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Introduction

To many Americans, the war in Vietnam was, and remains,
a divisive conflict. Now almost fifty years after the beginning
of major U.S. combat operations in Vietnam, the war has faded
from much of America’s consciousness. Over half of the U.S.
population was born after the war and has no direct memory of
the conflict, yet this does not lessen its importance. The massive
American commitment—political, military, and diplomatic—to
the independence of South Vietnam beginning in the 1950s and
continuing with U.S. direct combat operations in the 1960s and
early 1970s makes it important to remember those who served.

U.S. involvement in this corner of Southeast Asia began after
World War II when Vietnam was fighting for independence from
France. Although generally favoring Vietnamese independence,
the United States supported France because the rebels—or Viet
Minh—were led by Communists and in the days of the Cold
War U.S. officials considered any and all Communists to be little
more than the puppets of Moscow and Beijing. France’s defeat in
1954, the bifurcation of Vietnam into a Communist North and
non-Communist South, and America’s assumption of the job of
training the armed forces of the newly created non-Communist
Republic of Vietnam pulled the United States deeper into the
conflict. Framed primarily as a fight to defend democracy against
the forces of international communism, the United States gradu-
ally committed more troops and materiel to fight Communist-led
Southern guerrillas (or Viet Cong) and the regular military forces
sent to South Vietnam by the politburo in Hanoi.

By the time President Lyndon B. Johnson committed major
combat units in 1965, the United States had already invested
thousands of men and millions of dollars in the fight to build a
secure and stable South Vietnam. That commitment expanded
rapidly until by 1969 the United States had over 365,000 soldiers
in every military region of South Vietnam with thousands of other



servicemen and women throughout the Pacific area in direct
support of operations. The war saw many technological innova-
tions including the massive use of helicopters, wide-scale use of
computers, sophisticated psychological operations, new concepts
of counterinsurgency, and major advances in military medicine.
Yet, as in most wars, much of the burden of battle was still borne
by the foot soldiers on the ground who slogged over the hills and
through the rice paddies in search of an often elusive foe. The
enormous military and political effort by the United States was,
however, continuously matched by the determination of North
Vietnamese leaders to unify their country under communism at
whatever cost. That determination, in the end, proved decisive.
Negotiations accompanied by the gradual withdrawal of American
forces led to the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973, effectively
ending the U.S. military role. The continued existence of an inde-
pendent South Vietnam, however, was of short duration. Two
years after the American exit the North Vietnamese Army overran
South Vietnam and sealed its victory in April 1975.

The vast majority of American men and women who served
in Vietnam did so in the uniform of the United States Army. They
served their country when called, many at great personal cost,
against a backdrop of growing uncertainty and unrest at home.
These commemorative pamphlets are dedicated to them.

RICHARD W. STEWART
Chief Historian



The U.S. Army Before Vietnam,
1953-1965

The twelve years between the end of the Korean War in the
spring of 1953 and the deployment of ground combat troops
to Vietnam in the spring of 1965 were stressful ones for the
U.S. Army. It had to adjust to the budget and manpower cuts
that typify the end of a major war while at the same time main-
taining an unprecedented level of preparedness due to ongoing
tensions between the United States and the two leaders of the
Communist bloc—the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic
of China. Moreover, the proliferation of atomic weapons,
first developed in 1945, raised existential questions about the
nature of future wars and the role ground forces would play
in them. The Army would spend the remaining years of the
1950s struggling with an identity crisis, trying to prove to itself
and to others that it remained relevant in the nuclear age. By
the end of the decade, the Army had indeed developed orga-
nizations, weapons, and doctrine to address the challenges of
nuclear war. No sooner had it done so than the rules of the
game changed, as the Communist powers adopted a strategy
of fostering revolutions in weak and underdeveloped countries
as a means of spreading their political doctrine without risking
a direct confrontation with the United States that might spark
a thermonuclear exchange. Once again, the Army rose to the
occasion with new organizations, equipment, and doctrine. All
of these challenges made the period one of the most tumultuous
in the history of the peacetime Army—an Army that stood on
the brink of one of its most tumultuous wars.



STRATEGIC SETTING

Almost as soon as the documents marking the surrender
of Germany in World War II were signed in May 1945, the ties
that bound the two major wartime allies—the Soviet Union and
the United States—began to disintegrate. Contrasting political
philosophies, differences over how to treat occupied Germany;,
and the Soviet Union’s imposition of communism over Eastern
Europe created an atmosphere of mutual distrust. In March
1947, President Harry S. Truman announced a program of
military and economic support for nations battling Communist
expansionism. In a speech delivered the following month, finan-
cier Bernard M. Baruch characterized the emerging confronta-
tion between the Soviet Union and the West as a “Cold War”
It would prove to be a multifaceted diplomatic, economic, and
military struggle that would dominate much of the remainder
of the twentieth century.

In April 1949, the United States and thirteen other nations
formed the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, or NATO.
Member nations pledged to come to each other’s aid against
Soviet aggression and to contribute military forces toward a
common defense. An attack by Communist North Korea against
South Korea in June 1950 seemed to confirm Western fears of
Communist aggression. Many Western leaders believed the
invasion to be the prelude to a wider offensive by the Soviets
against Western Europe. With that threat in mind, President
Truman announced the reactivation of the U.S. Seventh Army
in Europe in November 1950. He then directed the deployment
of four U.S. Army divisions to West Germany to reinforce the
division and three armored cavalry regiments already there on
occupation duty.

The Korean War found the U.S. Army unprepared for combat.
President Truman’s draconian budget and his refusal to allow the
Army to achieve its authorized strength had reduced most units to
hollow shells. Consequently, the Army committed understrength
and inadequately trained divisions that suffered stinging defeats in
the summer of 1950 attempting to stem the North Korean advance.
By the fall, the six Army divisions in Korea had been brought up to
strength by stripping personnel from the rest of the Regular Army,
by recalling large numbers of men from the Organized Reserve
Corps, and by assigning Korean soldiers, often untrained and not
able to speak any English, to U.S. units.



The Army fought the Korean War very much as it had World
War II. Little had changed over the short interval between the two
conflicts. Nor did the conflict generate many new lessons. When
the fighting ended in 1953, the service emerged using largely the
same organization, doctrine, and equipment that it had at the start
of the war.

The Korean War had a more profound effect on U.S. strategic
policy. Unwilling to risk open conflict with the Soviet Union or
Communist China, the United States had limited the options and
resources available to its military commanders. Fearing escalation
to a wider conflagration, President Truman had forbidden the
United Nations commander in chief, U.S. General of the Army
Douglas MacArthur, to bomb bridges leading into Communist
China. He likewise turned down MacArthur’s request to use
Nationalist Chinese forces, and refrained from employing nuclear
weapons once Communist China joined the conflict. These self-
imposed restraints resulted in a stalemate, and the war ended with
an armistice that left the two sides largely where they had been
when the conflict had begun. The absence of a clear victory led
military and political leaders to question whether the conflict had
been worth the financial and human cost. It also left the public
averse to entering into another land war unless the stakes for the
United States were immense. Nonetheless, the Army had gained
much combat experience. For the next ten years, almost all of the
service’s senior leaders developed and implemented plans, policies,
and doctrine based on their shared experiences of World War II
and the Korean War.

Korea had one additional strategic impact—it led to the
establishment of large garrisons on foreign soil in peacetime. The
end of the “hot” war in Korea in 1953 did not relieve the tensions
between East and West. Not only did the Army emerge with
the obligation of maintaining a garrison in Korea to uphold the
armistice, but the war between the two Koreas—one free and one
Communist—and their Cold War patrons had made the threat
of a similar conflict in bifurcated Germany seem even more
real. The Seventh Army thus became a seemingly permanent,
forward-deployed bulwark against Communist expansion in
Europe—a new and demanding role in the history of the U.S.
Army. Just as service on the Western frontier had defined the
Army in the nineteenth century, the new mission would define
the Army for decades to come.



THE ARMY EMERGES FROM THE KOREAN WAR

Whether the Army could meet its new and enlarged burdens
had a lot to do with the resources it received, and these, it turned
out, were in short supply. Because of the continuing Cold War,
the Army did not demobilize as thoroughly or as rapidly as it had
after previous major wars, but a drawdown was inevitable and,
given the Army’s expanded mission, difficult to accommodate. At
the end of 1953, the U.S. Army maintained nineteen active-duty
divisions and eight National Guard divisions assigned to federal
service. Of these, eight remained in the Far East in the immediate
aftermath of the Korean War. Five served in Germany as part of the
new American commitment to help defend Western Europe. The
remaining fourteen were assigned to the continental United States,
but they were not in good shape. Manpower demands during the
war had gutted stateside units. Indeed, twelve of the fourteen divi-
sions in the United States were training or replacement divisions
and were not deployable. Only the 1st Armored Division at Fort
Hood, Texas, and the 82d Airborne Division at Fort Bragg, North
Carolina, could be considered battle-ready formations. By 1960,
all of the National Guard divisions had returned to state control
and the Army had inactivated the training divisions. The force
maintained fifteen divisions on active duty: nine infantry, three
armor, two airborne, and one cavalry. Of these, two remained in
Korea, five in Germany, and eight in the United States. For the first
time in its history, nearly half the peacetime Army was deployed
overseas. (See Maps 1, 2, and 3.)

Total personnel strength for the Army likewise dropped
from around 1.6 million in 1952 to slightly more than 860,000 in
1959. The mismatch of requirements versus needs was reflected
in Korea, where manpower shortfalls compelled the U.S. Eighth
Army to continue the wartime expediency of the KATUSA
(Korean Augmentation to the United States Army) program, in
which thousands of Korean nationals served their military obli-
gation attached to U.S. Army units. The KATUSA program was
highly successful, but other impacts of the manpower shortfall
were negative. Administrative burdens unrelated to one’s military
specialty, such as KP (kitchen police) and grounds keeping were
bothersome, while Congress’ refusal to authorize a Regular Army
officer corps large enough to lead the force meant that the Army
had to rely on a vast number of non-regulars to fill officer slots.
Throughout the decade over two-thirds of the Army’s officers
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were non-regulars. Some of these men were not of the highest
quality, while many others felt slighted by a career system that
favored regulars.

As troop numbers declined, so did material resources. Net
expenditures for military functions—essentially the amount of
money available to spend on personnel, equipment, research and
development, and any other organizational expenses—fell from
$15.7 billion in 1952 to $8.7 billion in 1956. Overall, the Army’s
share of the defense budget declined steadily, with the most
precipitous drop coming in fiscal year (FY) 1955 when it fell from
32.1 to 25 percent. By 1958, the Army received only 22 percent of
all defense dollars.

The immediate post-Korea Army was comprised largely of
draftees. Almost 60 percent of its enlisted personnel had come
through the draft. That percentage steadily declined through the
rest of the decade, however, due to the dramatic reduction in the
size of the force and the reduced requirement for replacements.
Draft calls fell from a high of 472,000 in 1953 to 87,000 in 1960. By
that time, the percentage of draftees that made up the Army had
fallen to 20 percent. That trend would continue through the early
1960s, with a brief uptick in 1962, reflecting an increased draft call
in the wake of Soviet threats over Berlin and the construction of
the Berlin Wall. Perhaps the most famous of the draftees of the era
was the singer Elvis A. Presley. Drafted in 1958, Presley proved

Sergeant Presley scans the horizon for enemy soldiers during Exercise WinTersHiELD in 1960.
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a good soldier and rose to the rank of sergeant while serving in
Germany with the 3d Armored Division before being honorably
discharged in 1960.

The retention of the draft even as the Army shrunk dramati-
cally in size reflected an unpleasant reality—Americas youth did
not find the service an attractive career choice. Recruiting during
periods of economic prosperity is always challenging, and the boom
years of the 1950s were no exception. For the bright and ambitious,
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the civilian sector offered a degree of opportunity with which the
Army could not compete. Moreover, for those who chose to serve,
the Navy and the Air Force seemed preferable. Not only did service
with the Navy and Air Force avoid the prospect of having to slog
through mud as an infantryman under a hail of bullets, bombs, and
perhaps atomic munitions, but it appeared more relevant in the
nuclear age, for it was these branches of the military that provided
the bulk of America’s strategic nuclear arsenal.

Military service, of course, offered many positive features
beyond a chance to make a sacrifice for one’s country. Thanks
to the passage of the G.I. Bill of Rights in 1944 and the Veterans
Adjustment Act of 1952, millions of World War II and Korean
War veterans received generous post-service education, training,
and other benefits. One could retire after twenty years, and
during their service soldiers received free family medical care,
generous post exchange and commissary privileges, and, for
some, training that might be useful in civilian life. Unfortunately,
in the bubbling economy of the 1950s, military pay did not
keep pace with salaries in the civilian sector. Congress helped
rectify the situation in 1958 when it authorized proficiency pay
and increased salaries and retirement benefits, but recruiting
remained an uphill battle.

The Army especially had trouble recruiting and retaining the
most desirable individuals. In the enlisted ranks, these were the
men who scored in the top two categories of the Armed Forces
Qualification Test. Because of the shortfall, the Army tended to
assign the best and brightest recruits to elite formations such as the
airborne or to technical and staff assignments, leaving the rest of
the force starved for talent.

A similar practice occurred within the noncommissioned
and commissioned officer corps. Shortages of quality noncom-
missioned and junior officers led to the pernicious practice of
assigning some of the weakest leaders to basic training companies,
a practice that made a bad first impression on new recruits and
thus further sullied the institution’s public image. The negative
impression recruits had of their trainers did not improve much
after they left the training centers. A 1959 survey of men recently
discharged from the Army found that many considered Regular
Army noncommissioned officers to be “low level men who
couldn’t meet the competition outside the Army and who were
merely marking time until their retirement.”
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One might have expected that the reduction of the officer
corps that accompanied the downsizing of the Army—the corps
was 32 percent smaller in 1960 than it had been in 1953—might
have provided the Army with a vehicle for ensuring that only
the best retained their positions. Shortcomings within the Army
as an institution, however, diluted the officer pool. One perni-
cious element that arose during these years was a tendency of
commanders to overcentralize authority and control, denying
junior officers the opportunity to exercise independent command
and judgment. This tendency not only stifled personal and profes-
sional growth but bred a high level of dissatisfaction among
junior officers. In a 1954 study of company-grade regular officers,
60 percent of the respondents believed their superior officer did
not sufficiently delegate authority. Three years later, 81 percent of
students at the Command and General Staff College registered
similar feelings.

Making matters worse was the fact that many junior officers
believed that their superiors were mediocre at best when it came to
demonstrating leadership. In 1963, the commander of the Eighth
Army complained that the ranks of field-grade officers contained
too many men who had been passed over for promotion and that
this was contributing to the Army’s difficulty in retaining good
junior officers, for no one “wants to work for a lazy, neer do well,
or a pompous incompetent” Careerism, rather than dynamism,
seemed to be the watchword of the peacetime Army.

Several factors contributed to the situation. The career
management system of the 1950s encouraged statistical measure-
ments and ticket punching, as the Army made diversity of assign-
ments key to advancement. The service considered command
assignments, particularly of combat units, to be vital for promo-
tion, with the result that officers shunned other important work—
such as recruit training—while being rotated in and out of posts
with little time to build expertise. In such a system, many officers
seemed more interested in how an assignment could further
their career than they were in learning the job and doing it well.
Coupled with this phenomenon was a growing emphasis on
officers as managers. This was somewhat unavoidable, given the
complexity of managing an immense organization during a period
of resource constraints, but the effects further eroded the respect
junior officers had for their superiors. “Men cannot be ‘managed’
in the face of enemy troops. They must be ‘commanded,” warned
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one officer in 1961, but the Army had difficulty differentiating
between leadership and management, with the result that the
former tended to suffer.

In 1958, the commandant of the Command and General
Staff College called for a major effort to revitalize the officer corps.
He criticized the career management system for its tendency “to
reward caution and conformity and to penalize progressive initia-
tive,;” and blamed “the failure of officers to consistently display
moral courage and intellectual honesty” as a symptom of over-
supervision. Whether because the Army’s senior leaders were
preoccupied with the survival of the service or because they had
grown complacent, the institution took few measures to address
the situation effectively. The resulting disillusionment of junior
officers contributed to the Army’s pressing shortage of junior
officers during the period, particularly with regard to captains, as
men reaching their eligibility for discharge chose not to remain on
active duty.

Given its difficulty in attracting sufficient talent, the draft—
even the relatively light one of the late 1950s and early 1960s—
played an important role. Not only did it offer a chance for tapping
into a more promising talent pool than was generally willing to
enlist, but its existence spurred some desirable individuals to enlist
outright in the hopes of being able to influence the choice of their
assignment, something draftees did not have an opportunity to
do. The draft had the further benefit of encouraging some quality
individuals to join the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC),
which sheltered members from the possibility of being drafted
upon graduation and from which they would have an opportunity
to pick a noncombat arms assignment. Consequently, the Army
rejected any suggestion that the draft be eliminated.

One way the Army sought to attract candidates was to
burnish its image as best it could among the American public. The
military had learned about the power of film during World War
I1, and in the postwar years, it attempted to exploit this media to
get out its message to the nation at large. It provided Hollywood
with support in the making of such films as To Hell and Back, the
1955 movie that told the story of Audie L. Murphy, one of the most
highly decorated soldiers of World War II. It also took its case
directly to the people with weekly radio broadcasts of The Army
Hour and a television series called The Big Picture that showed the
contemporary Army in a favorable light. The Army fully exploited
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its overseas mission too, with recruiting materials promising that
recruits would get to “see all the fabulous sights of Europe” When
this was not enough, the service resorted to more traditional
methods of appealing to young men. During the 1950s and early
1960s, attractive actresses leant their charms to Army recruiting
drives, including, ironically, Jane Fonda, who was “Miss Army
Recruiting” for 1962.

Perhaps the most progressive aspect of Army life in the
1950s was the implementation of racial integration in the
armed forces. President Truman had directed integration in
1948. Although some senior military leaders shared the view
that segregation policies had been inefficient, serious opposi-
tion existed throughout the service, and racially segregated
units still existed at the outbreak of the Korean War. Heavy
combat losses, however, had forced commanders to begin
assigning black replacements into most of their front-line
units. The overall success of those individuals on the battlefield
had helped to overcome many concerns. An investigation team
sent to Korea in April 1951 reported that combat commanders
almost unanimously favored integration. By May 1951, some
61 percent of the Army’s infantry companies in Korea were
integrated. By the end of the war, not only were units in Korea
almost completely integrated, but the process was also well
advanced in Army units in the United States and Europe. The
process was completed in the mid-1950s. Although the situ-
ation in the military was by no means idyllic, it became one
of the lead institutions in the United States in taking concrete
steps toward ending the injustice of racial discrimination. By
1962, blacks made up 12.2 percent of the Army’s total enlisted
strength and 3.2 percent of its officers.

THE ARMY AND THE “NEW LOoOK”

As challenging as they were in isolation, the Army’s resource
and manpower problems were in large part symptoms of a much
larger problem—the denigration of land power in American stra-
tegic thought. Surprisingly, this occurred at the hands of one of
the nation’s most famous soldiers—retired General of the Army
Dwight D. Eisenhower—who became president of the United
States in January 1953.

Eisenhower’s experience in World War II, where he had
served as the supreme commander of allied forces in Europe,
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and his analysis of the stalemated fighting in Korea, led him
to the conclusion that conventional ground forces were largely
obsolete in the atomic age. Not only could ground forces be
vaporized in an atomic flash, but the prospect of trying to
match the seemingly limitless manpower that China and the
Soviet Union could put into the field was daunting. Technology
was America’s edge, and it could be developed and applied far
more cheaply than attempting to raise and maintain vast ground
forces for what seemed to be an interminable conflict. This was
particularly relevant because the president thought that a strong
economy, and not numbers of men under arms, was the true
source of national security. He therefore encouraged military
leaders to develop a long-term national defense policy built
on a force structure that could be maintained indefinitely—for
the “long haul” as Eisenhower put it—without endangering the
nation’s economic stability. “Security with solvency,” was the
slogan, with a balanced budget being the wellspring of a sound
security policy.

The president described his approach to national security
as a “New Look” Rather than allow the Communists to sap
U.S. resources through crises and conflicts around the globe,
Eisenhower declared that the United States would respond to
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any conventional provocation by the Soviet Union with a nuclear
“massive retaliation.” His premise was that the threat of nuclear
annihilation would deter the Soviets and allow the United States
to maintain security at a sustainable cost. The policy emphasized
the use of aircraft to deliver the atomic punch—a policy that natu-
rally favored the two services that operated strike aircraft, the Air
Force and Navy. Almost immediately after the Korean armistice,
Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson predicted that the presi-
dent’s approach would allow the administration to trim military
spending by as much as $1 billion. Tired of war and its sacri-
fices, the public supported
the New Look as well as
the postwar demobilization
and associated defense cuts
that fell disproportionately
on the Army. Army Chief
of Staff General Matthew
B. Ridgway (1953-1955)
fought a rearguard action
to maintain the resource
levels that he believed his
service required to perform
its mission. His poor rela-
tionship with Secretary
Wilson, however, coupled
with the latter’s enthusiastic
deference to the president’s
military experience, usually
placed the Army in an General Ridgway
indefensible position. As a
result, the service experi-
enced a steady decline in both resources and influence during
the Eisenhower years (1953-1960). Ridgway would serve only
two years as chief of staff due to his vehement opposition to the
New Look.

One Army mission that flourished as a result of the new
paradigm was that of protecting America’ cities from high-flying,
long-range Soviet aircraft carrying atomic bombs. The service soon
supplemented its antiaircraft gun batteries with the world’s first
operational antiaircraft missile, the Nike Ajax. By mid-1956, the
Army had deployed these missiles around twenty-two key areas
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in the United States. Two years later, the service began to replace
some of the Nike Ajax systems with Nike Hercules missiles. The
Hercules carried an atomic warhead capable of destroying entire
squadrons of Soviet bombers with a single shot. As the Soviets
began to deploy nuclear armed intercontinental ballistic missiles,
the Army responded by starting work on a Nike Zeus antibal-
listic missile system. Providing the continental United States with
ground-based antiaircraft defenses would remain an important
secondary mission for the Army into the 1960s.

Another new mission that arose from retrenchment of the
New Look was that of training and equipping America’s allies
around the world. After undertaking some limited measures in
Greece and Turkey, in 1949 President Truman had signed into law
the Mutual Defense Assistance Act, which authorized the Defense
Department to provide weapons, equipment, and training to
America’s allies on a grand scale. The Mutual Defense Assistance
Act was modified by the Mutual Security Act of 1951. President
Eisenhower fully supported the effort as a cost-effective means
of strengthening free world defenses without expanding the U.S.
Army. By 1957, the Army was providing training and materiel
assistance to the equivalent of 200 divisions in 35 nations.

Notwithstanding the president’s conviction that most conven-
tional ground forces were an expensive luxury with little utility in
an atomic war, he still insisted on upholding America’s conven-
tional ground commitment to defend Western Europe. As a show
of support to NATO, Truman had authorized the deployment
of substantial military forces there. The five divisions and three
armored cavalry regiments of the U.S. Seventh Army had become
an important symbol of the American resolve to help defend
Western Europe against potential Soviet invasion. Indeed, United
States Army, Europe (USAREUR), and the soldiers of the Seventh
Army came to represent the very essence of the Army during the
1950s. They were the men on the front line, ready to meet aggression
at any moment. Just as the “Doughboy” and “G.L Joe” had come to
symbolize the American soldier in the first and second world wars,
respectively, the men guarding the inter-German border dominated
the public image of the modern American soldier.

The large troop commitment to Europe required the Army
to experiment with various methods to maintain the strength of
its units there. One of the more innovative initiatives began in
1955 with the first of the Operation GYROSCOPE rotations. Under
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anal Archives

Atrooper of the 2d Cavalry Regiment looks across a bridge af an East German guard tower
near Hof, Germany, in January 1959.

this program, the Army exchanged entire units between the
United States and Europe instead of relying on individual replace-
ment rotations. By doing this, the service hoped to capitalize on
the higher morale and increased combat effectiveness achieved
through maintaining unit integrity while also saving money by
consolidating all of the movement costs into one rotation. After
experimenting with a few smaller unit exchanges, the first full-
division rotation sent the 10th Infantry Division from Fort Riley,
Kansas, to Germany in exchange for the 1st Infantry Division.
Later swaps included the replacement of the 4th Infantry Division
in Germany with the 3d Armored Division and the movement of
the 11th Airborne Division to replace the 5th Infantry Division.
Unfortunately, the three-year unit deployment did not coincide
with the two-year service stint for draftees, which meant that
units in the United States had to constantly train replacement
packets for the forces in Europe, to the detriment of readiness.
Ultimately, the Army found that the personnel turmoil involved in
maintaining all participating units at full strength throughout the
process surpassed any benefits in unit morale or combat effective-
ness and precluded any major cost savings. The service terminated
the program in 1958.

As US. military policy became more atomic-centered,
the Army sought to maintain its relevance by acquiring its own
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nuclear capability. Its first success was the development of the M65
280-mm. atomic cannon. The service developed the artillery pieces
in 1952 and tested them in the Nevada desert on 25 May 1953
with the successful firing and detonation of an atomic projectile.
Weighing eighty-eight tons, each enormous weapon required two
heavy tractor trucks to move it, one to its front and the other to
its rear. The section had a top speed on the highway of thirty-five
miles per hour. Although relatively slow and ungainly, the pieces
could be emplaced and put into action in about the same amount
of time that conventional heavy artillery required. The guns lacked
the range and flexibility of aircraft delivered munitions, but they
provided a far greater measure of accuracy and reliability. Most
important, unlike the Air Force, they could provide atomic fire
support to ground units at night and in any kind of weather.

Over the next few years, the Army unveiled other atomic-
capable systems. The M31 Honest John, fielded in 1954, was a
truck-mounted, surface-to-surface artillery rocket. It was unguided
and had a maximum range of about fifteen miles. The rocket was
considerably more mobile and could be prepared to fire in less
time than the 280-mm. cannon. Corporal guided missile battalions
followed shortly thereafter in February 1955. The Corporals were
liquid-fueled, surface-to-surface guided missiles with an approxi-
mate range of seventy-five miles. Although these weapons were
capable of firing both conventional and atomic warheads, their
inaccuracy when compared with conventional heavy artillery made
them poorly suited for nonnuclear use. They did, however, provide
the Army with new options for atomic fire support.

Later developments pushed the Army’s search for nuclear fire-
power to more questionable limits. The Redstone ballistic missile
gave the Army a range out to more than 200 miles. This put the
service into conflict with the Air Force, which claimed jurisdiction
of the battlefield beyond the immediate ground combat area. The
Redstone also proved too slow and cumbersome to prepare for
launch and was eventually replaced by the more mobile and efhi-
cient Pershing missile beginning in 1964. The Redstone did prove
its worth in other areas, however, as a modified version of the
missile carried astronaut Alan B. Shepard on his first sub-orbital
flight in 1961.

At the opposite end of the spectrum was the Davy Crockett.
Either mounted on small trucks, armored personnel carriers, or
set up on ground tripods, the weapon looked like a short recoilless
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The men of the 1st Gun Section, Battery B, 59th Field Artillery Baﬁalion, prepare to fire a
280-mm. gun in May 1956.

rifle with a large bulb attached at the end. The “bulb” was a low-
yield atomic warhead that the operator could launch from either
of two tubes: the 4-inch (120-mm.) with a range of a little over one
mile, or the 6.1-inch (155-mm.) with a range of slightly less than
three miles. First deployed to the active force in 1961, the Davy
Crockett embraced the concept of tactical atomic war, placing
atomic firepower in the hands of infantry battalion commanders.
The weapons showed poor accuracy during testing, a particularly
worrisome feature given their very short range that left crews
exposed to both blast and radiation effects. Moreover, the idea of
small units, led by lieutenants and sergeants, running around the
battlefield with portable atomic weapons troubled some politi-
cians and soldiers. Like all atomic weapons in its inventory, the
Army could use Davy Crocketts only on direct authorization from
the president. Because of these reservations, deployment of this
weapon was limited and the service eventually replaced it by devel-
oping atomic ammunition for 8-inch and 155-mm. howitzers.
While the new weapons were still in their early stages of
development, the Army had also begun to redesign its force
structure to demonstrate its atomic mindedness. Under pressure
from the Department of Defense to reduce the size of the Army’s
units and therefore its overall manpower needs, in 1954 General
Ridgway directed Army Field Forces to study the problem with
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several objectives in mind. These included increasing the ratio
between combat and support units, achieving greater flexibility
and mobility in combat units, maximizing the effects of tech-
nological advancements, and improving the force’s capability to
sustain itself for extended periods in combat. By the fall, Army
Field Forces had produced the outline for a new division structure
that it labeled the Atomic Field Army (ATFA).
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Athree-man crew prepares to fire the Davy Crockett at Aberdeen Proving Ground in
December 1959.

The ATFA studies produced mixed results. The experimental
organization consolidated many of the division’s service and support
elements, reduced the size of the division artillery, and cut the number
of infantry battalions in the infantry division from nine to seven.
Instead of the previous organization built around three regiments, the
divisions were to create situation-driven task forces under the direc-
tion of smaller combat command headquarters. The reorganization
cut nearly 4,000 personnel positions from the infantry division and
almost 2,700 from the armored division. Tests in 1955 indicated that
although the concepts held some promise, they required a great deal
of new equipment, especially radios and personnel carriers, before the
Army could implement a complete reorganization. Just as important,
many officers throughout the service were reluctant to discard tradi-
tional organizations and familiar doctrines.
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Nonetheless, the ATFA
studies served as a point of
departure for further efforts
to streamline the Army for
atomic warfare. In addition
to making the Army more
atomic capable, the next chief
of staff, General Maxwell
D. Taylor (1955-1959), also
looked for ways to maintain
the service’s combat strength
in the face of the budget
and personnel reductions
imposed by the Eisenhower
administration. His experi- i
ence during the Korean War General Taylor
had already caused him to
consider potential changes in
the Army’s combat structure. He initiated another round of studies
to produce a new divisional organization that would significantly
reduce manpower requirements while taking advantage of new
technologies and weapons.

The result of this effort was the “pentomic” division. Instead
of the three-regiment “triangular” division used since World War
II, General Taylor envisioned a division composed of five self-
contained formations called battle groups. Smaller than a regiment
but larger than a battalion, each of these groups would consist of
four rifle companies, a 4.2-inch (107-mm.) mortar battery, and a
company containing headquarters and service support elements.
The new pentomic division would consolidate the division artil-
lery into two battalions. One would be a 105-mm. howitzer
battalion with five batteries, the other a mixed battalion fielding
two 155-mm. howitzer batteries, an 8-inch howitzer battery,
and an Honest John rocket battery. The latter two were nuclear
systems that would give the division its primary offensive punch.
The restructuring significantly reduced the size of the division by
eliminating all nonessential combat elements and by removing
much of the support base, including transportation, supply, and
aviation, to corps and higher echelons. The new organization
would shrink the infantry division from 18,804 to 13,748 men and
the airborne division from 17,490 to 11,486. Because Army leaders
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believed that the capabilities of the armored divisions already met
the requirements of the atomic battlefield, the strength and orga-
nization of those units would change little.

Taylor saw the pentomic organization as ideally suited for
fighting an atomic war. The five subordinate battle groups in
each of its divisions enabled the force to disperse in greater width
and depth than was possible with a three-regiment organization.
Companies within the battle groups could also spread out, so that
no single element presented a lucrative target for an atomic attack.
Taylor believed that improved communications equipment would
allow division commanders to exert more direct control over
their separated units than in the past. He also contended that new
armored personnel carriers that would soon join the force would
afford the mobility to enable the formations to converge rapidly
and to exploit opportunities provided by atomic fire support.

Although some senior officers in the Army questioned
whether the new equipment could deliver what Taylor expected,
the general pushed on with his plans. The first division to undergo
reorganization under the pentomic concept, the newly reacti-
vated 101st Airborne Division, began its training in the fall of
1956 at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. After a series of tests and exer-
cises in the United States, Taylor announced in May 1957 that all
infantry and airborne divisions would complete a conversion to
the pentomic model by the middle of 1958. Once again, many
officers were reluctant to embrace the new organization and
the changes in doctrine it entailed. Taylor and his staff actively
engaged in a campaign to convince them, arguing that the new
divisions could meet the challenges of both general nuclear and
smaller, nonnuclear conflicts. Just as important, Taylor believed
the new organization would demonstrate that the Army was a
modern, forward-thinking force, worthy of a meaningful place
in New Look defense policy.

General Taylor’s enthusiasm for the pentomic reorganization
notwithstanding, early evaluations revealed flaws in the concept
even before the divisions began to convert. One controversial
aspect of the pentomic concept was the elimination of traditional
regimental affiliations. Soldiers of all ranks were uncomfortable
giving up unit identities that had contributed to morale, discipline,
and cohesion throughout the Army’s history. Even more damaging
was the fact that the service had not yet issued many of the new
technologies necessary for the division to operate as intended. Of
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particular concern were shortages in improved armored personnel
carriers and radios with increased range, absolute requirements
for a doctrine that relied on dispersion and mobility for its battle-
field survival. Platoon leaders and company commanders were
left to ask if they were expected to defend their positions based
solely on the promise of new weapons and equipment. Small-unit
leaders likewise expressed concerns over the extended frontage
that pentomic doctrine expected them to defend. Should atomic
fire support not be available, ground units appeared to be seriously
undergunned. Some senior leaders also questioned the ability of
higher headquarters to logistically sustain the new divisions. The
pentomic reorganization had stripped much of those capabilities
from the division without a corresponding increase in the capa-
bilities of corps-level support units. All in all, many in the Army
suspected that the new organization had marginally improved the
division’s ability to operate on an atomic battlefield, but had seri-
ously degraded its conventional capabilities.

Although the pentomic reorganizations were to be imple-
mented service-wide, no command in the Army was in a better
position to test the new concept than U.S. Army, Europe. Its five
combat divisions, three armored cavalry regiments, and heavy
support structure made it the largest assemblage of fighting power
in the service. Moreover, the pentomic structure and its accom-
panying atomic doctrine were specifically designed to counter
the Soviet Army. Once the reorganizations were complete, U.S.
Army, Europe, instructed the Seventh Army to evaluate the new
pentomic infantry division.

Seventh Army put the new divisional structure to the
test beginning on 10 February 1958. Exercise SABRE Hawk
fielded more than 125,000 soldiers for the largest maneuver yet
conducted in the history of US. Army, Europe. The maneuver
included a series of attack, defend, delay, and withdraw scenarios,
while controllers accompanying each unit evaluated training and
assisted commanders in keeping up with movements and actions
scheduled in the event’s master plan. The maneuvers tested atomic
weapons employment, target acquisition, resupply, and aerial
troop movement while emphasizing individual and small-unit
training under cold-weather conditions. As the initial defending
force, the V Corps also experimented with stay-behind patrols,
trained for long-range reconnaissance and equipped to identify
potential targets for the corps’ long-range atomic weapons.

29



The Seventh Army’s operations and planning staft identi-
fied several deficiencies in the new organization. Divisional
transportation and support units, for example, lacked sufficient
personnel, vehicles, and equipment to ensure timely delivery of
atomic weapons to forward artillery units. The Seventh Army
found that it had to divert troops from combat units to provide
emergency reinforcements to defend atomic weapons support and
delivery installations against guerrilla or direct attack. Exercise
controllers also admitted that they were unable to comply with
guidance that each corps should plan to evacuate 2,000 casualties
per day. Incorporating that level of loss into the exercise scenario,
they contended, would have forced commanders to devote major
resources to mass casualty evacuation and treatment to the detri-
ment of tactical training objectives.

Seventh Army commander Lt. Gen. Bruce C. Clarke voiced
his own concerns. He believed that the exercise showed that the
division artillery was not strong enough to provide adequate
conventional or atomic firepower. Nor did the 4.2-inch mortar
provide sufficient firepower as a direct-support weapon for the
battle group. Most important, the new organization lacked any
centralized command and control over the artillery at the division
level. He believed that it was important for the division to be able
to mass the fires of all its assigned artillery, a concept that ran
counter to the pentomic philosophy of dispersed, semi-indepen-
dent operation of battle groups.

In March 1958, Seventh Army units down to division level
participated in Command Post Exercise LioN BLEU, which tested
atomic response capabilities throughout NATO. The exercise
identified conflicting priorities between the Army and the Air
Force. Air commanders favored the early employment of most of
their atomic weapons, leaving very little for subsequent support
of ground units. The services also differed on what approach to
targeting best supported ground offensives. Air Force leaders
favored an interdiction campaign that would impede the enemy’s
movement by hitting rail lines, bridges, and other related targets.
Ground commanders preferred to destroy enemy troop and
vehicle formations first. They believed that the destruction of the
transportation network would only impede their own movement
when they moved to counterattack. LioN BLEU also demonstrated
that ground units needed to spread out to a far greater degree
than originally planned to avoid presenting tempting targets for
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the enemy’s atomic weapons. At the same time, units had to retain
sufficient mobility to concentrate for quick counterattacks when
presented the opportunity.

With the experience of the two major exercises still fresh,
Seventh Army headquarters requested that its subordinate
commanders comment on the new force structure and doctrine.
Initial comments reflected uncertainty about tactics and tech-
niques that were best suited to the new formations. The most
urgent need, officers noted, was for more specific guidance
on the degree of control that lower-level commanders would
have over the division’s “on-call” atomic firepower. Combat
unit commanders in particular expressed concern that much of
their equipment did not adequately support the new concept.
For example, the maximum range of the 4.2-inch mortar, the
only indirect-fire weapon assigned specifically to the battle
group, was only about 4,000 meters, too short to support units
as widely dispersed as planners envisioned. Divisions lacked
any credible means of defending themselves against air attack,
while at the battle group level, communications equipment
was unreliable, heavy, and lacked sufficient range to connect
headquarters with their scattered subordinate companies and
platoons. Finally, unit leaders pointed out that battle groups
lacked any self-contained capability for rapid, cross-country
movement. While the division headquarters had armored
personnel carriers consolidated in its transportation battalion,
it had only enough to move one battle group at a time. Such
shortfalls were particularly troubling for an organization whose
battlefield survival depended on the ability to disperse widely
when on the defense and rapidly concentrate to attack.

The surrealism of atomic warfare was sinking in throughout
the Army. The final big command post exercise in Europe in 1958,
BouNCE BAck, depicted an initial aggressor strike employing
forty-nine atomic warheads with yields ranging from 5 to 100
kilotons against NATO military installations. Observers noted
that after the strike it was difficult to generate a sense of realism
for the exercise’s participants. What had started in the early 1950s
as an honest attempt to understand the realities of atomic warfare
had, by 1958, come to resemble the plot of a Hollywood science
fiction thriller. As the exercise demonstrated, the idea of a doctrine
based on atomic weapons had grown increasingly abstract because
much of the effort seemed to involve mathematical calculations
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of how much of the force would remain after the initial strikes.
Evaluators noted in their reports that personnel no longer seemed
to take the training seriously. The Army appeared trapped in an
unwinnable paradigm.

THE ARMY AND FLEXIBLE RESPONSE

The Army’s struggles to adjust to the challenges of nuclear
warfare on a limited budget made little impression on President
Eisenhower. He remained true to his conviction that a strong
economy was the nation’s most potent form of defense. He likewise
held firm to the notion that any conflict between the United States
and the Soviet Union would be a total war decided by an exchange
of atomic firepower. He had little use for arguments that called for
increasing expenditures on conventional forces capable of fighting
small, limited wars. In 1957, his new secretary of defense, Neil H.
McElroy, echoed the president’s sentiments when he said that if
the two major opponents were involved in a conflict, they could
hardly avoid an all-out military struggle.

Even President Eisenhower, h