalition
government . 2

To lmplement this strategy, the enemy plan called for
country-wide "high points" of military activity each month
as opposed to the general offensive strategy pursued in
1968 and the early months of 1969. - High points would con-
sist of attacks-by-fire coupled with sapper and terrorist
actions against US facilities and RVN-controlled population
centers; maln and local forces would attack ARVN and allied
fleld positions. The new tactics were designed f£o support
political goals and did not requilre a sustained level of
military activity. The resulting monthly peaks of military
actlon, the enemy belleved, would refocus world attention

22, (PS.GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969,
pp. IIXI-177 - III-178.

23. Ibid., p. IITI-120. (2=GP 4) Msg, COMUSMACV 5636 to
CINCPAC, 3 May 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, May 69.
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on the war, renewing anti-war sentiment in the United States
and countering US and GVN assertions that the Communist
forces were losing their effectiveness. In addition, the
enemy anticipated that the change would improve the morale
of hls troops and strengthen hls bargaining position at the
Paris talks.24

: General Vo Nguyen Glap lndirectly acknowledged the shift
in Communist strategy and tactics to the North Vietnamese
public several months later, In a speech before an NVN Alr
Force Congress on 22 June, General Glap stressed conser-
‘vation of force and protracted war, stating that North
Vietnam would use "minimal force to oppose an overpowerful
enemy" and "ordinary weapons" against the much better equip-
ment of the other side. The implication was that the enemy
would avoid frontal clashes involving large troop units.25

The first high point of the enemy summer campaign occurred
during the night of 11-12 May, when the enemy launched ‘a
country-wide series of attacks-by-fire and limited ground
actions. North Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops shelled
Saigon, Hue, and more than 30 allied positions during the
night. The most intense fighting took place in the A Shau
area of I CTZ, in the western highlands of II CTZ, and in
Tay Ninh Province in IIiI CTZ. There was also a series of
terrorist attacks in Saligon that killed at least 13 persons
and wounded about 100. By 13 May, the high point had ended.
More than 200 attacks had been noted, the largest number in
a comparable span of time since the 1968 Tet offensive. But
their Intensity and severity were far below the level of the
1968 attack; only 49 were deemed "major," and friendly
casualties were relatlvely light. The allies regarded the
enemy activity as motivated, at least in part, by a desire
to show that a 10-point peace plan issued by the Viet Cong
the previous week was not a sign of military exhaustion.

24, (@8-CP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, p. III-120.
(&) CM-4620-69 to SecDef, B Oct 69, OCJCS File 001 Vietnam,
Oct 69. NY Times, 10 May 69, p. 31.

25. The text of the speech was not available, but it was
dlscussed and quoted in (B8-GP 3) Memo, SecDef to CJCS,
"Military Strategy in Southeast Asia," 2 Jul 69, Att to.
JCS 2339/302, 3 Jul 69, JMF 907/520 (2 Jul 69).

26. (&-GP 1) Msg, COMUSMACV 6018 to CJCS, 12 May 69,
OCJCS File 091 Vietnam May 69. (2ZGP 1) NMCC OPSUM 110-69
(Supp), 12 May 69. (@S-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History,
1969, pp. III-123 - III-124; ITI-181; V-01. NY Times,
12 May 69, 1; 13 May 69, 1.

__JBH&éEEE!EEE"

71




On the day before the May high point began, allied
forces launched Operation APACHE SNOW in the sparsely
inhabited A Shau Valley, in the western part of I CTZ,
43 miles south-southwest of Quang Tri City. This multi-
regiment operation included two battalions of the 9th
Marine Regiment and four each from the 101ist Airborne
and the lst ARVN Infantry Dlvislions. The objective was
to destroy enemy caches, forces, and installatlons and
to prevent the escape of enemy forces into nearby
Laotian sanctuaries.

The operation began with a heliborne assault into the
thickly Jungled mountains along the Laotian border west
of the valley 1in an attempt to trap enemy forces. The
friendly forces then swept eastward, but for the first
two days made little contact with the enemy. On 12 May
US airborne troops encountered heavy enemy fire from
bunkers deep within Aphia Mountain, which overlocked the
A Shau Valley, and which was designated Hill 937 in allied
operations. After calling In artillery and tactlcal air
strikes, US troops made no less than flve attempts to
capture the hlll. They finally succeeded on 20 May, but
at a heavy cost: 45 Americans killed and 290 wounded.Z27

Major General Melvin Zals, USA, Commander of the 101lst
Alrborne, fermed the capture of the hill "a great victory
by a gutty bunch of guys." "Real victories," he said,
"don't come easily." The struggle for Hill 937, however,
had received worldwide attention, and some were uncertain
how "real" the victory was. During the operation, the
troops had complained of the difficulty of the battle,
nicknaming the mountain "Hamburger Hill" because it "chewed
men up like meat." There was also conslderable press
speculation during the battle over the reasons for both fhe
dogged enemy defense and the tenacious allied assaults.?2

On the day the US forces toock Hamburger Hill, Senator
Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts rose in the US Senate to

27. B-GP 1) NMCC OPSUMs 110-69, 12 May 69; 113-69,
15 May 69; 114-69, 16 May; 115-69, 17 May 69; 118-69,
21 May 69. (&B8-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969,
Pp. V-56 - V-57. NY Times, 20 May 69, 1; 21 May 69, 1.
28. (B8=GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, p. V-57.
NY Times, 20 May 69, 1l; 21 May 09, 1.
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to question the operation. It was "senseless," he charged,
"to send our young men to their deaths to capture hills

and positions that have no relation to thils conflict." He
believed "American lives were too valuable to be sacrificed
for military pride." Senator Hugh Scott of Pennsyivanla
immediately rebutted Senator Kennedy's charge, urging his
colleagues not to "second guess" the battlefield tactics,
"because we are not there."

This exchange and the extensive press coverage given the
Hamburger Hi11 battle and the resulting combat deaths
generated further discussion by editorial writers and
- columnists, drawlng attentlon more pointedly than before to
the relatlionship between casualtles and military strategy.
The Hamburger H1ll losses, combined with those incurred
during the 11-12 May enemy high point, caused concern at
some levels within the US Government that the military com=-
manders in Vietnam were operating without sufficilent regard
for the impact of casualty figures on publle opinion.29

On 21 May, in anticipation of questioning on Hamburger
Hill, General Wheeler provided Secretary Laird with a report
on the battle, in the form of a draft memorandum for the
President. The action had been directed against two enemy
battalions entrenched on the hill, since in that position
they had domlnated the local area, protecting an important
infiltration route from Laos into South Vietnam and pre-
venting allied disruption of enemy logistics activity in
the A Shau Valley. The larger purpose was to preempt new
enemy lnitiatives and to protect the gains represented by
"the accelerating progress of the pacification program,
the rebuilding of Hue and the decline of VC/NVA influence
~ on the population in northern I CTZ.,"30

On the following day, the US Command in Salgon issued a
statement defending the Hamburger Hill battle. According
to the Command spokesman: "We were not fighting for ter-
railn as such. We dild not attack the hill for the purpose
of taking a hill. We were golng after the enemy." The
attack on the enemy in this remote mountain area, 1t was
said, prevented him from massin§ for an intended attack on
Hue, some 30 miles to the east. 1

29. NY Times, 21 May 69, 1.

30. FC-GP 3) CM-4247-69 to SecDef, 21 May 69, 0CJCS Fille
091 Vietnam, May 69.

31, NY Times, 22 May 69, 1.
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On 23 May, White House Press Secretary Ronazld Ziegler
defended both the Hamburger Hill battle and allied tactics
in Vietnam. The action had been undertaken in response to
enemy activity and represented no change in US tactics or
military strategy. He clalmed that enemy initiatives,
rather than those of the Unilted States, determined the US
casualty rate. "Our activity and our actions in South
Vietnam in the previous weeks have not increased, in terms
of the initiatives we have taken,"” he said. "Our studles
confirm that casualty rates are largely the result of
enemy-initiated action." The US objective was to maintain
"a level of military actiwvity which would meet the objec-
tives of security of the population and our allied forces
and deprive the enemy of the expectation of lmposing a
political solution there." Three days later, Mr. Ziegler

agalin denled that the recent rise in US casualties in South.

Vietnam resulted from changes in allied tactics.32

United States casualtles for the next week dropped
sharply, and the controversy subslded. Meanwhlle, US
troops withdrew from Hamburger Hill on 28 May. A spokes-
man for the 101st Alrborne announced that the alllied forces
had completed thelr search of the mountaln and were con-
tinuing their "reconnaissance-in-force" mission through
the A Shau Valley. Operation APACHE SNOW, of which
Hamburger Hill was the most significant battle, ended on
7 June., Casualties for the operation were 113 US killed
and 627 wounded; 22 ARVN killed and 106 wounded. Reported
enemy casualtles totalled 977 kllled and 7 detalned.

While attention was focused on Hamburger Hill, a more
important battle, the ARVN Ben Het-Dak To Campalgn, was
belng waged in northern Kontum Province in II CTZ. It was
the first major independent RVNAF operation of the war and
was anxlously watched by US mllitary advisers as a test of
RVNAF effectliveness. For a month, from early May until
early June, ARVN and CIDG forces engaged two NVA regiments
in the rugged area just east of the Cambodian, Laotian, and
RVN tri-border area. In a series of actions, beginning
with the May high point and continuing through 5 June, the
ARVN and CIDG forces successfully defended the Ben Het CIDG
Camp, located on Route 512, and drove the enemy from the

32. Ibid., 24 May 69, 1; 27 May 69, 4.
33, Ibid., 28 May 69, 8; 30 May 69, 2. (S-GP 1) NMCC
OPSUM 133-69, 9 Jun 69.
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area. The RVNAF forces acquitted themselves well in heavy
combat against strong NVA main force elements. The enemy
lost over 1,200 men killed in actlon while RVNAF casualties
amounted to less. than 200. Although US advisers and com-
bat support elements assisted 1n the campaign, Vietnamese
commanders held sole tactical responsibility and no US
ground troops participated 1n the operations.3“

Except for the Hamburger Hill and Ben Het battles, enemy
activity dropped to a low level following the May high
. point. For a 24-hour period from 0600, 30 May to 0600, 31

- . May, local time, US and RVNAF troops observed a "temporary

cessation of offensive operations" in commemoration of
Buddha's birthday. During the night of 5-6 June, however,
the enemy unleashed the second high point of his summer .
campalgn with over 200 shellings on allied lnstallations
and populated areas in South Vietnam. He relied heavily on
attacks-by-fire through the lower half of South Vietnam,
though activity also increased slightly in I and IT CTZs.
The enemy also launched a few ground assaults. The most
significant occurred in Tay Ninh Province against a Fire
Support Base of the 25th Infantry Division, where 401

enemy soldlers were killed. The intensity of the enemy
shellings was generally low; enemy losses, however, were
higher than in the May high point. General Abrams reported
that enemy activity during the 5-6 June period was about
three-quarters that of the previous month's peak while
enemy casualtles were 90 percent of those of the May attacks.
By 7 June, the level of enemy actlion had returned to that
existing prior to the 5-6 June attacks, and enemy activity
declined noticeably durlng the remalnder of June and con-
tinued at a low level throughout July. Main force units
avoided major contact and many moved to border and base
areas to regroup and refit. Enemy inflltration into South
Vietnam also declined during the summer.35

34, @=GP 1) NMCC OPSUMs 110-69, 12 May 69; 112-69,
14 May 69; 117-69, 20 May 69; 118-69, 21 May 69; 119-69,
22 May 69; 121-69, 24 May 69; 123-69, 27 May 69; 128-69,
3 Jun 69; 131-69, 6 Jun 69; 134-69, 10 Jun 69. (BS-GP 1)
COMUSMACV Command Histor 1969, pp. V-72 -V-73, H-1 - H-4L.
35. Cﬁiﬁﬁ‘ﬁT"MEET‘Eﬁﬁ%§MAcv‘5806 to Aetg CJCS and
CINCPAC, 7 May 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, May 69. (B-GP 1)
NMCC OPSUM 126-69, 31 May 69. (£) Msg, Dep COMUSMACV 7827

to CINCPAC, 9 Jun 69; (£~GP 4) Msg, Dep COMUSMACV 7322 to
CINCPAC, 10 Jun 69; OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Jun 69. [Over]
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Allied operations in the spring and early summer of 1969
continued in much the same pattern as in late 1968 and
early 1969. United States troops, assisted by the RVNAF,
exerted heavy pressure on the enemy, seeking to draw him
into combat. Multl-battallon actions throughout South
Vietnam sought to find, fix, and eliminate VC/NVA main
force units and deny them an opportunity to reorganlize and
redistribute their men and resources. Within the four
CTZs, the allied military commanders shifted their unlts
in response to intelligence indicatlons of enemy concen-
trations. Allled forces also conducted operations to extend
security, protect population areas, and support paclfication,
and US forces carried out dally reconnalssance and training
exerclses with the Rural and Popular Force units defending
the cities and towns.

The allies placed particular emphasis on the protection
of Salgon. The Capital Military Assistance Command (CMAC),
composed of US and RVNAF troops, carried out offensive
actions in Gia Dinh Province and adjacent areas to counter
ground and rocket attacks agalnst Saigon. These operations
attempted to locate enemy caches and to interdiet infil-
.tration routes, thereby denying the enemy the resoqurces and
staging areas needed for attacks on the capital.3

The . Search for Expanded Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) Authdfitiqg_

When the United States halted bombing operations in North
Vietnam on 1 November 1968,:1it also suspended all military
operations in the DMZ, and no ground forces were permitted
to enter the Zone without presidential approval. This
prohibition, in the opinion of the field commanders and the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, allowed the enemy a sanctuary for
staging operations in the northern part of I CTZ and
resulted in Increased allled casualtles there. Consequently,
the spring and summer of 1969 saw a continuing effort by
COMUSMACV, CINCPAC, and the Joint Chilefs of Staff to regain
authority for operations in the DMZ. 1In response to the

_____ @PE-GP 1) COMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. III-43;
III-124, ITI-1B%, ITI-187 — III-1BB. V-Oi. NY Times,
6 Jun 69, 9. ,
36. (BA=GP 1) GOMUSMACV Command History, 1969, pp. V-41 -
v-42, V-96.
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enemy post-Tet offensive iIn late February, the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff had sought the removal cf
restrictions on operations In the DMZ, but the Secretary

of Defense, deslring to hold down the "level of violence,"
had not granted the request. General Wheeler had railsed
the question again in mid-March, but no action was taken.37

On 3 April 1969, the Joint Chiefs of Staff notified
CINCPAC and COMUSMACV of thelr intention to ask again for
modification of the DMZ rules of engagement. Speciflcally,
they wanted authority to send unilts, up to brigade-size, .
into the Zone below the Provisional Military Demarcation
Line (PMDL). Such operations would not exceed five days in
length and would require a 48-hour notification to
Washington prior to initiation. The Joint Chiefs of Staff
cautlioned the two fleld commanders that these modifications
were proposals only and did not change the current rules.
There had been no indication in "discussiogs with higher
authority" that approval was likely soon.3

Perhaps hbecause the Jolnt Chiefs of Staff did not expect
early action, COMUSMACV and CINCPAC did not comment on the
proposed rules for over a month; General Abrams submlitted
his comments on 1l May and Admiral McCaln the followlng day.
Both supported the JCS proposals, but felt they did not go
far enough. They objected to the five-day limitation and
urged removal of the current prohibiltion on B-52 strikes
in the DMZ, a stipulation not included in the JCS pro-
posals.39 .

General Wheeler submitted the proposal for 1increased DMZ
authority to the Secretary of Defense on 13 May 1969.
Following the suggestlons of COMUSMACV and CINCPAC, the
proposed rules now incorporated authority for B-52 strikes
in the DMZ and contained no time restrictions on operatlons
or slze limitations on the use of ground forces. Citing
his previous requests for augmented authorities in February
and March, General Wheeler told the Secretary that the enemy

37. See Ch. 2.

38. (P5-GP 1) Msg, JCS 6069 to CINCPAC (info COMUSMACV),
3 Apr 69, 0OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Apr 69.

39. The COMUSMACV reply i1s not found in the JCS files,
but it was referenced, discussed, and concurred in by
CINCPAC in (28-GP 1) Msg, CINCPAC to CJCS, 1205447 May 69,
OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, May 69.
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now had twelve infantry and four artillery regiments in or
near the DMZ. Current restrictions handicapped friendly
forces 1n responding to this threat. 1In addition, it was
apparent from the experience of the past six months that

the enemy had used the DMZ as an Inflltration route and
supply base for activities in northern I CTZ and would
probably continue to do so. Consequently, General Wheeler
considered the situation in the DMZ sufficlently changed
from early February to warrant approval of the new reques’l:.“0

The Secretary of Defense presented the Chalrman's pro-
posals to Dr. Kissinger the followlng day. Secretary Lalrd
dld not believe that current 1intelligence or enemy actions
Justified either ground or B-52 strilkes in the DMZ at that
time. Sultable targets did not exist or, at least, had
not been identified. He dld belleve, however, that COMUSMACV
should have authorlty to use B-52s agalnst specific targets
south of the PMDL (though not, he added, in the period
immedlately following the President's forthcoming speechul
on Vietnam).42-

Dr. Kissinger and the President agreed wlth the Secretary,
and on 16 May the Joint Chiefs of Staff authorized the conduct
of B-52 strikes on "selected, clearly l1ldentified significant
enemy targets" in the DMZ south of the PMDL. Normally, 24
hours advance notice to Washington would be regquired; however,
the Chairman was empowered to walve this requirement in cases
of fleeting taﬁﬁets constituting an immediate threat to
allied forces.

This enlarged authority only partially fulfilled the mili-
tary requirements for DMZ operatlons, and both the fileld
commanders and the Jolnt Chiefs of Staff continued to seek
modification of the rules. On 18 May 1969, CINCPAC pointed
out that B-52 aircraft attacking targets adjacent to the DMZ
might on occasion find 1t necessary to fly over North

00, (PB=GP 1) CM-4217-69 to SecDef, 13 May 69, same file.

41. See below, pp. 85-86.

42, (2%) Memo, SecDef to Dr. Kissinger, "Operations in
the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ),"™ 14 May 69, Encl to (F8-GP 1)
J3M-264—69 to CJCS, 16 May 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam,

May 69.

43. (PS-GP 3) Msg, CJCS 9473 to CINCPAC and CINCSAC,

16 Mar 69, same file.
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Vietnamese terrlitory and requested that they be allowed to
do so. Apparently without referring this request to higher
authority, the Chairman of the Jolnt Chiefs of Staff told
CINCPAC the following ﬁay that the overflight authority
could not be granted.u

In late June, COMUSMACV asked permission to use artillery
and mortars for unobserved suppressive fire agalilnst enemy
activity and lines of communication in the southern half of
the DMZ. General Abrams explained that, during the past six
weeks, his forces had been taking increased casualties from

. enemy fire originating in the DMZ. Current rules allowed US

forces to fire into the DMZ only at visually sighted targets
and actlive weapon positions. The enemy took advantage of. .
thls situation, fighting close to the DMZ during the day and
resupplying his forces through the Zone 1n relative safety
at night. General Abrams realized that ground action would
be the most effective means of eliminating enemy artillery
from the DMZ, but, 1n view of the "present political atmos-
phere," he was asking only for authority to use his artillery
and mortars agalinst targets detected by intelligence reports
or by electronic means. CINCPAC concurred wilith COMUSMACV's
request, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Stafg for-
warded it to the Secretary of Defense on 7 July 1969.%45

The Secretary of Defense disapproved the request on 23
July. Although the enemy continued to violate the DMZ, Mr
Laird did not consider the violation as flagrant as before
the November bombing halt. Until a more direct threat
developed, he wanted to %void actions that could 1lnvite
inereased enemy action.”

While the COMUSMACV request for authority to shell enemy
targets in the DMZ was under Washlington review, the question
of overflight of North Vietnam by IRON HAND (flghter)

04, (P8=GP 3) Msgs, CINCPAC to JCS, 180300Z May 69,
JCS IN Q4770; CJCS 9520 to CINCPAC and CINCSAC, 19 May 69,
same flle.

L5, (B8=GP 3) Msgs, COMUSMACV 8088 to CJCS and CINCPAC,
24 Jun 69; CINCPAC to CJCS 2523582 Jun 69; same file, Jun 69.
(28-GP 3) CM-4397-69 to SecDef, 7 Jul 69, OCJC3 File 091
Vietnam, Jul 69.

46. (P%) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "Operational Authorities
in the Demilitarized Zone South of the Permanent Military
Demarcation Line (S)," 23 Jul 69, same file.
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alrcraft arose. On 23 June 1969, COMUSMACV requested this
authorlty from CINCPAC in order to protect ARC LIGHT oper-
ations near the border of North Vietnam. CINCPAC granted
the authority three days later with the caveat that such
penetrations must be limited to the area and time needed
to support the B-52 force.l47

In Washington, the Director of the Joint Staff thought
aporoval of this authority should be obtained from the
Secretary of Defense because of the political sensitivity
of operations involving NVN territory, as well as previous
precedents for sanctlon of such operations by higher author-
ity. Accordingly, on 14 July 1969, the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff notified the Secretary of Defense of
the CINCPAC authorization and requested the Secretary's
concurrence. General Wheeler found the CINCPAC action
"prudent" and in accord with the rules of engagement 1ssued
at the time of the 1 November bombing halt, which permitted
commanders the "inherent right" of self-defense for their
forces. But the Secretary did not agree, stating that he
did not wish to extend such contingency authority at that
time, and ﬁgneral Wheeler directed CINCPAC to rescind the
authority.

By the end of July 1969, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had
obtained only authority for selected ARC LIGHT strilkes
against establlshed targets in the southern half of the DMZ.
They had been unsuccessful in securing approval for elther
ground action in the DMZ or unobserved firing into the Zone,
but they were to continue to press for enlarged authoritiles
in the DMZ in the months ahead. The Secretary of Defense
had disapproved most of the JCS requests for more lenient
rules, hoping to avold intenslification of the flghting.
Concerned with public opinion and knowlng that adherents of
the antl-war movement in the United States were already
becoming restive over the deliberate pace of President
Nixon's progress toward ending the war, he wished to avoid
fueling their protests.

7. (B=GP 4) Msg, COMUCMACV 36920 to CINCPAC, 23 Jun 69;
(8-GP 3) Msg, CINCPAC to COMUSMACV, 261915Z Jun 69; same
file.

48, (F-GP 3) DJISM-1079-69 to CJCS, 10 Jul 69; (#-GP 3)
CM-4U428-69 to SecDef, 14 Jul 69; (B-GP 4) Memo, SecDef to
CJCsS, "IRON HAND ARC LIGHT Support (U)," 7 Aug 69; same
file. (2-GP 3) Msg, CJCS 9994 to CINCPAC, 13 Aug 69, OCJCS
file 091 Vietnam, Aug 69.
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The Effects of Casualty Rates on Military Policy

President Nixon entered office conscious that opposition
to the Vietnam war had been a factor in preventing his
predecessor from seeklng another term and fully aware of the
importance of retaining public support. One sensitive .
factor affecting public opinion was the US casualty rate in
Vietnam, and the new Administration realized that continu-
ing high casualtlies would increase pressure for a precipil-
tate settlement of the conflict. Some public and private
figures in the United States belleved that aggressive US
~action in Vietnam resulted in high US casualties; they
"~ favored curtailment of US offensives in favor of less costly

operations.

The question of casualties came up at one of the earliest
NSC meetings in the new Administration. In late January,
Dr. Kissinger asked General Wheeler for an analysis of the
casualtles of both sldes that would show the effect of
actions initlated by friendly forces as compared with those
begun by the enemy. General Wheeler passed this request to
COMUSMACV, who replied on 2 February, explalning that
efforts over the past two years had established how diffi-
cult 1t was to develop a valld basls for such assessments.
For linstance, the comparison became almost meaningless if
it included data from the many standoff attacks initiated by
the enemy, in which no troop assault occurred. General
Abrams was able to present figures and ratios for a number
of engagements, camparable in scope, 1n which the orilginator
of the actlon could be clearly identified. -Based on these
examples, he concluded that the enemy had the ability to
influence the level of casualties, both friendly and enemy,
by choosling whether to attack or to avoid contact. What-
ever the level of actlvity, however, the enemy had been
unable to make any appreclable reduction in the overall
casualty ratio, so unfavorable to him. General Abrams
believed the ratio of five to one 1n favor of friendly forces,
establishﬁd during several months of 1968, was "falrly"
accurate.*9

49, (&) Msg, JCS 1204 to COMUSMACV, 28 Jan 69, 0OCJCS
File 091 Vietnam, Jan 69. (3=GP 1) Msg, COMUSMACV 1469 to
CJCS, 2 Feb 69, same flle, Feb 69. (Indication of the NSC
consideration 1s contained in a handwritten notation on the
COMUSMACV msg.)
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General Wheeler passed on these statistics to the
Secretary of Defense, supplemented with graphs to illus-
trate trends in overall casualties since 1965. He believed
they demonstrated that in any actlon involving troop contact
{(whether initiated by friendly or by enemy forces), superior
allied filrepower resulted in very high casualties for the
enemy. In the enemy's standoff attacks by fire, the enemy
had time to remove many of his casualties before a body
count could be made, so that the ratio appeared less
unfavorable to him., General Wheeler concluded that, while
ratlos varled for specific operations, the overall trend
continued to run in favor of friendly forces.50

In late March, General Abrams submitted to General
Wheeler "a deeper analysis" of the casualty ratio problem.
His principal conclusion was that "the actions with most
favorable results, from a standpoint of casualtles, are
those initlated by friendly forces." General Abrams found
that both friendly and enemy forces suffered fewer losses
when they attacked than when they stood on the defensive.
For example, durlng two periods of actlvity in February and
March 1969, enemy-to-friendly "kill ratios"™ had amounted to
22.0:1 and 15.5:1 1in actions initiated by the alllies, com-
pared with only 1.4:1 and 2.8:1 when the enemy attacked.
Only harassment, terrorism, and attacks-by-fire gave the
enemy consistently favorable casualty ratlos.

General Abrams' analysis arrived in Washington at a time
when the casualty issue was particularly sensitive. There
had been growing public speculation that expanded US oper-
ations were causing the high US losses. Mr. W. Averell
Harriman, the former chief US negotlator at the Parls talks,
contended that the enmy post-Tet offensive had been preceded
by a sharp increase in US ground activity. On 23 March 1969,
the New York Times charged that US forces had stepped up
ground patrols and engagements following the 1 November 1968
bombing halt, thus bringing about increased fatalities on
both sides during the four-month lull preceding the post-Tet
offensive. At the end of March, tctal US combat deaths in
Vietnam had reached 33,641, surpassing the figure for the
Korean War.

50. ©) CM-3945-69 to SecDef, 17 Feb 69, same file.

51. (Z-GP 3) Msg, COMUSMACV 3806 to CJCS and CINCPAC,
25 Mar 69, OCJCS Pile 091 Vietnam, Mar 69,

52. Time, 11 Apr 69, 18. NY Times, 23 Mar 69, 1.
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By late March, many were growing impatient wlith President
Nixon's lack of progress in ending the war. The leaders of
the antli-war movement had been willilng to give the new
President time to take effective control, but after two
months it was apparent to them that he was not meeting their
demands for an immedlate US withdrawal from Southeast Asila.
As a consequence, they began preparations for renewed
agltation agalnst the war, and the first public demonstra-
tions since President Nixon took office occurred on 5 April.
In marches in citles across the country, 1lncluding New York,
Chicago, Atlanta, Los Angeles, San Franclsco, and Seattle,

. demonstrators demanded an end to the war and the return of

US troops from Vietnam.53

The increasing public concern over US casualtles, as well
as a bellef by some within the Administration that US combat
deaths might be reduced by a lowering of US effort in Vietnan,
generated considerable pressure for a change in strategy.
General Wheeler gave an indication of the pressure in a
message to COMUSMACV on 3 April 1969:

The subject of US casualtlies is being thrown at me

at every juncture: in the press, by the Secretary

of Defense, at the White House and on the Hill. I

am concerned that decisions could be made 1in

response to strong pressure inslde and on the Adminis-
tration to seek a settlement of the war which could

be detrimental to our objJectives or to adopt a defen-
sive strategy in South Vietnam.

The situation was made worse by the fact that flgures for
the period 1 February through 29 March ostensibly showed

US casualtles to be higher than those of the RVNAF. General
Wheeler did not believe that these flgures represented the
actual situation, but rather were the result of slow and
faulty RVNAF reporting. He did not want COMUSMACV to limit
his operations, but he did ask General Abrams to explore

the matter of gﬁsualty reporting with the RVNAF Joint
General Staff.

53. NY Times, 6 Apr 69, p. 1.

54, (&) Msg, CJCS 4092 to COMUSMACV, 3 Apr 69, OCJCS File
091 Vietnam, Apr 69. COMUSMACV did bring the matter to the
attention of the South Vietnamese, and an improved RVNAF
reporting system was adopted. As a result, by early June 1969,
casualty reports showed RVNAF losses much above those of the
United States. (&GP 4) Msg, COMUSMACV 7579 to CJCS, 14 Jun
69, same fille, Jun 69.
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To counterbalance the growlng demand on the Adminis-
tration for adoption of "a purely defensive posture" as a
way to reduce US casualtles in South Vietnam, General
Wheeler declded to present his views to the Secretary of
Defense. On 28 March 1969, he dispatched to CINCPAC and
COMUSMACV a draft of the memorandum he proposed to use.
After considering the replies of the two commanders, the
Chairman circulated the draft to his colleagues, seeking
united support for its presentation as an expression of
JCS views. The Joint Chiefs of Staff forwarded the memo-
randum to the Secretary of Defense on 14 April 1969.55

The Joint Chiefs of Staff firmly opposed any change in
strategy in Vietnam. They repeated COMUSMACV's conviction
that attacks initiated by friendly forces resulted in lower
casualties for the Unlted States than those launched by the
enemy. They observed that harassment, terrorism, and
attacks-by~-fire were the only actions consistently giving
the enemy a favorable casualty ratlio. Therefore adoption
of defensive posture by US forces would only provide the
enemy easy targets for his most effective type of action
and would forfeit the advantages of superlor mobility and
firepower--advantages that could best be explolted by
exercise of the initiative. To surrender the initiative
now, the Joint Chlefs of Staff belleved, would repeat the
tragedy of the French forces in Indochina, who, having
abandoned the offensive, were:

strangled in thelr bunkers by an 1ll-fed, 1l1l1-
equipped force which, armed with 1nitiative and
freedom of action, killed and captured 15 per-
cent of the French Army in Indo-China--and broke
the spirit of the French forces in the field and
the Government of France at home.

The Joint Chiefs of Staff also thought that a defensive
strategy would harm the morale of both U3 and RVNAF troops.

They pointed out to the Secretary that enemy troops angd
munitions coming from Laos and Cambodla were largely
responsible for current US and RVNAF casualties. "How long

55. (#2) Msg, CJCS 3805 to CINCPAC and COMUSMACV, 28 Mar
69, same file, Mar 69. (#5-GP 1) CM-4063-69 to Service
Chiefs, 4 Apr 69; (28=GP 1) JCSM-224-69 to SecDef, 1k Apr
69; JMF 911/175 (11 Apr 69).
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"we must continue to sustain . . . casualties from the
enemy's unimpeded use of these sanctuaries," they said,
"involves questions of significant international and
national importance." They and the fleld commanders all
believed destruction of such areas would reduce friendly
losses and "go far toward making a US force reduction
feasible.™.

It was the professional Judgment of the Joint Chlefs of
Staff, fully supported by CINCPAC, COMUSMACV, and their
commanders, "that to change the pattern of our operations
in South Vietnam from offensive to defensive would increase,

" rather than decrease, casualtles," jeopardizing US objec-

tives in Vietnam. The importance that the Joint Chiefs of
Staff attached to this matter was evident in the fact that
they requested the Secretary of Defense to forward thelr
memorandum to the President.>

There 1s no evidence of a formal actlon by the Secretary
of Defense forwarding the memorandum to the White House.
At his 18 April news conference, however, the President was
asked about casualtles and his reply indicated a familiarity
with the JCS position. The Presldent said that he had
studlied the question to determine whether US or enemy action
increased friendly losses. What he found was that US casu-
alties 1increased substantially during enemy attacks. He
added that he had not and did not intend to order any
reduction in US action.57

Although the 1lull in combat operatlions in April brought
reduced US casualtles in South Vietnam, public dissatis-
faction over the lack of measurable progress In ending the
war continued. 1In an attempt to enlist public opinion in
support of more positive goals, President Nixon addressed
the nation on 14 May 1969. After noting the intensive
review by his Administration of "every aspect" of the Vietnam
policy, he turned to the US objective 1n Vietnam. The
United States would not withdraw unilaterally from Vietnam
nor accept a settlement 1n Paris amounting to "a dilsgulsed
American defeat." Then, in what amounted to a subtle change
in US policy, the President discussed what was acceptable.
The United States had ruled out "attempting to impose a

56. (PS-GP 1) JCSM-224-69 to SecDef, 14 Apr 69, same file.
57. Public Papers, Nixon, 1969, p. 300.
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purely military solution on the battlefield . . . . What
we want 1s very little, but very fundamental. We seek the
opportunity for the South Vietnamese people to determine
their own political future without outside interference."
In elaboration, the President said that the United States
sought no bases or millitary tles in Vietnam.

Although the President did not explicitly so state, 1t
was clear from his remarks that policy no longer demanded
a democratic government in South Vietnam or the defeat of
the Communist insurgency. What the President d4id say was
that the United States would accept any government in South
Vietnam resulting from the "free cholce of the South
Vietnamese people themselves." The United States had no
intentlon, President Nixon continued, of imposing any form
of government on South Vietnam, nor would it be a party to
such coercion. In additlion, the United States dld not
object to reunification, if that was the "free choice of
the Vietnamese people." The President then went on to

spell out a proposg% for..a negotiated settlement based on
mutual withdrawal. '

The President's speech falled to allay dilssatisfaction
with the war. The following day, six Democratic Congress-
men inftroduced a resolution that asked the President to
withdraw 100,000 US troops unconditionally and to call for
a cease-~fire. A long-time opponent of US involvement,
Senator Frank Church, expressed biltter disappointment that

the Nixon plan for ending the war was "the same as the
Johnson plan."59%

As described earlier in this chapter, the battle for
Hamburger Hill in late May again ralsed the guestion of
strategy and casualties and unleashed a torrent of criticism
against military operations in South Vietnam. Mr. W. Averell
Harriman disputed the Administration's Justificatilon that
US forces had to keep the enemy off balance and spoil his
attacks before they were launched. He argued that US
actlions were responsible for continued enemy activity. If
the United States would take the lead 1in scaling down the
war, he sald, the enemy would follow suilt.

58. Public Papers, Nixon, 1969, pp. 369-375. See Ch. 12
for a discusslion of the President's mutual withdrawal proposal.
59. NY Times, 16 May 69, 9.

60. Ibid., 1 Jun 69, IV 1,
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The Hamburger Hill battle also raised questions 1n the
mind of Senator J. Willlam Fulbright, Chairman of the
Senate Foreilgn Relations Committee. The battle, together
with the sharp lncrease in US casualtles and recent state-
ments by "scme Unlted States officials™ on military strategy,
caused the Senator to question whether US military action
was conslistent with overall US objJectives. In order to
assist hls Committee in evaluating developments iIn Vietnam,
Senator Fulbright asked the Secretary of Defense on 24 May
1969 for the precise text of the order for the conduct of

. operatlons in Vietnam prior to the bombing halt and sgbse—
- . gquent changes including the order currently in force. 1

The Assistant Secretary of Defense for International
Security Affalrs, G. Warren Nutter, asked the Chalrman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff to provide an answer for the
Senator, since the information desired seemed to be "pri-
marily of a military command nature." General Wheeler
replied on 10 June that the broad guldance for military
operations in Vietnam had not changed elther before or after
the November bombing halt. The obJectives were to make
North Vletnamese support of the Viet Cong as costly as
possible, to defeat the Viet Cong insurgency in South Vietnam
and force withdrawal of the North Vietnamese forces from the
south, and to extend the Republic of Vietnam's control over
all of South Vietnam. The language supplied by General
Wheeler was taken directly from the CINCPAC mission state-
ment in the Joint Strategic Capabllitles Plan for FY 1970
(JSCP-T0), issued 1in late December 1968.62

The Secretary of Defense couched his reply to Senator
Fulbright on 26 June in more careful language than that
suggested by General Wheeler. He told the Senator that US
objJectives in Vietnam had not changed. In broad terms,
COMUSMACV's mission, both before and after 1 November 1968,
was to assist the Government of Vietnam and its armed
forces in defeating externally directed and supported .
aggression and to attain "a stable and independent noncom-
munist government." The conduct of the war, Secretary

61l. (U) Ltr, Senator J. William Fulbright to SecDef,
24 May 69, Att to (P8-GP 1) JCS 2472/496, 27 Jun 69,
JMF 911/079 (CY 69).

62. (U) Memo, ASD(ISA) to CJCS, "Request for Information
by Sen. Fulbright," 3 Jun 69; (P8=GP 3) CM-4312-69 to
ASD(ISA), 10 Jun 69; Atts to JCS 2472/496, 27 Jun 69; same
file. TFor JSCP-T70 see (BB=GP 3) SM-827-69 to Distribution
1list, 31 Dec 68 (derived from JCS 18u44/507) JMF 510 (7 Dec
68) sec 24, B Ce L
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Laird continued, conslsted of a multitude of day-to-day
decisions, "requiring that military commanders be vested
with the authority as well as responsibility to accomplish
the mission in accordance with national policy directives."

The Secretary also explalned to Senator Fulbright why a
defensive strategy in Vietnam was unrealistic. Intelligence
revealed that enemy plans continued to concentrate on
inflicting US casualties. To adopt a defensive posture,
withdrawing into fixed cantonments, the Secretary saild,
would only make it easler for the enemy to conduct mortar,
rocket, and artillery attacks against US forces. Commanders
in the field must have "the latitude to find fix, and
destroy enemy positions."

In additlon, Secretary Laird furnished Senator Fulbright
detalled figures on US and RVNAF troop strengths, ground and
alr operations, and casualties. These statistics documented
the expansion of the ARVN and the cutback of US air support
(as measured in numbers of sorties, though with no decrease
in tonnage of munitions expended.)6

Combat action in Vietnam entered another 1lull following
the 5-6 June enemy high point, and US casualties again
dropped. Ehis, comblned with the presldential announcement
on 8 Juneb®! of the first US troop withdrawals from Vietnam,
tended to lessen the public clamor for definite action to
end the war.

But the President's withdrawal announcement did not
satisfy all the critics. Former Secretary of Defense
Clark M. Clifford, in an article in Forelgn Affairs appear-
ing in mid-June, called for larger and faster trgop with-
drawals than those indlcated by President Nixon. Mr.
Clifford also supported the Harriman thesis--if the United
States reduced 1ts military action in South Vietnam, the
enemy would do likewise., He suggested that, concurrently
with troop wilthdrawals, the United States order 1i1ts com-
manders to discontinue applying "maximum military pressure"

53. (PS-GP 1) Ltr, SecDef to Senator J. William Fulbright,

26 Jun 69, Att to JCS 2472/496, 27 Jun 69, JMF 911/079
(CY 69).

64. See Ch. 4.

65. For a discussion of the Clifford proposal on with-
drawal see Ch. 4, p, 111,
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on the enemy and seek instead to lower the level of fight-
ing. The public statements of US offlclals, Mr. Clifford
asserted, showed that there had been no change in the policy
of "maximum military effort." He concluded that the result
had been "a continuation of the high level of American
casualties, without any giscernible impact on the peace:
negotlations in Paris."6

At a news conference on 19 June 1969, a reporter
referred to the Clifford article and asked President Nixon
1f he intended to instruct US commanders in Vietnam to
~lower the mllitary pressure. In reply, the Presldent
repeated hls statement that US casualtles were in direct
ratio to the level of enemy attacks. "We have not escalated
our attacks. We have only responded to what the enemy has
done." It took two to reduce the level of fightlng, the
President observed, suggesting that, 1f the enemy followed
the US example of wlthdrawlng one-tenth of 1ts forces, a
reduction in the level of fighting would occur. As for
orders to military commanders, Mr. Nixon stated that
General Abrams was expected to conduct the war with a
minimum of American casualtles, and the President belleved
he was carrying out that order "with great effectiveness."67

The decline in enemy action in South Vietnam, which
followed the early June high point, continued into July, and
the low level of hostlle action became the basis for new
demands that US operatlons be scaled down. Secretary of
State William Rogers mentioned the decrease 1n enemy attacks
and infiltration at a press conference on 2 July and was
Immediately and aggressively questioned on whether or not
these developments would bring a change in orders to US
forces to relax the pressure on the enemy. Later the same
day, Senator George McGovern spoke on the Senate floor,
charging that the Administration's policy of maximum pres-
sure on the enemy obstructed the Paris talks. On 5 July,
Mr. Harriman again urged the United States to seize "the
opportunity of a new lull" in the war to arrange a mutual
reduction iIn forces. Belleving that previous opportunities
had been missed, he added: "I don't think we'll make much

bb. Clark M. Clifford, "A Vietnam Reappralsal," Forelgn
Affairs, Jul 69, pp. 601-622.
67. Public Papers, Nixon, 1969, pp. L71-472.
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progress on a political solution uggil we find a way to
reduce the fighting and violence."

A Review of the US Mission and Strategy in Vietnam

The Secretary of Defense also had reservations about the
mission of US forces in South Vietnam and the resulting
military operations, and on 2 July 1969, he told the Joint
Chiefs of Staff that he considered 1t desirable to review
military strategy in Vietnam. 1In recent weeks the Secre-
tary had been impressed by a number of factors affecting
the war: the 22 June speech by General Glap stressing con-
servatlon of force and protracted war; the lull in the war
and, particularly, the decline in enemy infiltration as
described in a recent estimate by COMUSMACV; the progress in
strengthening the RVNAF; and the stringent US budgetary
guldelines, coupled with the unlikelihood of supplemental
appropriations, which required reductions in Defense activi-
ties. He also mentioned.the Pregident's 14 May speech, which
had ruled out both a military solution in Vietnam and a US
commitment to insure any particular political outcome there,
as well as the Presldent's hope, expresged at his 19 June
news conference, that the Unlted States could withdraw )
100,000 troops from Vietnam in 1969. These developments,
the Secretary found, confronted the United States with a
series.of "unique and important trends" in the war and made
mandatory "a broad and deep reassessment of our military
strategy and the employment of our land, sea, and air forces
In Southeast Asia." He asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff to
prepare such a reassessment.

On the evening of 7 July the President met with his key
advisers to review Vietnam policy. The available record
does not indicate the attendance, but General Wheeler, who
was present, said that it was "small" and at the "highest
level" and that the discussion was thorough and wide-
ranging. The political climate was considered at some length,
and General Wheeler later told CINCPAC and COMUSMACV that

68. Secretary Rogers' News Conference, 2 Jul 69, State
Dept Bulletin, 21 Jul 69, pp. 41-49. NY Times, 6 Jul 69, 3;
7 Jul 69, 2.

69. PS-GP 3) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "Military Strategy in
Southeast Asia," 2 Jul 69, Att to JCS 2339/302, 3 Jul 69,
JMF 907/520 (2 Jul 69).
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"the political situation here is not good." The President
considered that public opinion would hold "until about
October," when some further action on his part would be
required.

Attention then turned to the lull. Some of the partlci-
pants, not including General Wheeler, belleved that 1f the
present low level of enemy activity contlnued, a decision on
further US troop withdrawals, with suitable announcement,
could and should be accelerated.”’0 As an indication of the
pressure on the President, General Wheeler reported to

- CINCPAC and COMUSMACV that "people in opposition here" were

"very vociferous" in support of the Harriman thesis. They
argued that the enemy was trylng to reduce the level of
combat, but that the United States, constantly increasing
the pressure, would not cooperate. Hence the continuing
casualtlies were the fault of the United States.

As a consequence of thls discussion, General Wheeler was
instructed to determine if COMUSMACV's directive could be
rephrased. The object was to rewrite the mlssion statement
in a manner that would not change the nature of the oper-
atlons, but would indicate that the objective was different.
General Wheeler had not agreed that the directlve should be
.modlflied. He explained to COMUSMACV and CINCPAC that there
was no intentlon to change the pattern of operations in
Vietnam, which must st1ll allow for maximum pressure on the
enemy. What was involved, he saild, was "semantics," adding:
"I think we will come up with words having to do with
Vietnamization, protection of populstion, and GVN stability."
General Wheeler stressed the extreme sensitlvity of this
matter. M"Obviously, thils 1s an area wherein your public affairs
people would _have to be most discreet," he told COMUSMACV
and CINCPAC.T1 :

70. For coverage of the discussion of troop withdrawal at
this July meeting, see Ch. 4, pp. 114-115.

71, ¢PS) Msg, CJCS 8357 to Dep COMUSMACV and C/S PACOM,
9 Jul 69, OCJCS File 091 Vietnam, Jul 69. Because General
Abrams and Admiral McCain happened to be absent from their
headquarters at that time, General Wheeler sent the message
to their subordinates with instructions to relay it "under
secure conditions.”
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The directive in question was part of the overall mission
assigned CINCPAC in JSCP-70, lssued by the Jolnt Chiefs of
Staff on 31 December 1968. It provided for assistance to
the Republic of Vietnam and its armed forces "to defeat the
externally directed and supported communist subversion and
aggression” and to attain "a stable and independent noncom-
munist government" there. In addition, the JSCP assigned
the following subordinate undertakings:

(1) make -as difficult and costly as possible
.the continued support ol the Viet Cong by North
‘Vietnam, and cause North Vietnam to cease its
direction of the Viet Cong insurgency . . . ;

- {(2) defeat the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese
Armed Forces in South Vietnam and force with-
drawal of the North Vietnamese Armed Forces;

(3) extend Government of Vietnam dominion,
directlion, and control over all of South Vietnam;
(4) deter CPR intervention and defeat such

intervention if it occurred.72

The Joint Chiefs of Staff discussed this mission state-
ment at a meeting on 14 July. On the same day, General
Wheeler talked wlth Secretary Lalird, who asked him to visit
Vietnam to assess the current situatlion and consult with
the field commanders on military strategy.T3

General Wheeler arrived in Vietnam on 16 July 1969 and
conferred with both CINCPAC and COMUSMACV. Subsequently,
he despatched a summary of this discussion to the Joint
Chiefs of Staff in Washington. It had been agreed that a
change in the mission statement would entail "substantial
dangers." There was the matter of credibility, not only
for COMUSMACV, but also for the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
even the President. Any change in the mission statement
might well create the impression that the Government was

72. (P85-GP 3) SM-827-68 to Distribution List, 31 Dec 68
(derived from JCS 1844/507), JMF 510 (7 Dec 68).

73. (B8-GP 1) Ann F to JCSM-U443-69 to SecDef, 18 Jul 69,
Att to JCS 2339/306, 29 Jul 69, JMF 911/305 (28 Jul 69)
refers to draft papers considered by the JCS on 14 Jul 69
on the subject of an updated mission statement for US forces
in Southeast Asia. (28) CM-441-69 to SecDef, 21 Jun 69,
0CJCS File 091 Vietnam, Jul 69,
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misleading the public, since the fleld commanders would
find it "difficult, if not impossible," to identify for
newsmen any resultlng changes 1n operations. In addition,
any mission change would bring serious problems with the
Republic of Vietnam and the governments of the other troop-
contributing countries, all of whom might interpret it as
the beglnning of an early, wholesale US withdrawal. Such

a revision could also weaken the morale of both US and
RVNAF troops whlle at the same tlme encouraglng the enemy
to persist in his struggle.

With reference to the US casualty rate, General Wheeler
and the US commanders he consulted thought a change in the
mission could have the opposite effect of the one expected.
The Chairman reported General Abrams' conviction that he -
must continue to conduct "moblle, offensive-type operations,"
since to do otherwise would glve the enemy the initlative,
"with an 1nevitable rise in US casualties" and a setback in
the pacification process. "We would expect the press to -
watch the casualty figures very closely and to interpret any
increase, or indeed any lack of diminution, as evidence that
General Abrams 1s not carrylng out the instructions of
higher authority." Finally, it seemed doubtful that the
contemplated change in the mission statement would be suffi-
cient to further the negotiat%gns in Parls or satisfy the
eritices in the Unlted States. :

The Joint Chlefs of Staff also received separate views
from General Abrams, who saw no grounds for a revolutionary
change 1n either US strategy or tactics in Vietnam. Pres-
sure was put on the enemy wherever and whenever he was
found, using the tactics best sulted to the situation. "To
do less would only increase the intenslty and duration of
his recurring offensives," raising friendly casualtiles and
disrupting pacification.7

On 18 July 1969, while General Wheeler was still in
Vietnam, the Joint Chiefs of Staff forwarded to the Secretary

T4. &P8) Msg, cICS to JCS, n.d. [ea. 17 Jul 69]. The
original msg is not available in the JCS files, but a copy
was forwarded to SecDef as Ann F to JCSM-U443-69, 18 Jul 69,
Att to JCS 2339/306, 29 Jul 69, JMF 911/305 (28 Jul 69).

75. (@8) "General Abrams' Views on Strategy and Tactics,”
Ann E to JCSM-443-69 to SecDef, 18 Jul 69, Att to
JCS 2339/306, 29 Jul 69, same file.
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of Defense thelr views on the subject. Passing on to the
Sgcretary the arguments set forth by General Wheeler, they
stressed the inherent danger in revising COMUSMACV's

mission and urged that the current statement be retained.
But, recognizing the "political pressures" involved, they
submitted two alternatives. The first made no change 1in

the "mission" proper, but amended the related “undertakings"
to stress improvement of the RVNAF and transfer of the
"combat effort to the South Vietnamese. The second restated
the objectives in South Vietnam in a less sweeping way,
making clear that the purpose of the war was merely to
assist the Republice of Vietnam; 1t made no reference to
defeat of Communisgt aggresslon or establishnent of a non-
communist government. This latter alternative assumed a
change in political goals, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff
recommended that 1t be rejected. If a change in the mission
was rquired, they preferred adoption of their first alter-
native.

General Wheeler returned from Vietnam on 20 July. Just
prior to his departure from Saigon, he told reporters that
he saw no evidence of any enemy peace slignal in the month-
long lull in enemy combat activity. The US battlefield
tactic of relentlessly pursuing enemy forces remained
unchanged, he declared, adding that he approved that style
of fighting.77

On 21 July, General Wheeler reported to the Secretary of

Defense on his trip. After reviewing the current military___
scene, which he described as better than at any time since
he began vislting Vietnam, he discussed military strategy.
He opposed any change in COMUSMACV's concept of operations
and supported the JCS position forwarded to the Secretary
on 18 July. The pattern of operations, he pointed out, had
In fact already changed, in response to the other side's
shifting tactlics. The enemy was holding most of his larger
formatlons in remote sanctuaries in South Vietnam or just
across the borders, while smaller guerrilla units carried
out attacks by fire, ambushes, or terrorist acts. Major
allied forces were accordingly seeking to maintaln contact
with the larger enemy elements and disrupt their movements,
leaving the South Vietnamese troops to cope with the small

76 (P8-GP 1) JCSM-U443-69 to SecDef, 18 Jul 69, Att to
JCS 2339/307, 29 Jul 69, JMF 911/305 (28 Jul 69).
77. NY Times, 22 Jul 69, 1.
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enemy unlts still actlve in the country. Considering these
changes, together wlth the mlsunderstanding arising from
references to "maximum pressure on the enemy" and the
erroneous bellef that moblle operations cost more casualties
than static defense, General Wheeler had suggested that
COMUSMACV discontinue use of the phrases "search and destroy"
and "reconnaissance in force."™ General Abrams had agreed,
and General Wheeler anticipated the use of a phrase such as
"pre-emptive operations" or words to that effect.

General Wheeler concluded with praise for the concept
being followed by General Abrams. The fleld commander had
"eonsistently" frustrated enemy objectives and had "incurred
the lowest level of casualties consistent with achieving our
minimum stated objectives in Southeast Asia." To adopt
tactics allowing the enemy to move men and supplles at will,
General Wheeler said, would only increase friendly casualties
and per?%t renewed enemy attacks against South Vietnamese .
cities. '

On the following afternoon, 22 July, General Wheeler and
the Secretary of Defense discussed COMUSMACV's mlsslon state-
ment. Mr., Lalird maintalned that there had been a change in
political goals as evidenced by the statement in the Presi-
dent's 14 May speech that the United States did not seek a
military vietory in South Vlietnam. He belleved that the
guidance in the JSCP was not in accord with the President's
speech. The political obJective set forth there--the attailn-
ment of an independent noncommunist government in South
Vietnam--was contrary to offers by both President Nixon and
President Thieu to accept the result of a free election in
South Vietnam. General Wheeler countered that he saw no
conflict. Surely the Unlted States did not desire a Com-
munlist government in South Vietnam, and military superiority
would be required to achleve even the minimym US objectives.
The Secretary assured him that there was no desire or intent
to change the pattern of operatlions 1n South Vietnam, which
both he and the President felt were "being carried out in the
most efficlent and effective manner" and in a fashion that
kept casualtles to a minimum.

The Secretary continued that he could find no basis for
the argument that a change 1n the mission statement would

78. &P3) CM-LUL41-69 to SecDef, 21 Jul 69, OCJCS File 091
Vietnam, Jul 69,
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Jeopardize COMUSMACV's credibility. If such a problem
arose--and he discounted the possibility--the onus would

be on US political leaders rather than the military com-
mander. General Wheeler, not entirely convinced, foresaw
problems arising when lnguisltive newspaper reporters in
South Vietnam probed to find out the practical effects of .
the change in COMUSMACV's instructions. The Secretary also
indicated that he favored the second alternative misslon
statement recently proposed by the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
but added that a decislion could await the President's return
from his trip to Asia and Europe in early August.79

Meantime, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were preparing their
reassessment of strategy for Southeast Asia that the Secre-
tary of Defense had requested on 2 July. After obtaining
the comments of CINCPAC and COMUSMACV, they submitted their
reassessment to the Secretary of Defense on 26 July 1969.
The Joint Chilefs of Staff examined US mllitary strategy in
Southeast Asia as a whole and specifically in South Vietnam.
They concluded that the enemy's fundamental objective had
not changed. He sought to extend his influence, unifying
all of Vietnam under Communist control. To achieve this
objJective, the enemy had to defeat US forces or cause them
to wlthdraw. The Jolnt Chlefs of Staff also considered
recent indlcations of possible changes 1in US political
goals 1n Vietnam, including the President's 14 May speech,
but considered them to be "not of such a nature as to
require any change in US military strategy . . . ." In sum,
neilther side had changed its objectives, and the present US
military strategy thus remained valid. The Joint Chiefs of
Staff did note that the enemy had reduced his level of
activity, but they doubted that this change was permanent.
Consequently, they saw no rgason to revise the mission of
US forces in South Vietnam.

Meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff on 28 July 1969,
Secretary Lalird gave them his decision, confirming it in a
memorandum of the same date to General Wheeler. The
mission derived from JSCP-70 must be revised, the Secretary
sald, to conform with recent presidentlal statements and to
reflect COMUSMACV's current tactics. Inverting an argument

T 79. (P8) Msg, CJCS 9134 to CINCPAC and COMUSMACV, 23 Jul
69, same file.

80. (P8-GP 3) Msg, JCS 3957 to CINCPAC (info COMUSMACV),
3 Jul 69. (TS-GP 1) JCS 2339/302-1, 23 Jul 69; (PB-GP 3)
JCSM-U459-69 to SecDef, 26 Jul 69, Enel to JCS 2339/302 1,
23 Jul 69; JMF 907/520 (2 Jul. leu_
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put forth earlier by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Secre-
tary said that the failure to make such a change might
injure the credibllity of both the President and General
Abrams. He presented the Joint Chiefs of Staff a draft
statement of mission that he belleved more adequately met
"eurrent and anticipated" conditions in Vietnam. This
draft resembled the second and lesg-favored alternative sub-
mitted by the Joint Chiefs of Staff on 18 July. It omitted
the commitment to a noncommunist government, stating the US
objective as assistance to the South Vietnamese 1n preserv-
ing the opportunity to decide _thelr own political future
free of outside interference.bl

The Joint Chiefs of Staff were still not convinced that
a2 change in the mlssion statement was needed, and they told
the Secretary on 30 July that his draft was "suitable" only
1f the President insisted on a change. They again invited
attention to a possible loss of credibility 1f the change
was not accompanied by_.a substantial difference in the
pattern of operations.8

The Joint Chiefs of:Staff did not dissuade Secretary
Laird. On 7 August he submitted a copy of the current
statement, together with hls updated draft, to President
Nixon. He explained that the revision more accurately
reflected presidential guidance as well as what US forces
in Southeast Asia were actually doing. In an apparent
attempt to meet the JCS concern over loss of credibllity,
Mr. Laird told the Preslident that the Department of Defense
would make no publlic announcement of the change, treating
it instead "in a low-key manner."63

81. (@8-GP 1) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "Statement of Mission
of U.S. Forces in Southeast Asia," 28 Jul 69, Encl to
JCS 2339/306, 29 Jul 69, JMF 9117305 (28 Jul 69). In
(23-GP 1) JCSM-47H-69 to SecDef, 30 Jul 69, Encl to
JCS 2339/306-1, 30 Jul 69, same file, the JCS referred to
thelr discussion with SecDef on 28 Jul 69 concerning the
mlission statement.

82. (#5-GP 1) JCSM-U4T74-69 to SecDef, 30 Jul 69, Encl to
JCS 2339/306-1, 30 Jul 69, same file.

83. (B8-GP 1) Memo, SecDef to Pres, "Statement of Mission
of U.S. Forces in Southeast Asia,” 7 Aug 69, Att to
JCS 2339/306-2, B Aug 69, same file.
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. After a dlscussion with the Preslident and Dr. Kissinger,
the Secretary of Defense on 15 August directed the use of
the following mission statement, which was nearly identical
to the draft he had presented to the Joint Chiefs of Staff
on 28 July:

The objective 1s to allow the people of the
Republic of Vietnam (RVN) to determine their
future without outside interference. To that

- end, and as directed by the Joint Chlefs of

-'Staff "CINCPAC and COMUSMACV should assist the
Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) to take
over an lncreasing share of combat operations.
The tactical goal of the combat operations is
to defeat the subverion and aggression which 1s
intended to deny self-determination to the RVN
people. The overall misslion encompasses the
following undertakings:

(a) Provide maximum assistance in developing,
training, and equipping the RVNAF as rapidly as
possible.

(b) Continue military support for accelerated
paciflcation, clvic action and security programs.
(¢) Conduct military operations designed to
accelerate improvement in the RVNAF and to con-

tinue to provide security for US forces.

(d) Conduct military operations to reduce the
flow of materlel and manpower support for enemy
forces in SVN.

(e) Maintain plans for a comprehensive alr and
naval campalign in Vietnam.

In accordance with what he had told the President, the Secre-
tary of Defense said that there would be no publlic announce-
ment of the revised statement, and he directed the Joint
Chiefs of Staff to handle the matter "as low-key as
possible." Subsequently, on 21 August, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff relayed the new statement to CINCPAC and COMUSMACV.

Two weeks later, on 5 September, they Essued a change to
JSCP-70 to bring it into conformance.

BU. #8-GP 1) Memo, SecDef to CJCS, "Statement of Mission
of United States Forces in Southeast Asia," 15 Aug 69, Att to
JCS 2339/306-3, 18 Aug 69; (TB=GP 1) Msg, JCS 7303 to CINCPAC
AND COMUSMACV, 21 Aug 69; JMF 911/305 (28 Jul 69). (®85-GP 3)
Dec On JCS 1844/507-1, 5 Sep 69, JMF 510 (7 Dec 68) sec 2.
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In restating the mission of US forces, the Administration
was seeking only to reflect its revised political goals, not
to alter in any way the pattern of combat operations.
Nevertheless, the new statement came at a time when other
actions were having the effect of lowering the level of US
effort in Vietnam. Budget conslderations had brought
reductions in both B-52 sorties and tactical air squadrons.
Addltionally, the resources avallable to the fleld commanders
were further limited with the beginning in July 1969 of the
long and carefully planned US troops withdrawals from Vietnam.
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Chapter 4
REDUCTION OF UNITED STATES INVOLVEMENT

Initial Consideration

The Nixon Adminlistration entered office committed to’
finding a scolution for the vital question of Vietnam. To
maintaln publle support, as well as achleve budgetary
savings needed to finance promised domestic programs, it

- was essential for the-new Administration to end or reduce

substantially the US involvement in Vietnam. Ideally,
Presldent Nixon hoped to achleve a negotlated settlement
and the mutual withdrawal of all outside troops from South
Vietnam. Failing this, there was the optlon of orderly,
progressive withdrawal, to be accomplished by replacing US
forces with South Vietnamese troops. While the new Adminis-
tration progeeded wlth efforts toward a negotiated mutual
President Nixon and his advisers also began
conslderation of unilateral US force reductions should the
negotlations prove unproductive.

The substitution of RVN forces for US combat troops in
Vietnam was not a new ldea. When President Johnson launched
the RVNAF improvement and modernization program in mid-1968,

1t was with the intent that the RVNAF would eventually

assume all of the combat role in South Vietnam. President
Thieu, in a New Year's address on 31 December 1968, had also
raised such a prospect, 'and on 15 January the Republic of
Vietnam approached Ambassador Bunker in Salgon concerning
early consideration of the RVNAF "relieving" a limited
number of US and allied forces during 1969. Two days later
General Abrams dlscussed this matter with President Thieu.
If the momentum of pacification continued, and if the plan-
ned acceleration of RVNAF improvement took place, 1t was
only logical, the US commander told the South Vietnamese
President, to remove some US combat units from South
Vietnam.?2

1. See Ch. 1l2.

2. NY Times, 1 Jan 69, 4. (&) Msg, Saigon 845 to State,
15 Jan 69, OCJCS File HARVAN-DOUBLE PLUS. (8<GP 2) Msg,
COMUgMACV 766 to CJCS, 17 Jan 69, 0CJCS File 091 Vietnam,
Jan 69.
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In Washington, the possible replacement of US troops in
Vietnam was consldered at a meeting of the National Securilty
Council on 25 January. At that meeting President Nixon
approved continuatlion of the US~-RVN discussions on such a
possibility, but with the stipulation that the talks be on
a "strictly close-hold, need-to-know basis." The President
and his advisers took up this question again in a February
NSC meeting. They agreed that the United States should
"envisage™ the replacement of US troops with Vietnamese
forces as soon as possible. But, confronted at this time -
with the threat of an enemy offensive simllar to the one of
the previous year, the new Administration chose to defer
action on the actual replacement until after the Secretary .
of Defense visited Vietnam the following month.3

As related 1n Chapter 1, Secretary Laird traveled to
South Vietnam in early March. One of hisg actions whille
observing the situation there was to tell both the US mill-
tary commanders and the officials of the Republic of Vietnam
that the new Administration in Washington wanted the RVNAF
to assume a greater share of the fighting. Assured by both
General Abrams and President Thieu that the RVNAF was,
indeed, improving, the Secretary returned home encouraged
in the belief that the United States could. prepare to
replace US combat troops with RVNAF units. Accordingly, he
recommended to the President that the United States draw up
plans for redeployment of 50,000 to 70,000 troops from South
Vietnam in 1969 and develop further plans for co&tinuing
replacement of US forces in the followlng years.

In accord with the Secretary's recommendations, General
Abrams set hls staff the task of planning a tentative US
force reduction of two divisions, or about 50,000 men,

(=) Msgs, CJCS 1081 and 1184 to Actg CINCPAC and
COMUSMACV ol and 28 Jan 69, same file. (U) Background
Briefing for the Press by Ron Ziegler and Dr. Henry Kissinger,
Laguna Beach, Calif., 9 Jun 69, OCJCS File 337 Midway Con-
ference, Jun 69.

4, (&) Memo, SecDef to Pres, "Trip to Vietnam and CINCPAC,
5-12 March 1969," 15 Mar 69, OCJCS File 337 SecDef/CJCS Trip
to SEA, Mar 69. () Memo of Conv, SecDef et al., with Pres
Nguyen Van Thieu et al., 8 Mar 69, Att to JCS 2472/463,

8 Apr 69, JMF 911/075 (CY 69).
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during the latter half of 1969. General Wheeler approved
the field commander's action, telling him on 24 March, "I
am delighted that your thinking 1s proceeding along these
lines." Subsequently, General Wheeler established a "small
and select" group within the Joint Staff to glve detailled
conslderation to the matter of unilateral US withdrawals.
"We would be less than realistic," he told the Director of
the Joint Staff, "i1f we falled to recognize the internal
pressures toward withdrawal of US forces from South Vietnam,
without regard to the progress in the negotiations.">

At a 28 March NSC meeting the President and hils advisers,

- including General Wheeler and General Goodpaster, thg Deputy

COMUSMACV, agailn consldered the question of Vietnam. With
regard to the withdrawal of US forces, 1t was the consensus
that there had been sufficient improvement 1n the RVNAF to
Justify initlation of planning for the redeployment of some
US forces, although the actual decision would be delayed
until mid-year. It was 1n the discussions at thils meeting
that the term "Vietnamization" was coined to descrlbe the
replacement of US troops with RVNAF forces. Four days later,
on 1 April 1969, President Nixon promulgated the decisions

of the 28 March meeting in National Security Decision Memo-
randum No. 9. Among other things, he directed the develop-
ment of a "specific plan timetable" for Vietnamization of
theiwar? adding that an appropriate directive would be forth-
coming. '

5. @5-GP 4) Msg, COMUSMACV to GEN Goodpaster (at San
Clemente)}, 231709Z Mar 69; (B8) Msg, CJCS 3596 to COMUSMACV,
24 Mar.69; (28) CM-4050-69 to DJS, 28 Mar 69; 0CJCS File 091
Vietnam, Mar 69. (The wording of CM-4050-69 indicates that
it was prepared prior to the 28 Mar 69 NSC meeting, where
the consensus was reached that planning for withdrawal of US
forces should begin.) o L L

6. See Ch. 1, pp. 17-19 for a discussion of the other. . .
Vietnam issues reviewed.

7. (@5) Longhand notes by CJCS taken at 28 Mar 69 NSC Mtg
on back of pages of TP for SecDef and CJCS (NSC Mtg 28 Mar),
"Revised Summary of Responses to NSSM 1: The Situation in
Vietnam," n.d., JMF 077 (21 Mar 69) (NSC Review Group Mtg,

28 Mar 69). (PS=GP 1) NSDM 9, 1 Apr 70, Att to JCS 2472/459,
2 Apr 69, JMF 911/305 (1 Apr 69) sec 1.
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The directive, NSSM 36, was issued on 10 April 1969 by (”
Dr. Henry Kissinger." Under its terms the Secretary of
Defense was glven responsibllity for the overall planning.
He would coordinate with the Secretary of State and the
Director of Central Intelligence. The planning would cover
all aspects of US military, paramillitary, and clvilian — e--
involvenent in Vietnam, including combat and combat-support
forces, advisory personnel, and all types of equipment. It
would be based on the following assumptions: a starting
date of 1 July 1969; continuation of current NVN and VC
force levels; use of current projections of RVNAF force
levels; continuation of the current level of allied military
effort, except for de-escalation resulting from phased with-
drawals of US and other third-country forces that were not
fully compensated for by the South Vlietnamese; and assign-
ment of the highest national priorities to equipping and
training of the South Vietnamese forces.

NSSM 36 Planning

Based on these assumptions, the Secretary of Defense was
to draw up timetables for the transfer of the US combat role
£0 the Republic of Vietnam and the restriction of the US
effort to combat-support and advisory missions, with altér-
native completion dates of 31 December 1970 (lé months),

30 June 1971 {24 months), 31 December 1971 (30 months), and
31 December 1972 (42 months). Dr. Kissinger requested that
each alternative schedule include any posslble degradation
in combat capability and treat budget and balance-of-
payments implications. The President wanted by 1 June 1969
an initial overall report, as well as recommended alter-
natives for the first six months (1 July-31 December 1969),
and a complete report by 1 September 1969. Within the
Department of Defense, the Joint Chlefs of Staff receilved
responsibility for preparation of the plan, and they
assigned it go the Plans and Poliey Directorate (J-5) of the
Joint Staff.

Although there was neither officlal announcement nor any
comment by US Government officlials that the United States
was considering a troop reduction in Vlietnam, there was
growing publlic speculation over such a possibility

8. (P5-GP 1) NSSM 36, 10 Apr 69, Att to JCS 2472/467, .
%1 Apr 69; JCS 2472/467-2, 24 Aug 69; JMF 911/305 (1 Apr (
9) sec 1. ..
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throughout the late winter and spring. In response to a
statement by President Thleu that the RVNAF was capable of
relieving a '"sizable number" of US troops, President Nixon
told a press conference on 6 February 1969 that, as his
fleld commanders determined the readiness of South Vietna-
mese forces to assume "a greater portion of the responsi-

- bllity for the defense of thelr own territory," US forces

would be brought home. He quickly added that he had no
such announcement to make at that time, but that reduction
of forces was "high on the agenda of priorities.“9

By mid-March speculation had become so prevalent that the

" President apparently felt called upon to dampen it. On lh _

March he publicly stated that there was "no prospect for B
a reduction of American forces in the foreseeable future.™
He listed three factors that had to be considered and that
would have to develop 1n a way that ylelded a more favorable
"combination of circumstances" before a decision to reduce
the troop commitment could be made--~the abillity of the South
Vietnamese to handle thelr own defenses, the level of .
hostilities imposed by the enemy, and the progress of the
Paris talks. A month later, at his press conference on 18
April, Mr. Nixon said that he saw "good prospects that
American forces can be reduced" when he looked to the future.
At the present time, however, "we have no plans to reduce
our forces until there 1s more progress on one or all of

the three fronts that I have mentioned."10

On 14 May 1969, the President gave the nation his assess-
ment of the Vietnam situation and explalned his plans for
future US action. Whlile the main thrust of the speech was
a call for a "peace program" based on a negotiated settle-
ment and phased mutual withdrawal of both US and NVN forces,
the President did 1ndicate that a unilateral reduction of
US forces might be feasible. He noted that there had been
excellent progress in training the South Vietnamese forces
and that, apart from any developments in the Paris negotla-
tions, the time was approaching when the RVNAF might be
able "to take over some of the fighting fronts now being
manned by Americans."ll

9. Public Papers, Nixon, 1969, pp. 67-68.
10. Ibid., pp. 215, 300. _
11. Ibid., pp. 369-375.
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Meanwhlle, the actual planning for Vietnamization pro-
gressed. The Secretary of Defense on 21 May furnished
additional guidance and clarificatlions. He understood that
there was "some feeling" that the planning for the return
of units in 1969 was a separate exercise from NSSM 36 plan-
ning. It was not, he stated. An initlial overall timetable
for Vietnamizing the war as well as specific withdrawal .
alternatives for the latter half of 1969 must be ready by
1 June. "It 1s absolutely essentlial," he sald, "that we
fulfill the requirements specified by the President." = '
Secretary Lalrd stressed that the July-December 1969 period
must be treated in sufficient detail "for .the highest level .
decislons and for possible implementation." He also .
‘directed that the options considered be balanced "slices™
of all types of units in Vietnam rather than predominantly
combat units. In addition, he wanted the plan to include
"out-of-country" forces (those US forces in other areas of -
Southeast Asia that supported the war) as well as the air
effort.l12 o

As they did for all Vietnamization planning during 1969,
the Joint Chiefs of Staff sought inputs from COMUSMACV,
CINCPAC, and the US Embassy in Saigon for the 1nitia1report.
They also consulted with the Office of the Secretary of = =
Defense, the Department of State, and the Central Intelli- °©
gence Agency. The Joint Staff submitted an initial plan on
24 May 1969, The Joint Chiefs of Staff approved it and’
forwarded 1it, together with their comments, to the Secretary
of Defense on 31 May. Dilissenting comments by the varlous
coordinating agencles were identified in footnotes. '

The Joint Chiefs of Staff informed the Secretary of
Defense that, in accordance with his direction, they had
considered balanced "slices" and the inclusion of all US -~ -
forces in Southeast Asia in their review, though these.
~aspects would be treated in more detail in the final report.

They observed, however, that balanced slices would be '
"support—heavy" and would thus remove units essential to the
RVNAF as the latter assumed an increasing burden of combat.
They commented also that reduction of out-of-country forces
would incur serious risks of increased infiltration by the
enemy in Laos and northeast Thailand, and would reduce . -

T2 @E.GP 3) Memo, SecDef to CJCS et al. "Progi-ess on
NSSM 36," 21 May 69, Att to JCS 2472/467-1, 22 May 69,
JMF 911/305 (1 Apr 69) sec 1.




combat support at a time when the RVNAF and remaining allied
forces might need more support, rather than less.

The concept of the Vietnamization plan was that the cur-
rent acceleratlon of the improvement and modernization of
the RVNAF would enable these forces to assume progressively
more of the burden of the war. Thus there would be a trans-
fer of the US combat role and, to the maximum extent
possible, the US supporting roles to the RVNAF. As the
RVNAF took over the combat role, the Unlted States and
troop-contributing countries would gradually reorient their
mission to encompass “only reserve, support, and advisory
functions. Posslbly, as US forces in South Vietnam were
reduced, 1t might be feasible to cut back "selected" US
forces outside of Vietnam.

. To implement this concept, the plan included outline
timetables to meet the four alternative schedules of 18, 24,
30, and 42 months. All four timetables provided for a
cumulative reduction.of about 244,000 personnel from the
current authorization of 549,500, leaving a US strength of
approximately 306,000 in South Vietnam. As pointed out in
a footnote, analysts in the O0ffice of the Secretary of
Defense concidered that a reductlion of 325,000 with a
residual balance of about 225,000 was attainable.

Recognlizing that the success of the program would depend
on developments 1n Vietnam, as well as reactlion in the
United States, the Joint Chlefs of Staff saw both favorable
. and unfavorable consequences from Vietnamization. On fthe

negative side, they did not belleve that an imoroved RVNAF,
even with US support would wholly fill the vacuum created’
by a wlthdrawal of US combat forces unless there was a .sub-
stantial reduction in the enemy threat. In addition, they
belleved the shorter the timetable for the transfer, the
greater the risk. On the positive side, the Joint Chlefs of
Staff felt that Vietnamization would save US lives, improve
the negotliating climate, encourage mutual withdrawals of
NVA forces, stimulate the RVNAF to greater effort, and
strengthen US publlic support for the commlitment in Vietnam.

For reductions in the last six months of 1969, the plan
provided four alternatives:

A. 50,000 - 2 divisions (1 Marine, 1 Army) plus
limited support;
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B. 50,000 - 1 division (Marine) plus support;

C. 100,000 - 3 divisions (1 Marine, 2 Army) plus
limited support;

D. 100,000 - 2 divisions (1 Marine, 1 Army) plus
' support.

In addition, the Joint Chiefs of Staff suggested conslderation
of a fifth alternative--a variation of the 50,000 package that
involved withdrawal of 22,000 combat and 28, 000 support per-
sonnel in order to “thin—out" combat forces countrywide and
thus avold redeployment of a majJor combat element in the
northern area where the enemy threat was greatest. In a dis-
senting footnote, the 0SD 