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December 1968
General Earle G. Wheeler, USA, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, with his JCS colleagues,
December 1968. Left to right: General William C. Westmoreland, Chief of Staff, USA; General
John P. McConnell, Chief of Staff, USAF; General Wheeler; Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, Chief
of Naval Operations; General Leonard F. Chapman, Jr., Commandant, USMC.

January 1971
Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, USN, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, with his JCS col-
leagues, January 1971. Left to right. Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., Chief of Naval Operations;
General William C. Westmoreland, Chief of Staff, USA; Admiral Moorer; General John D. Ryan,
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Foreword

Established during World War II to advise the President regarding the strategic
direction of the armed forces of the United States, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS)
continued in existence after the war and, as military advisers and planners, have
played a significant role in the development of national policy. Knowledge of JCS
relations with the President, the National Security Council, and the Secretary of
Defense in the years since World War II is essential to an understanding of their
current work. An account of their activity in peacetime and during times of crisis
provides, moreover, an important series of chapters in the military history of the
United States. For these reasons, the Joint Chiefs of Staff directed that an official
history be written for the record. Its value for instructional purposes, for the orien-
tation of officers newly assigned to the JCS organization and as a source of infor-
mation for staff studies, will be readily recognized.

Written to complement The Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Policy series,
The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam focuses upon the activities of
the Joint Chiefs that were concerned with the conflicts in Indochina and later Viet-
nam. The nature of the activities of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the sensitivity of
the sources used caused the volumes of the series to be written as classified docu-
ments. Classification designations, in the text and footnotes, are those that
appeared in the classified publication.

This volume describes those JCS activities related to the Vietnam War during the
period 1969-1970. The text appears largely as it was written by Mr. Willard J. Webb
while the war was still in progress. In the preface, Dr. Walter S. Poole discusses the
few revisions that were made and the rationale for leaving Mr. Webb’s text substan-
tially unaltered. Dr. Poole critiqued the unclassified version; Ms. Susan Carroll
prepared the Index, and Ms. Penny Norman prepared the manuscript for publication.

The volume was reviewed for declassification by the appropriate US Govern-
ment departments and agencies and cleared for release. The volume is an official
publication of the Joint Chiefs of Staff but, inasmuch as the text has not been
considered by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, it must be construed as descriptive only and
does not constitute the official position of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on any subject.

Washington, DC DAVID A. ARMSTRONG
Director for Joint History






Preface

This volume provides an unusual and, it is hoped, illuminating perspective
about US policy during the latter part of the Vietnam War. Mr. Willard J. Webb
wrote practically the entire manuscript while the war was still in progress and its
outcome was unknowable. The other volumes of The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the
War in Vietnam, which were written under roughly similar circumstances, will
undergo considerable revision to take account of subsequent events and scholarly
findings. It was decided, however, to publish this volume in its original form. There
are editorial improvements, but the only substantive additions, and they are few,
occur in the final chapter on peace negotiations where Henry Kissinger's memoir
provides essential information unavailable to Mr. Webb.

The reason to forego more substantial revision is that this volume is concerned
with the definition and inception of a new policy: Vietnamization. How successfully
that policy would prove to be will be described in the next volume. For 1969-1970,
however, it is important to convey the attitudes of senior policymakers without
benefit of hindsight. Readers will perceive that the Nixon administration did not
yet look upon South Vietnam as a lost cause. While the Joint Chiefs of Staff had
reservations and were not reticent about making them known, the overall tone of
their appraisals of the war was one of guarded optimism. Through the end of 1970,
Vietnamization did appear to be working. Saigon’s armed forces progressively took
over combat in South Vietnam from the withdrawing Americans and carried out
the Cambodian incursion with seeming tactical competence. Yet the level of fight-
ing in South Vietnam remained low throughout the period; the enemy avoided
pitched battle in Cambodia; and American troops, advisers, and air power contin-
ued to shore up Saigon’s forces. A full test of Vietnamization was yet to come.

Walter S. Poole
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Determining the Policy,
January—March 1969

The Setting

t the beginning of 1969, the United States had been involved in combat opera-

tions in South Vietnam for over three and a half years. A total of 30,614 Ameri-
cans had lost their lives, and the war had cost an estimated $52.2 billion. Yet, the
United States was apparently no nearer its objective of eliminating the Viet Cong
and North Vietnamese aggression than when it entered the struggle. President Lyn-
don B. Johnson’s political judgment had led him to pursue a limited war in Viet-
nam, but as the fighting continued, this policy satisfied neither war opponents nor
the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). The latter, responsible for the strategic direction of
the campaign, consistently sought expanded operations and authorities during 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 con-
clusion of the war; but the full extent of JCS recommendations was never granted.
On the other hand, as the conflict continued, antiwar sentiment in the United
States grew increasingly strident in demands for an immediate end to US involve-
ment in Vietnam.!

The first serious effort to negotiate a settlement of the war began in 1968 when
the enemy, after several refusals, finally responded to US initiatives. In February of
that year, the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese had launched a surprise Tet offen-
sive in South Vietnam. Although the attack resulted in a costly military failure for
the enemy, this sudden show of strength and the subsequent public shock it caused
in the United States proved a psychological victory for the Communists, increasing
US public discontent with the war. President Johnson limited US bombing of North
Vietnam at the end of March and called for negotiations to end the war. Talks
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JCS and the War in Vietnam

between the United States and North Vietham commenced in Paris in mid-May, but
soon deadlocked. On 31 October, just five days before presidential elections, Presi-
dent Johnson announced the suspension of US bombing of North Vietnam in an
effort to get the stalled discussions moving. In addition, the Paris talks were
expanded to include both the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) and the National Libera-
tion Front (NLF). The widened negotiations began several days later but quickly
stalemated again on procedural questions.

The New Administration

D espite the lack of success in the Paris talks, 1969 opened with an aura of antic-
ipation in regards to Vietnam. Richard M. Nixon would assume the presidency
on 20 January, and his new administration would enter office unencumbered with
Vietnam policies and decisions of the past four years. In his acceptance of the
Republican nomination in early August 1968, Richard Nixon pledged that “an hon-
orable end to the war in Vietnam” would be his first foreign policy objective. He did
not indicate precisely how he would accomplish this goal, dwelling instead on the
assertion that only a new administration, not tied to past mistakes, could success-
fully end hostilities. During the campaign he opposed an immediate US withdrawal
and the imposition of a coalition government in South Vietnam but refused to elab-
orate further on Vietnam policy while negotiations continued. To do so, he said,
would jeopardize the talks and lead North Vietnam to believe that better terms
could be obtained from him than from the Johnson administration. Mr. Nixon won
the election by a narrow margin, and the US public awaited further exposition of
his Vietnam policy.2

Mr. Nixon did not immediately satisfy the public’s desire for details of his new
Vietnam policy. Several days after his victory, the President-elect informed the
press that he would refrain from comment on foreign affairs until Inauguration
Day. He would do nothing in this field, he said, unless he had discussed it with the
current President and Secretary of State. After meeting with President Johnson on
11 November to arrange for an orderly transition, Mr. Nixon announced that the
Johnson administration would speak for both current and incoming administra-
tions during the next two months. Mr. Nixon told newsmen that progress on a Viet-
nam settlement could be expected only if “the parties on the other side” realized
that the Johnson administration “is setting forth policies that would be carried for-
ward by the next administration.” The President-elect named former Ambassador
Robert D. Murphy as his representative with the Johnson administration for the
transition of foreign affairs. President Johnson made no changes in Vietnam policy
during his final weeks in office.?

Although Mr. Nixon had on several occasions during the campaign compared
the Vietnam situation to that confronting President Eisenhower in Korea in early
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1953, he did not follow the Eisenhower example and travel to the scene of the war.
The President-elect declined President Thieu’s invitation to visit South Vietnam,
nor did he send a personal representative to the Paris peace talks, as suggested by
the US Representative W. Averell Harriman. Mr. Nixon’s announced reason for
avoiding such 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 University as his Special Assistant for National Security Affairs. Dr. Kiss-
inger headed Harvard’s International Seminar and Defense Studies Program and
eventually became President Nixon’s closest adviser on foreign affairs. Dr. Kiss-
inger had recently completed an article dealing with the Vietnam negotiations.
This piece, published in the January 1969 issue of Foreign Affairs but appearing
in late 1968, gave some insight on the thinking of the incoming administration.
Dr. Kissinger believed that “the commitment of 500,000 Americans” had settled
the issue of Vietnam’s importance and that the matter of confidence in American
promises was now involved. He criticized the lack of US planning and prepara-
tion for negotiations, observing that: “Where Hanoi makes a fetish of planning,
Washington is allergic to it.” This, he said, led to rigidity 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, then work back to the details in order to imple-
ment them. No matter how irrelevant its political conceptions or how inappropri-
ate its strategy, the United States was so powerful, Dr. Kissinger wrote, that
North Vietnam could not force withdrawal of US forces from South Vietnam. He
quickly added that US military strength had no political corollary and that the
United States had so far been unable to create a political structure capable of
surviving a US withdrawal.

In his Foreign Affairs article, Dr. Kissinger defined the limits of US commit-
ment into two propositions: the United States could not accept a military defeat or
a change in the political structure of South Vietnam brought by external military
force; but once NVN forces and pressures 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 withdrawal of external forces, both North
Vietnamese and US; (2) create maximum incentive for the contending forces in
South Vietnam to work out their own political agreement. Dr. Kissinger concluded
by pointing out that a negotiating procedure and definition of objectives would not
guarantee a settlement. If Hanoi proved intransigent and the war continued, the
United States should unilaterally seek out as many of its objectives as possible.
Such an approach would include, he said: (1) a strategy to reduce casualties and
protect the population; (2) continued strengthening of the South Vietnamese forc-
es to permit a gradual withdrawal of some US forces; and (3) encouragement of

3



JCS and the War in Vietnam

the Saigon government to broaden its base to strengthen it for the political contest
with the Communists, 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 Mur-
phy, Secretary of State-designate William P. Rogers, and Representative Melvin R.
Laird, the prospective Secretary of Defense. General Andrew Goodpaster, Deputy
Commander, US Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACYV), and Mr.
Nixon’s military adviser, also attended. Mr. Nixon directed his advisers to present
him with “realistic” options on Vietnam by 20 January. He hoped, shortly thereaf-
ter, to select the course or courses—a “coherent strategy”—to pursue in Vietnam
early in his administration. He assigned Dr. Kissinger the task of coordinating this
effort. ¢

Reorganization of the National
Security Council System

Richard M. Nixon became President on 20 January 1969. In his inaugural
address, he spoke only in generalities and did not mention Vietnam directly.
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—is not victory over any other people, but the peace that
comes “with healing in its wings”; with compassion for those who have
suffered; with understanding for those who have opposed us; with the oppor-
tunity for all the peoples. .. to choose their own destiny.”

On the day he assumed office, President Nixon directed far-reaching changes
in the organization and operation of the National Security Council (NSC). He estab-
lished a National Security Council Review Group to examine papers prior to their
submission to the NSC to assure that: issues treated therein were worthy of NSC
attention; all realistic alternatives were presented; relevant facts, including cost
implications, were included; and all departments and agency views were adequate-
ly promulgated. The President named his Special Assistant for National Security
Affairs to chair the Review Group. Other members of the group included represen-
tatives of both the Secretaries of State and Defense, the Director of Central Intelli-
gence, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

The President also instituted an NSC Under Secretaries Committee and
brought the existing regional Interdepartmental Groups and the Political-Military
Interdepartmental Group under NSC structure. The Under Secretaries Committee
was headed by the Under Secretary of State and consisted of the Deputy Secretary
of Defense, the Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, the Director

4
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of Central Intelligence, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. President
Nixon directed the Under Secretaries Committee to consider the following: issues
referred to it by the NSC Review Group; problems of overseas operations not
appropriate for NSC or presidential consideration or that could not be resolved at
the Interdepartmental Group level; and other operational matters as might be
referred to it jointly by the Under Secretary of State and the Assistant to the Presi-
dent for National Security Affairs. The several Interdepartmental Groups would
discuss and decide interdepartmental issues that could be settled at the assistant
secretary level, prepare policy papers for the NSC, and produce contingency
papers on potential crisis areas for NSC review. In 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 one of the first of
these groups to “facilitate the orderly planning and implementation of policy on
Vietnam.” The Ad Hoc Group on Vietnam would prepare policy and contingency
papers for the NSC Review Group and the council itself. The President called upon
the Secretary of State to designate a representative to head the group. Additional
members included representatives from the Secretary of Defense, the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Director of Central Intelligence. Other agencies
would be represented at the discretion of the chairman.?

Subsequently the President added another body, the Vietnam Special Studies
Group (VSSG), to assist him and the National Security Council in policy formula-
tion. This group, created on 16 September 1969, was to undertake “on a continuous
basis” systematic analysis of US programs and activities in Vietnam. Dr. Kissinger
chaired the VSSG; other members were the Under Secretary of State, the Deputy
Secretary of Defense, the Director of Central Intelligence, and the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff. (This group was identical to the Under Secretaries Committee
but with a different chairman). The President wanted the VSSG to conduct its
affairs “without prejudice to the existing interdepartmental framework concerned
with day-to-day operational matters on Vietnam.” 10

As a part of his 20 January reorganization of the NSC system, President Nixon
also initiated two new series of documents to inform the departments and agencies
of presidential action. The first of these, the National Security Decision Memoran-
dum (NSDM), would report presidential decisions, whether or not they resulted
from NSC meetings. The second, the National Security Study Memorandum
(NSSM), would initiate studies for NSC consideration. At the same time, President
Nixon discontinued the National Security Action Memorandums (NSAM), which
had been introduced by President Kennedy.!!

In this reorganization, President Nixon discarded the “Tuesday Lunch,” an
informal group of advisers who had assisted President Johnson in policy deci-
sions and also the Senior Interdepartmental Group. The functions of those two
bodies would now be carried on by the Review Group and the Under Secretaries
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Committee under formally defined terms of reference. These new groups would
review and refine issues before they reached NSC and Presidential levels. By this
change, President Nixon hoped to avoid some weaknesses that had reportedly
arisen from informal staffing and agenda procedures of the Tuesday Lunch. The
new NSC document series would ensure that all decisions were formally record-
ed, overcoming Dr. Kissinger’s criticism of the Johnson administration system
(under which decisions had often been conveyed orally to the departments, with
frequent uncertainty about what precisely had been decided). The NSC reorgani-
zation reflected Mr. Nixon’s desire for a more structured policy-making apparatus
and the restoration of the National Security Council as the principal formal chan-
nel for advising the President.

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 office on the NSC
Review Group and to provide support for the Secretary of Defense in his capacity as
an NSC member. Secretary Laird also directed the Assistant Secretary (ISA) to sup-
port the Deputy Secretary of Defense in his responsibilities as a member of the NSC
Under Secretaries Committee and to serve as the Office of the Secretary of Defense
(OSD) representative on the various NSC Interdepartmental and ad hoc groups. The
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle G. Wheeler, named the Director
of the Plans and Policy 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 Special Assistant for
Counterinsurgency and Special Activities (SACSA) and the Chief of the Far East
Division, Plans and Policy Directorate, to represent him on the group.?

On the recommendation of both the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
the Assistant Secretary of Defense (ISA), Mr. Laird directed the maintenance of
close coordination between his office and the Organization of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff (OJCS) in NSC matters. To expedite and simplify coordination, the Secretary
ordered the preparation of single talking papers with a Joint ISA/JCS position on
issues before the Under Secretaries Committee, the Review Group, or the NSC
itself. In instances where a joint position could not be formulated, divergencies
between the OSD and OJCS views would be clearly identified. Official communica-
tions regarding NSC matters, originating either from the Chairman’s office or from
ASD(ISA), would pass through the Secretary’s office. In addition, Mr. Laird
approached Dr. Kissinger, asking that all communications from the White House
for the Department of Defense come through the Secretary of Defense. Dr. Kissing-
er agreed with the 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 Chiefs of Staff as the principal military advisers to the President and the
National Security Council.*
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A Vietnam Review

O n the day following his assumption of the presidency, Richard Nixon ordered a
sweeping review by pertinent government departments and agencies for every
facet of the Vietnam situation. He addressed a series of searching questions,
relayed by Dr. Kissinger 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 COMUSMACYV. President Nixon sought not only answers but any differ-
ing views and their reasons as well. From this analysis and information, he wished
to develop a consensus to serve as the basis for policy decisions on Vietnam. The
President’s questions fell into six general categories.

With respect to the first category, the environment of negotiations, questions
included: why had the North Vietnamese agreed to come to Paris; was Hanoi under
active pressure from Peking and Moscow regarding the negotiations; and were
there identifiable factions within the Hanoi government? In addition, there was a
query prompted by a recent National Intelligence Estimate concerning the impact
of various outcomes in Vietnam and its effect in the Southeast Asia region.

Second, the President had questions about enemy forces and covered such
diverse matters as: why had North Vietnamese Army (NVA) units quit the RVN in
the previous summer and fall; why had the Viet Cong (VC) forces become relatively
dormant; would attrition outstrip the enemy’s replenishment ability; and to what
extent would the action of friendly forces control the enemy’s rate of attrition? In
addition, he asked if the enemy could launch a large-scale offensive within the next
six months. The President also desired information on the main channel of enemy
military supply.

Regarding the Republic of Vietham Armed Forces (RVNAF), the President
wanted both opinions and evidence from all parties on the extent of improvement.
He requested comments on RVNAF discipline and desertion rates, and a judgment
of the ability of the RVNAF to cope with the VC, with or without US support or the
withdrawal of the NVA. He also asked to what extent the RVNAF could hold its
own against 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 pacification program was subject to a number of all encompassing ques-
tions. The President wanted an appraisal of the security situation and of the bal-
ance of influence between the VC and the NLF at key periods since 1961. Could
more improvement be expected in the countryside in the next two years than in the
past? The President asked how the US and RVN forces could change their practic-
es in order to win, and what changes the enemy might conceivably adopt could
inadvertently play into allied hands. Addressees were asked about the proportion
of the rural population under VC control, the verified numbers of Communist
“infrastructure” personnel Killed or arrested in the past year, and its disruptive
effects on the Communist apparatus with such actions.
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The political situation in South Vietnam was the fifth category. Questions were
intended to illuminate the attitudes of the various factions in the RVN and the pat-
tern of existing political alignments, all against the background of US influence and
interests in Vietnam. Particularly, President Nixon wanted to know how US influ-
ence could be used to attain a strong noncommunist political orientation within
South Vietnam after a “compromise settlement of hostilities.”

In the final category, US military operations, the President inquired about
changes in force deployments and tactics 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 ways (including innovations in orga-
nization) might US force levels be reduced to various levels, while minimizing
impact on combat capability?” Other questions called for evaluations of ARC
LIGHT, ROLLING THUNDER, and the interdiction campaign in Laos.!

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, COMUSMACYV, the Commander in Chief, Pacific
(CINCPAC), and the Office of the Secretary of Defense all prepared separate
responses to the President’s questions. The Joint Chiefs of Staff forwarded their
reply, incorporating answers from CINCPAC and COMUSMACY, to the Secretary of
Defense on 4 February. The Secretary submitted all Defense Department views to
the White House on 10 February. The responses of the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) and the Department of State, including the US Embassy in Saigon, reached
the President during the same period.!¢

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.!”

Dr. Kissinger’s summary indicated agreement in a number of areas. It was the
general consensus that the RVN and allied position had recently been strength-
ened, and that the Republic of Vietnam had improved its political position in cer-
tain respects, though it remained weakest—and the VC/NLF strongest—in rural
areas. Hanoi was also attempting to chart a course independent of Moscow and
Peking. Further, all the participants conceded the following: the RVNAF could not,
nor in the foreseeable future, stand alone against the VC and North Vietnamese
forces; although the enemy had suffered some reverses, his primary objectives had
not been abandoned, and he still had sufficient strength to pursue current goals;
the enemy “basically” controlled the casualty rates for both sides and still could
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 a lower cost, but
he was not there primarily out of weakness.

More prominent than the areas of agreement were the substantial differences
of opinion among participating departments and agencies. In these differences,
respondents generally divided into two main schools of thought. The first included
COMUSMACYV, CINCPAC, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the US Embassy in Saigon.
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This group took a hopeful view of both current and future prospects. The second
group, comprised of OSD, CIA, and to a lesser extent the Department of State, was
“decidedly more skeptical about the present and pessimistic about the future.”

The optimistic school saw the enemy’s presence at the Paris negotiations and
his lessening military activity as the result of allied pressure. The skeptics attribut-
ed these developments to political motives of the enemy. Disagreements over the
quality of the RVNAF and their ability to eventually assume the defense of the
country were particularly acute. The military (COMUSMACYV, CINCPAC, and the
Joint Chiefs of Staff) gave great weight to the statistical evidence of RVNAF
improvement, while OSD and CIA emphasized remaining obstacles and pointed out
that qualitative factors must also be considered when evaluating the RVNAF.

On the question of possible US force reductions, the COMUSMACV/JCS view
was that any reduction in force levels would cause proportional reductions in com-
bat capability. Officials of OSD, on the other hand, believed that US forces could be
reduced as RVNAF expanded and improved. Some, including the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, assigned much greater effectiveness to past and current bombing operations
in Vietnam and Laos than did others. The COMUSMACV/JCS view was that a vigor-
ous interdiction campaign against land and sea supply routes could compel North
Vietnam to abandon the struggle; the “civilians” (State, OSD, and CIA) believed that
the enemy would still be able to maintain a flow of supplies. Advances in pacifica-
tion were hailed by the first school but discounted by the second as illusory with
the results reflecting a faulty evaluation system rather than real progress. Some
respondents believed there had been recent improvements in the RVN political
scene, but others focused on weaknesses that the Republic of Vietnam must over-
come if it was to survive.!8

The Secretary of Defense Visits Vietnam

n early March, while the above responses were still being refined, President

Nixon dispatched Secretary of Defense Laird to Vietnam. As the first high-level
member of the new administration viewing 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 con-
flict.” He described the purpose as to “determine how we could achieve our objec-
tives in Southeast Asia, consistent with our vital national interests.” In attempting
to make such a determination, the Secretary used four assumptions: (1) no break-
through in Paris was likely in the near future; (2) the United States would not
“escalate” its purpose beyond the limited objective of allowing the South Vietnam-
ese people to determine their own future; (3) such self-determination required a
capability for sustained self-defense and self-reliance; and (4) North Vietnam
would not voluntarily abandon its aim of political control of the south.



JCS and the War in Vietnam

Accompanied by General Wheeler, Secretary Laird visited South Vietnam for
five days beginning 5 March 1969. There he talked with US Ambassador Ellsworth
Bunker and General Creighton W. Abrams, COMUSMACYV, and traveled to I, II, and
IV corps tactical zone (CTZ) areas. He also met with RVN leaders, including Presi-
dent Nguyen Van Thieu, Vice President Nguyen Cao Ky, and Prime Minister Tran
Van Huong.

The importance of the visit lay less in the briefings Secretary Laird received in
Vietnam than in the clear message he carried from the new administration to the
US miilitary leaders and RVN officials. Mr. Laird told the US military commanders
that the American people expected the new administration to bring the war to a
satisfactory conclusion, and to most Americans, that meant eventual disengage-
ment of US troops from combat. He informed his audience that it was their task to
find the means to shift the combat burden “promptly, and methodically,” to the
South Vietnamese.!?

In a similar vein, Secretary Laird pointed out to President Thieu that the previ-
ous administration had run out of public support on Vietham. The new one had a
breathing spell in which to seek a solution, but this was of strictly limited dura-
tion—roughly six months to a year. Mr. Laird told President Thieu that the most
immediate problems were the improvement of the RVNAF and to have South Viet-
nam assume a greater share of responsibility for the fighting.

The Secretary reminded President Thieu that over the years, successive admin-
istrations had made one optimistic report after another to Congress and the people
of the United States. The Nixon administration, he said, hoped to avoid that pitfall.
It did not want to give the impression of success either on the battlefield or at the
negotiating table when there was none. Secretary Laird remarked that the Commu-
nists had succeeded in convincing many people that they were the ones who want-
ed peace. He asked both President Thieu and Vice President Ky what could be
done about this matter, but neither had a ready answer.2

Returning home after stopping to visit CINCPAC, Secretary Laird assured Pres-
ident Nixon that all civilian and military leaders with whom he had conferred—US
and South Vietnamese—agreed that the allies in South Vietnam had and could
maintain enough military strength to keep the enemy from military victory. 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 fighting men in Southeast Asia and stated that
the course of the war in all four CTZs seemed favorable to the allies, although
consolidation of political control by the Republic of Vietnam was proceeding
slowly. He reported increased enemy use of border sanctuaries and suggested
modification of existing rules of engagement to permit more effective action
against that growing threat.
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Secretary Laird also brought to the President’s attention the matter of Termi-
nation Day (T-Day) planning. This planning, begun in 1967, provided for the rapid
removal of US personnel and the turnover of military equipment to the South Viet-
namese in the event of a political settlement and a termination of hostilities. Sec-
retary Laird noted that the US delegation in Paris continued to refer to the terms
of the 1966 Manila Communiqué, which the United States had often cited during
1967 and 1968 with regard to peace efforts in Vietnam. Under the Communiqué,
allied forces would begin withdrawal concurrently with the withdrawal of North
Vietnamese (NVN) troops; total US and allied withdrawal would be completed not
later than six months after the removal of all NVN forces and the cessation of all
infiltration. The Secretary had serious questions about the terms of the Manila
Communiqué, believing that the initiation of the Paris negotiations had rendered
them obsolete. The Paris talks might produce a withdrawal formula either more
gradual or more precipitate than that contemplated at Manila. In any event, he
said, the United States must ensure that the entire Defense establishment under-
stood the need to refine the concept of T-Day planning and develop a detailed
program for withdrawal of US troops and transfer of US equipment as hostilities
diminished and finally terminated.

The Secretary, in addition, reported that the RVNAF modernization program
had brought the South Vietnamese forces to a total strength of more than a million
men. He had found, however, no indication that the current rate of improvement
would ever make possible a significant reduction in the US military contribution in
South Vietnam. The present program, he observed, was designed only to build a
RVN force to cope with the VC insurgency. The US military authorities believed
that no possible modernization program would enable the RVNAF to cope alone
with a threat comparable to the present level of aggression. But Mr. Laird could not
accept the proposition that substantial numbers of US forces would have to remain
to contain the NVN threat, if a political settlement proved unobtainable. Neither
did he accept the Military Assistance Command, Vietham (MACV), staff premise
that no US personnel reduction would be possible in the absence of total with-
drawal of North Vietnamese troops. “The emphasis can and must be shifted,” he
recommended, “to measures through which South Vietnam can achieve a self-
defense capability that will strengthen our Joint hand in Paris and prevent ultimate
military defeat if political settlement proves impossible.”

Secretary Laird concluded his report with a recommendation 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 permit the
redeployment of 50,000 to 70,000 US troops from Southeast Asia during the
remainder of the year. He was convinced that this redeployment would in no way
jeopardize the security of the remaining US and allied forces. Further, he held that
such a reduction was essential in order to enhance the support of vital US inter-
ests worldwide, to stimulate increased self-reliance on the part of the Republic of
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Vietnam, and to sustain the US public support for continued operations in Viet-
nam. Plans to accomplish this redeployment should be initiated at once and
should provide for continued substantial replacement of US forces with South
Vietnamese forces in the following years.2!

The NSC Meeting of 28 March

fter considering Secretary Laird’s report and the revised summary of

answers to his questions on Vietnam, the President assembled the National
Security Council on 28 March 1969 in order to review Vietnam policy. The partici-
pants, in addition to the statutory members, were General Wheeler, Richard
Helms (Director of Central Intelligence), Philip Habib (US delegation to the Paris
talks), and Ambassador Bunker and General Goodpaster from Saigon. The agen-
da for the meeting included two papers dealing with negotiations, prepared by
the NSC Vietnam Ad Hoc Group, and the revised summary of responses to the
President’s questions on Vietnam.

The first Ad Hoc Group paper offered a general strategy for the negotiations.
The overall objective of this strategy was to provide the South Vietnamese an
opportunity to determine their own future free of outside interference. The imme-
diate objective called for some form of agreement on mutual withdrawal. The
paper also included a number of secondary objectives, such as the reunification of
Vietnam, international recognition of reunification, regional economic assistance
for North Vietnam, and other matters arising later in the negotiation process.

The second Ad Hoc Group paper dealt exclusively with mutual withdrawal.
The objective should be the removal of North Vietnamese military forces and
“other elements” from South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Adequate inspection
and verification machinery should be provided to ensure that enemy forces did
withdraw and return to their own country. The Ad Hoc Group was unable to
define the US forces to be included in a mutual withdrawal, and the paper for the
NSC meeting presented two alternatives. The first provided for the withdrawal 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 time,” selected combat and “directly-related
combat” forces.?

At the meeting, President Nixon accepted the negotiations strategy and with-
drawal papers as providing general outlines for a diplomatic settlement. The
United States should make it clear, President Nixon said, that it would withdraw
all forces from Vietnam if North Vietnam accepted a mutual withdrawal and gave
guarantees of inspection and verification. With regard to the question of the tim-
ing 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
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should not invoke the Manila Communiqué either in public or private but also
should avoid any repudiation of it. The President said that the United States need
not commit itself to withdraw within six months after all enemy forces departed,
as provided in the Manila formula. Some US combat forces, as well as a sizable
MAAG, would have to remain in Vietnam “a long time.”

The participants of the meeting realized that a negotiated mutual withdrawal
might not be immediately attainable, and the discussion turned to the possibility of
South Vietnam assuming a larger combat role, with a concurrent reduction of US
forces. Secretary of State Rogers raised this subject when he asked, “Can we turn
over more of our functions to the GVN?” Ambassador Bunker responded that the
answer depended on further improvement of the RVNAF. The President then
inquired how this “de-Americanization,” as he termed it, would affect the North
Vietnamese. Some felt it would incline them to hasten negotiations, but there was
no consensus.

General Goodpaster observed that the RVNAF had indeed improved—
"qualitative capability has not dropped while quantitative improvements have
become realities.” He thought the time had arrived when the United States could
realistically plan to withdraw some forces, though it would not be appropriate to
make a final decision until mid-year. Even then, he cautioned, any decision should
depend on prevailing circumstances and the latest assessment of the RVNAF. Sec-
retary Rogers stressed the need for “some discernible progress” toward de-Ameri-
canization. The President agreed, stating that it must occur in “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 to eight months. In
the course of the discussion, Secretary Laird suggested the term “Vietnamization”
to replace the more awkward “de-Americanization.” The suggestion received de
facto acceptance and the term soon passed into general use.?

Four days later, on 1 April 1969, the decisions reached by President Nixon
were published in NSDM 9. He approved the negotiations strategy and mutual with-
drawal papers, thereby adopting a set of diplomatic objectives and a course of
action to obtain them.?* He directed that, in the absence of a mutually agreed with-
drawal, the United States would take no action to lower the tempo of the fighting;
nor would the United States initiate any proposal along this line in the Paris negoti-
ations. If North Vietnam suggested some form of limitation on hostilities, the Presi-
dent instructed that the United States would consider it 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 if North Vietnam met specific conditions for removal of its forces from
South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, and gave guarantees on verification and main-
tenance 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
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own determination of whether or not Hanoi had fully met the agreement condi-
tions. The key point, the President stressed, was not the timetable but the securing
of North Vietnam’s compliance with the withdrawal conditions.

In furtherance of the decisions stemming from the NSC meeting on 28 March,
the President directed preparation of a number of papers on various aspects of
negotiations and the terms of a settlement in Vietnam. He wanted a study of phased
withdrawal under conditions of either mutual withdrawal or unilateral US with-
drawal with RVNAF troops assuming combat role. In addition, he asked for a study
of the means of verifying a mutual withdrawal and for a detailed analysis of a polit-
ical settlement for South Vietnam. A separate paper on international guarantees for
such a settlement would accompany these documents. In light of the consensus at
the NSC meeting—considering the planning of South Vietnamese substitution to
replace US forces without awaiting other developments—the President also
ordered preparation of a “specific plan timetable for Vietnamizing the war.”%

The 28 March NSC meeting and the subsequent presidential decisions marked
the first step in the development of the Nixon administration’s Vietnam policy. In
continuing to seek a negotiated mutual withdrawal and in rejecting any reduction
in the level of fighting except as a part of a mutual withdrawal, President Nixon
reaffirmed the basic policy of the Johnson administration. But the decisions of 1
April 1969 went beyond the Johnson policy in one important aspect; President
Nixon had determined that the time was right to begin reducing the US involve-
ment in Vietnam regardless of progress in negotiations. This would be done by
shifting the combat role to the South Vietnamese forces and progressively with-
drawing US forces—"Vietnamization,” as Secretary Laird had labeled it. The Presi-
dent did not actually begin the process in April, nor did he fix the extent or sched-
ule for it, but he did initiate specific planning for Vietnamization, indicating that it
should begin within six to eight months. For the first time since its involvement in
the Vietnam war, the United States was moving toward a reduction in its effort.
This reduction, the President hoped, would dampen domestic opposition to the
war and allow his administration more time to find a diplomatic solution.
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January—March 1969

President Nixon assumed office at a time when US military forces in Vietham
were at their peak in strength and effectiveness. Following the repulse of the 1968
Tet offensive, allied troops regained the initiative and had held it ever since. The
enemy had been unable, or unwilling, to mount another massive attack. This favor-
able military situation afforded the new President a breathing spell to examine
Vietnam policy, as described in the preceding chapter. Nevertheless, the danger of
a new conflagration of enemy effort was ever present, and President Nixon and his
advisers were mindful of this. They were compelled to observe the tactical situa-
tion in Vietnam as closely and carefully as had the Johnson administration.

Friendly Forces

nited States forces in Vietnam at the beginning of 1969 totaled 536,040. The

bulk of this total consisted of ground combat troops, including nine divisions
(seven Army and two Marine) plus four Army brigades and various other units. All
US forces were under the operational control of General Creighton W. Abrams,
USA, who held three titles: Commander, US Military Assistance Command, Viet-
nam (COMUSMACYV); Commanding General, US Army Vietnam; and Senior Adviser
to the Republic of Vietham Armed Forces.

Other Free World Military Assistance Forces (FWMAF); or Third Country Forc-
es 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.
In addition, the Republic of Korea had almost 50,000 troops in South Vietnam but
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had not placed them under COMUSMACV. Their relationship to the US forces was
one of coordination and cooperation. Also serving in Vietnam, but classed as
noncombatants, were a Philippine civic action group, a small military advisory
group from the Republic of China (Taiwan), and a Spanish medical mission.

The RVNAF, including both the Regional Forces (RF) and Popular Forces (PF),
had attained a strength of 819,209 as 1969 began. South Vietnamese paramilitary
forces included the National Police (NP) with 80,000, the Rural Development (RD)
cadre of 46,750, and the Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) with 43,000.!
(Detailed strength figures are in Table 1 at the end of this chapter.)

The US command organization in the field was based on a geographic division of
Vietnam into four corps tactical zones (CTZs). In I CTZ all US forces were under the
Commanding General, III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF). The I and II Field Force
Commanders controlled US troops in the II and III CTZs, respectively. Each of these
three commanders acted as senior adviser to the GVN commander in his zone. In IV
CTZ, the US commander bore only the title of “Senior Adviser,” since the number of
US troops was too small to justify a “field force” designation. Two of the service com-
ponent commanders of MACV—the Commanding General, Seventh Air Force, and
the Commander, US Naval Forces Vietnam—similarly acted as advisers to their GVN
counterparts.? (See Table 3 following this chapter for identification of these officers).

Allied Strategy and Deployment

he allied strategy developed for 1969 provided for a “one-war” concept with all

allied elements—RVNAF, US, and FWMAF—joining in a round-the-clock attack
against the enemy. Combat operations, pacification, and RVNAF improvement
received equal priority. This politico-military strategy was embodied in a Combined
Campaign Plan, developed jointly by COMUSMACYV and the RVNAF Joint General
Staff (JGS) and approved by the other FWMA commanders. Under it, the RVNAF
and the FWMAF were given the mission of defeating the VC/NVA forces and assist-
ing the Republic of Vietnam to extend control throughout South Vietnam. To com-
bat the enemy, the plan called for sustained, combined ground, air, and naval oper-
ations against VC/NVA forces, base areas, and lines of communication. For
extension of RVN control, the plan envisioned securing towns, cities, and military
bases, utilizing measures to prevent infiltration, “clear and hold” military opera-
tions, and support of pacification.

The Combined Campaign Plan made no functional separation of responsibili-
ties between the RVNAF and the FWMAF. The RVNAF, in preparation for the time
when it would assume the entire responsibility for the fighting, was expected to
participate as fully as possible in all types of operations. The plan specified the
employment of RVNAF and FWMAF in the following interdependent roles: (1)
offensive operations against enemy forces and base areas in South Vietnam; (2)
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surveillance and reaction operations along the demilitarized zone (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 operations, carry out aerial reconnais-
sance of operational areas and infiltration routes, and identify enemy troop con-
centrations. Naval forces would continue to patrol coastal and inland waterways.

Territorial security was a major aspect of allied strategy. The Combined Cam-
paign Plan called for regular RVNAF troops and the FWMAF to expand security
around the cities and towns. Once areas were secured, South Vietnamese territori-
al forces, the RF and PF, would maintain the areas. The PF would provide “local
security” for hamlets and villages; the RF would maintain “territorial security” and
defend lines of communications (LOCs), political and economic centers, and gov-
ernmental installations. This arrangement, it was planned, would relieve regular
units of the Army of the Republic of Vietham (ARVN) of these security missions.
Other RVN internal security forces would perform regular police functions, attack
the enemy’s political organizations and the Viet Cong infrastructure (VCI), and take
preventive measures against sabotage, terrorism, and banditry.

The overall mission assigned allied forces was to destroy the enemy but
emphasis varied from one zone to another in accord with local conditions. Forces
in I CTZ would operate against enemy troops coming across the DMZ and the Lao-
tian 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 destruc-
tion of enemy forces in the highlands and protection of the populated coastal low-
lands. The primary efforts in III CTZ would be to counter infiltration from Cambo-
dia and to protect and extend the security area around Saigon and Gia Dinh.
Destruction of enemy bases and the clearance and defense of land and water LOCs
were the primary tasks in IV CTZ. Allied forces were deployed in accordance with
this scheme, with priorities being given in the following order: first, the area
around Saigon—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
Ngai; third, the highlands area of II CTZ, to be held by minimum forces, backed by
ARVN and Republic of Korea (ROK) units. The deployment of allied maneuver
battalions is shown in the following table:?

Us FW/ARVN Total
ICTZ 46 40 86
I CTZ 17 48 65
I CTZ 41 64 105
IV CTZ 7 42 49
Total 111 194 305
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(For a listing of the major US units in South Vietnam at the beginning of 1969, see
Table 4 following this chapter.)

The protection of major 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 cities thickly populated, but they had great psychologi-
cal importance. This fact had been underscored by the worldwide impact of the
1968 Tet offensive.

Protection of Saigon was the responsibility of the Capital Military District, a
combined US/RVNAF headquarters. Under its command were nineteen battalions
(six US and thirteen RVNAF), disposed in three concentric rings about the city.
Their mission was to search out enemy forces approaching Saigon and engage
them as far from the city as possible. Particular attention was given to the corri-
dors northwest of the city that ran to the main VC/NVA concentrations along the
Cambodian border.

The inner and outer defense rings had 24-hour aerial surveillance; armed heli-
copters, together with AC—47 and AC-119 gunships using airborne forward air con-
trollers, provided close air support. In addition, eight 60-foot towers provided
“flash-ranging” to counter rocket attacks, and night patrols roved the area to
ambush enemy units. Within the city, MACV and the RVNAF conducted training in
street fighting. Similar preparations, on a smaller scale, had been made for Hue
and Da Nang.*

The Enemy

E nemy forces in South Vietnam consisted of NVA troops, VC regulars and guer-
rillas, and the so-called “administrative services.” At the beginning of 1969, the
strengths of these forces were estimated as follows:

NVA 121,000
VC Regulars 37,000
VC Guerrillas 59,000
Administrative Services 42,000

Total 259,000

These figures included not only enemy troops within territorial boundaries of
South Vietnam but also those in the contiguous areas of Laos, Cambodia, the DMZ,
and in North Vietnam immediately above the DMZ.5

Among the major NVA units above the DMZ were the 304™ and 320" Divisions
and the 88™ 90" and 1029 Regiments. The Joint Staff put the enemy maneuver bat-
talion strength in South Vietnam in mid-January at:®
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NVA vC Total
ICTZ 51 22 73
II CTZ 30 17 47
III CTZ 34 43 7
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 aggressive 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 refit and retrain. Simul-
taneously, he had undertaken an examination of plans and tactics for future opera-
tions. This evaluation resulted in a shift from a strategy of immediate all-out mili-
tary victory to a longer term political one. The enemy would still mount large unit
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 continued infliction of US casualties, which North Viet-
nam believed the US public would find prohibitive, and for the defeat of the pacifi-
cation program. All this would be accomplished, the enemy planned, while reduc-
ing losses and conserving military strength. This new strategic concept would be
implemented in two stages, the first consisting of intensified military and political
activity to create “favorable conditions” for a more widespread offensive during
the second. The revised strategy was issued by the Central Office of South Vietnam
(COSVN) as Resolution 8 of October 1968, which served as the basic directive for
the approaching winter—spring campaign.”

Although US officials were unaware of the existence of COSVN Resolution 8 at
the beginning of 1969, they did sense a change in enemy intentions. A Joint Staff
briefing for the Acting Chairman, General John P. McConnell, on 14 January 1969
noted that allied operations in 1968 had forced the enemy to withdraw 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
objectives to secure domination of South Vietnam and would combine political,
psychological, and military actions to attain his goals both in South Vietnam and at
the Paris talks. The Joint Staff also warned of possible attacks on cities in South
Vietnam to begin the winter—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 similar conclusions. The CIA paper reported considerable
debate in Hanoi over the correct strategic line and its proper tactical execution.
The choice was between an “offensive strategy,” looking once again 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
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possibility of stepped-up enemy military actions at any time, including terrorist
attacks on urban areas.®

General Abrams had also observed the change in enemy tactics and activities.
In early January, he reported to CINCPAC that the enemy was building up logistic
support north of the DMZ, in the Laotian Panhandle, and in the border areas of
Cambodia. He predicted a strong enemy attack on the pacification program. Sever-
al days later, on 17 January, COMUSMACYV reminded his subordinate commanders
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.°

The Nixon Administration Takes Over

O n the day following his inauguration, President Nixon discussed the military
situation in Vietnam with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Expressing
the view that the US negotiating position would best be served by maintaining
maximum pressure on the enemy, the President asked if there were any additional
ways of doing so within the current ground rules. General Wheeler replied that, as
far as he knew, the only possibility would be through the continuing improvement
of the RVNAF. At the direction of the President, however, he referred the question
to the two responsible commanders, COMUSMACYV and CINCPAC.!!

Both commanders assured General Wheeler that everything possible was being
done within existing authorities to maintain the maximum pressure on the enemy.
They reminded him of their previous recommendations for authority to operate in
the DMZ and the border areas of Cambodia.!?> Consequently, on 29 January 1969,
General Wheeler recommended to the Secretary of Defense that he seek presiden-
tial approval for expanded authorities in both DMZ and Cambodian border areas.
Included were: (1) conduct of ground operations in the DMZ south of the Provi-
sional 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) pursuit
of VC/NVA forces in contact into Cambodia to a depth of five kilometers by ground
forces and ten kilometers by air; (4) employment in Cambodia of long-range recon-
naissance patrols consisting entirely of US personnel organic to US field forces; (5)
use of artillery and air strikes on an on-call basis against observed enemy targets
and forces in Cambodia to a depth of ten kilometers south and twenty kilometers
north of Route 13.13

The President did not authorize operations in the DMZ or the Cambodian bor-
der area. Rather, he still 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 intentions
were clarified, General Wheeler on 2 February transmitted the following questions
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to COMUSMACYV: 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 COMUSMACYV that he had already partially answered the last query
by informing the President that the allies had no assets in North Vietnam. He sug-
gested that General Abrams’ reply consider the use of partisan groups smuggled
into the north by sea or air.4

Both COMUSMACYV and CINCPAC responded to the President’s queries, and
the Acting Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General John P. McConnell, for-
warded 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 Jan-
uary and no significant change in the level of observed activity in North Vietnam.
What General McConnell pointed to particularly was a marked upsurge in enemy
actions in Laos. Not only had the enemy increased his logistical 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
initiation of the bombing halt on 1 November.

Responding to the President’s question concerning actions to counteract the
enemy buildup, General McConnell reiterated that there was no way of increas-
ing 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 COMUSMACYV was already attempting
to counter the threat in Laos with strikes against specific road segments, using
variable tactics to prevent the enemy from concentrating his road repair crews
and air defense.

As for guerrilla attacks within North Vietnam, General McConnell said that
neither the United States nor the Republic of Vietnam had such a capability.
These operations could only be conducted by an active resistance movement in
North Vietnam, the establishment of which would require a long time. Harassing
actions could be taken, he believed, if authorization were granted. Patrol boats
could be used to strike NVN shipping or to mount cross beach raids against unde-
fended lines of communication. Helicopter-borne raiding parties of indigenous
forces operating out of Laos could raid enemy lines of communication and other
targets and could mine highways or carry out ambushes on them. Of these mea-
sures, however, both COMUSMACV and CINCPAC felt that only the harassment
of shipping would be effective enough to justify the risks.!

Since early January indications had been mounting that the enemy was prepar-
ing to intensify military activities in South Vietnam. Photo reconnaissance and sensor
reports revealed an upsurge in supply movements through Laos. Captured enemy
documents referred to a forthcoming winter—spring campaign, and US units seized
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large caches of recently hidden munitions and rice. Agents, enemy prisoners, and
ralliers all told of enemy plans to attack Saigon and other cities in South Vietnam
during the approaching Tet season. A resumption of large-scale infiltration and the
movement of main-force units from peripheral areas toward known objectives were
detected. A CIA assessment of 24 January warned that terrorist and sapper attacks
on Saigon and other major South Vietnamese cities could come at any time. !¢

The possibility that the enemy would shortly intensify the hostilities confront-
ed President Nixon and his advisers with difficult decisions. In choosing the US
response the President had to consider a number of factors, including the degree of
dissatisfaction with US involvement among the American people and their hopes
for consistent progress toward its termination. Should he order strong counterac-
tions, accepting the likelihood that this 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 their
own security, at the risk of seeing the enemy reverse the allied gains of the past
several years? Or was there some intermediate course that would yield a more
favorable overall result?

The choice of response to an enemy offensive would depend in part on how it
was judged to relate to the conditions of the 1 November 1968 bombing halt. At
that time, the United States made clear to the leaders in Hanoi that continuation of
the bombing halt depended on their respecting the DMZ and refraining from
attacks on South Vietnamese cities. Should an attack on South Vietnamese cities
occur, President Nixon would have to decide whether or not to treat it as a viola-
tion of the 1968 understanding.

The President and his advisers immediately took up these questions and consid-
ered various responses over the next two months. As an initial step, Dr. Kissinger
told the Secretaries o