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Foreword

ACV: The Joint Command in the Years of Withdrawal, 1968-1973,

is the second of two volumes that examine the Vietnam conflict
from the perspective of the theater commander and his headquar-
ters. It traces the story of the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam
(MACYV), from the Communist Tet offensive of early 1968 through the
disestablishment of MACV in March 1973. It deals with theater-level
command relationships, strategy, and operations and supplements
detailed studies in the Center of Military History’s United States Army
in Vietnam series covering combat operations, the advisory effort, and
relations with the media.

MACYV: The Joint Command recounts how the MACV commander
and his staff viewed the war at various periods and how and why the
commander arrived at his decisions. Central themes are the gradual
withdrawal of U.S. forces from combat operations, the American
effort to prepare South Vietnam'’s military establishment to take over
defense of the country, and the implementation of the Paris peace
agreement of 1973. The volume analyzes MACV’s relationships with
Pacific Command, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the secretary of
defense, as well as the evolution of the command’s dealings with its
South Vietnamese and third-country allies. Perhaps most important, it
traces the commander’s role in developing and executing U.S. national
policy in Vietnam, a role that extended beyond military operations to
encompass diplomacy and pacification. As an experiment—not entirely
successful—in nation building, the story of the Military Assistance
Command contains many parallels to more recent Army engagements
and so serves as a potential source of important lessons.

This is the tenth volume published in the United States Army in
Vietnam series. Its appearance constitutes another step in the fulfill-
ment of the Center of Military History’s commitment to produce an
authoritative history of Army participation in the Vietnam War.

Washington, D.C. JEFFREY J. CLARKE
4 May 2007 Chief of Military History
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Preface

ACV: The Joint Command in the Years of Withdrawal, 1968-1973,

describes the evolution of the command during the period of U.S.
disengagement from Vietnam. By late 1967 the Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam (MACV), had grown from a small, temporary advi-
sory and assistance organization into a large, permanent headquarters
that directed more than half a million American soldiers, sailors, airmen,
and marines in a wide range of combat and pacification operations. By
that same time, however, President Lyndon B. Johnson and his princi-
pal advisers had concluded that it was necessary to begin reducing the
cost in lives and money of a seemingly stalemated war. The Communist
Tet offensive of January-February 1968 confirmed the president in his
decision and set the United States upon a path of disengagement that
President Richard M. Nixon also followed. During the period covered
by this volume, MACV gradually withdrew its American troops from
South Vietnam and worked to prepare Saigon’s forces to defend their
country by their own efforts. The MACV headquarters itself drew down
toward reversion to an assistance and advisory group.

This volume tells the story of MACV’s evolution as an organization
and of the command’s role in making and implementing American
national policy in Southeast Asia during the period of U.S. disengage-
ment from the Vietnam War. It treats both national-level decisions
and military operations from the perspective of the theater joint com-
mander. In relation to the Army’s Vietnam series, this volume and
its predecessor, MACV: The Joint Command in the Years of Escalation,
1962-1967, which dealt with the earlier period of the conflict, will
provide a general overview of aspects of the war that are covered in
much greater detail in the other works. The inclusion of this study of
a joint command in a series devoted principally to the activities of a
single service results from two circumstances: that MACV throughout
its existence was an Army-dominated headquarters and that upon the
command’s inactivation its records were placed in the custody of the
Adjutant General of the Army.

The preparation of a work of this scope was possible only with the
assistance and support of a great many other people. Throughout the
years, my colleagues in the Southeast Asia Branch of Histories Division
guided me through the sources, read and criticized drafts of chapters,
and broadened and deepened my understanding of the war through
many hours of conversation. Vincent H. Demma helped me get started
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through his encyclopedic knowledge of the Center of Military History’s
documents on the Vietnam War. Charles R. Anderson, Dale W. Andrade,
Dr. John M. Carland, Dr. William M. Hammond, Dr. Richard A. Hunt,
George L. MacGarrigle, Dr. Joel D. Meyerson, and Adrian G. Traas gen-
erously permitted me to draw upon their work and made an imprint
upon mine.

Others at the Center of Military History contributed to this book.
This project could not have been carried to completion without the
assistance of the Publishing Division staff, including Hildegard ]J.
Bachman, editor; S. L. Dowdy, cartographer; and Gene Snyder, visual
information specialist. The Historical Resources and Organizational
History Branches were always responsive to my requests for books,
documents, and information.

As Chief of the Southeast Asia Branch, Dr. John Schlight guided
my early steps on this volume and made sure that I gave due atten-
tion to the role of air power in MACV’s war. I am grateful to a suc-
cession of division chiefs who supervised this project over its lengthy
gestation—Lt. Col. Richard O. Perry; Cols. Robert H. Sholly, William
T. Bowers, and Clyde L. Jonas; and Dr. Richard W. Stewart. Several
Chiefs of Military History supervised and supported this work. Brig.
Gen. Douglas Kinnard (U.S. Army, Ret.) initiated the project and set
its direction. Brig. Gens. William A. Stofft, Harold W. Nelson, John W.
Mountcastle, and John S. Brown all helped it on its way. I owe a special
debt of thanks to my current supervisor, Brig. Gen. David A. Armstrong
(U.S. Army, Ret.), Director, Joint History Office, Joint Chiefs of Staff, for
allowing me duty time after leaving the Center’s employ to finish this
volume.

Very helpful were the comments and recommendations of the review
panel convened by Dr. Jeffrey J. Clarke, the Center’s Chief Historian,
who chaired the panel. I am grateful to the members—General William
A. Knowlton (U.S. Army, Ret.), Brig. Gen. Douglas Kinnard, Dr. Larry
Berman, Dr. Robert Buzzanco, Dr. Paul Miles, Dr. William M. Hammond,
John W. Elsberg, and R. Cody Phillips. My especial thanks go to General
William B. Rosson (U.S. Army, Ret.), who provided detailed written
comments on the manuscript.

As appropriate for a volume on a joint command, members of other
service historical offices helped me with advice and access to sources.
They include Dr. William Heimdahl and Dr. Wayne W. Thompson of
the Office of Air Force History; Dr. Edward J. Marolda of the U.S. Naval
Historical Center; and Dr. Jack Shulimson, formerly of the History and
Museums Division, U.S. Marine Corps. Dr. Walter S. Poole of the Joint
History Office, Joint Chiefs of Staff, read and criticized a draft of the
manuscript. Dr. Poole also provided me with invaluable source mate-
rial on the role of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the period of the conflict
covered by this book.

Like all historians, I could have accomplished little without the assis-
tance of the archivists of records repositories. Dr. David C. Humphrey
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and Dr. Gary Gallagher, both of whom have since moved on to other
positions, were of great help at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library. The
staff of the Richard Nixon Papers, then located in Alexandria, Virginia,
facilitated my access to the unprocessed Nixon National Security Files
for Southeast Asia. Their help allowed broader and deeper coverage
of many aspects of the MACV story during the Nixon years than oth-
erwise would have been possible. At the U.S. Army Military History
Institute, Dr. Richard J. Sommers, David A. Keogh, Randy Rakers, and
John ]J. Slonaker guided me through the Institute’s extensive Vietnam
collections. Richard L. Boylan and the staff of the National Archives
and Records Administration were responsive to all my requests.

Lt. Gen. William E. Potts (U.S. Army, Ret.), former MACV director
of intelligence, gave graciously of his time in discussing with me the
work and achievements of the MACV ]J-2 during the later stages of the
war. He also provided me with a useful briefing on the subject.

It remains only to note that the conclusions and interpretations
in this book are mine alone and that I am solely responsible for any
errors.

Washington, D.C. GRAHAM A. COSMAS
4 May 2007
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The Command and the War, January 1968

n January 1968, the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam

(MACYV), looked forward to its seventh year of war. Established in
1962 as a small, temporary headquarters to advise and assist the South
Vietnamese government in its struggle against the Communist-led Viet
Cong insurgency, MACV had grown as the war did. As of early 1968,
the command, in addition to continuing its advice and support efforts,
directed the operations of almost half a million American military per-
sonnel engaging an enemy that comprised division-size light infan-
try formations as well as guerrillas. MACV also had assumed primary
responsibility for the allies’ pacification campaign to remove Viet Cong
military and political influence from South Vietnam’s rural villages and
had played a substantial role in American efforts to develop a stable,
constitutional Saigon government. MACV had a hand, too, in the U.S.
bombing campaign against North Vietnam and in operations against
the enemy bases and supply networks in Laos and Cambodia.!

Command, Forces, and Allies

As the year began, General William C. Westmoreland was serv-
ing as Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam
(COMUSMACYV). In command since June 1964, Westmoreland had
established the operational and organizational pattern of the expanding
American military role in the war. As he began his fifth year in Saigon,
he was nearing the end of his tour of duty in Vietnam. His designated
successor, General Creighton W. Abrams, had arrived at MACV in May
1967 and was serving as Westmoreland’s deputy pending his elevation
to command at a date yet to be specified. That date was approaching.
When Westmoreland visited Washington in November, General Earle G.
Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, privately told the MACV
commander that he was the “obvious candidate” to replace the chief
of staff of the Army, General Harold K. Johnson, who was expected to

!'Unless otherwise noted, this chapter is based on Graham A. Cosmas, MACV: The Joint Command
in the Years of Escalation, 1962—-1967, U.S. Army in Vietnam (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center
of Military History, 2006) (hereafter cited as Cosmas, Years of Escalation, 1962—1967 ).



MACYV: The Years of Withdrawal, 1968-1973

1.

| .!.'i-'
i)

General Westmoreland greets Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara
(right) and Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker on arrival in Saigon, July 1967.

retire in mid-1968. Following up this conversation, Wheeler indicated
to Westmoreland late in December in a private letter that the adminis-
tration would make its decision on that and other command changes
“shortly after the first of the year.”>

From its establishment, MACV was a subordinate unified com-
mand under Pacific Command, the U.S. headquarters in Honolulu
that directed American forces throughout the Pacific Ocean and the Far
East. This meant that General Westmoreland reported to Washington
through Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, Commander in Chief, Pacific.
Sharp delegated the conduct of ground and air operations in South
Vietnam and parts of Laos and North Vietnam to Westmoreland.
However, under close supervision from Washington, the admiral exer-
cised direct command of the ROLLING THUNDER air raids against North
Vietnam. Through Sharp, Westmoreland’s chain of command ran to

2 William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday and Co., 1976),
pp. 361-62. Msg, Gen Earle G. Wheeler, Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) 11081-62 to Westmoreland, 22
Dec 67, Westmoreland Message files, Dec 67; Ltr, Wheeler to Westmoreland, 22 Dec 67, tab A—13,
Westmoreland History file 27 (19-26 Dec 67); William C. Westmoreland Papers, U.S. Army Center
of Military History (CMH), Washington, D.C.
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The Command and the War, January 1968

Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara and President Lyndon
B. Johnson. Both men transmit-
ted questions and directives to
Westmoreland through the chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs, General
Wheeler. To save time and ensure
a united military front in deal-
ing with the civilian principals,
Wheeler usually sent communi-
cations simultaneously to Sharp
and Westmoreland. The two the-
ater commanders followed the
same practice in their replies to
Wheeler. Although complicated
in appearance, this arrangement
kept the major administration
policymakers and military com-
manders in close and constant
touch and allowed the military
leaders to speak with one voice
n t?ne 1r %(;K;(C)Erflfo t\}/lveesctlxg?g;hd Secretary Qf Defense McNamara
worked closely with the U.S. briefs the press.
ambassador to South Vietnam,
Ellsworth Bunker. Although Bunker was head of the American country
team, Westmoreland was independent of the ambassador’s authority.
Under a principle established by President John F. Kennedy for organiz-
ing U.S. overseas activities, the ambassador did not command American
military forces in his country. Instead, the ambassador and the general
were to reach decisions by consultation and mutual agreement, refer-
ring unresolved issues to Washington through their respective chains
of command. In practice, Westmoreland deferred to Bunker on political
questions and the ambassador rarely interfered in military operations.
Bunker, who had worked closely with soldiers in previous diplomatic
assignments and had a strongly favorable view of the military, agreed
with Westmoreland on most Vietnam policy issues. The two men con-
stituted a smoothly running team. The same could not be said of the
civilian agencies under Bunker’s purview. To varying degrees, the State
Department, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and other civilian
operatives in South Vietnam resented the growing preponderance of
the military in what they still regarded as primarily a political con-
tlict. Frequently, they criticized MACV’s operations and challenged its
assumptions in reports to their own agencies.

In August 1967, the MACV headquarters had moved from scattered
leased buildings in downtown Saigon to a specially constructed complex
atTan Son Nhut Air Base on the outskirts of the South Vietnamese capital.
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MACYV: The Years of Withdrawal, 1968-1973

The sprawling two-story edifice,
one-third the size in square feet
of the Pentagon in Washington,
housed the command group, the
general staff directorates, most
of the special staff sections, and
other offices. Additional head-
quarters elements, for example,
the Combined Intelligence
Center, were housed in buildings
of their own at Tan Son Nhut or
elsewhere in the city.

Although the MACV head-
quarters was a joint organization,
some two-thirds of its approxi-
mately 3,000 personnel were
members of the U.S. Army. The
commander, the deputy com-
mander, the chief of staff, and
the heads of five of the six gen-
eral staff directorates were Army
officers; and that service domi-
nated the mid- and lower-level
staff positions as well. In response to complaints from the other ser-
vices, notably the Air Force, that they were underrepresented in MACV
headquarters, General Westmoreland defended Army predominance as
appropriate to what was essentially a ground war. He also pointed out
that MACV’s South Vietnamese counterpart, the Joint General Staff,
was essentially an army organization, although it directed all of Saigon’s
armed forces. Secretary McNamara supported Westmoreland on this
issue, to the continuing frustration of the other American services.

MACYV headquarters contained the standard general staff director-
ates for personnel (J-1), intelligence (J-2), operations (J-3), logistics
(J-4), planning (J-5), and communications-electronics (J-6), as well
as special staff offices of the inspector general, comptroller, chaplain,
surgeon, judge advocate, provost marshal, and public information. The
headquarters included additional organizations developed to meet the
unique demands of the war in Vietnam. A Data Management Agency
maintained the command’s automated record-keeping and reporting
systems; its computer—a state-of-the-art machine by the standards of
the time although primitive compared to the computers of today—
churned out the reams of statistics demanded by the authorities in
Honolulu and Washington. Employing these statistics, a Systems
Analysis Division applied the discipline of operations research to a
range of military and pacification problems, supplementing the work
of the MACV scientific adviser, who was another Vietnam War addi-
tion to the headquarters. To unify advice and support to the South

General Wheeler
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Aerial view of MACV headquarters at Tan Son Nhut

Vietnamese, General Westmoreland during 1967 had added to the gen-
eral staff an office of the Assistant Chief of Staff for Military Assistance,
headed by an Army brigadier general. (Chart 1)

A unique element of the headquarters was the Office of Civil
Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS). In May
1967, President Johnson established CORDS to resolve a long-stand-
ing interagency dispute over single management of U.S. support to the
South Vietnamese pacification effort. The president combined into one
organization under MACYV the military personnel and the people from
the State Department, the U.S. Agency for International Development,
and other civilian agencies working on the problem in Saigon and the
provinces. In MACV headquarters, Ambassador Robert W. Komer, as
Westmoreland’s civilian deputy COMUSMACYV for CORDS, had under
him a staff directorate with a civilian chief and a military deputy.
In each of South Vietnam'’s four corps areas, a CORDS deputy to the
U.S. military commander oversaw the military and civilian pacifica-
tion advisers in the provinces and districts. While still completing its
organization as 1968 began, CORDS promised to ensure that MACV
gave high priority and unified direction to the struggle to recapture the
countryside from the Viet Cong.

Westmoreland directed his American forces through Army, Air
Force, and Navy component commands and through tactical head-
quarters in each of the four South Vietnamese corps areas (Map 1).
Of the component commands, the Seventh Air Force and U.S. Naval
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CHART 1—ORGANIZATION OF MACV HEADQUARTERS, 1967
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Forces, Vietnam, exercised both tactical and administrative control
of their subordinate organizations and also provided advice and sup-
port to their counterpart Vietnamese services. The Army component,
U.S. Army, Vietnam (USARV), had only administrative and logisti-
cal functions. General Westmoreland, who commanded U.S. Army,
Vietnam, as an additional duty, directed the Army advisory effort
through MACV headquarters and controlled his Army and Marine
combat units through the area tactical commands. From north to
south, those commands included the III Marine Amphibious Force
(which also functioned as the Marine Corps component command) in
I Corps, the I Field Force in II Corps, the II Field Force in III Corps, and
an advisory group in IV Corps, where few American ground combat
units were stationed. Each area commander was directly subordinate
to Westmoreland for tactical operations, as well as for combat and
pacification advisory functions, but dealt on administrative matters
with his service component command.

Westmoreland’s command relations with the two Army-dominated
tield force headquarters were harmonious, but his relationship with
the III Marine Amphibious Force was contentious. In one of MACV'’s
most persistent unresolved interservice disputes, the Seventh Air Force
waged a constant feud with the Marine headquarters over control of the
marines’ fixed-wing jet aircraft. The Air Force commander insisted that
he should conduct the allocation and mission tasking of all fixed-wing
aircraft in the theater, including those of the marines. On their part, the
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marines jealously guarded the integrity of their air-ground team and
claimed first call on their fighters and bombers. On the ground, Marine
commanders considered that MACV was overemphasizing large-unit
operations at the expense of territorial security and pacification, and
they publicly advertised their own claims of success in the latter field.
They also objected to General Westmoreland’s plans for a fortified
barrier just below the Demilitarized Zone. Lt. Gen. Victor H. Krulak,
the commander of Fleet Marine Force Pacific, III Marine Amphibious
Force’s immediate senior service headquarters in Honolulu, jealously
watched over his marines in Vietnam and carried their viewpoints and
complaints directly to Admiral Sharp.

At the beginning of January 1968, the Military Assistance Command
had an authorized strength of 525,000 American personnel. The com-
mand’s actual strength stood at a little over 497,000, of which about
331,000 were Army troops. Rounding out MACV’s force were 78,000
marines, 31,600 Navy personnel, and 56,000 Air Force personnel plus
a small Coast Guard contingent. Seven Army and two Marine divisions
constituted the core of MACV’s ground fighting power, supported by
some 1,700 Air Force and Marine fixed-wing combat and transport
aircraft and thousands of helicopters. Westmoreland’s naval element
included task forces of coastal surveillance and riverine craft. Available
for support, although not under MACV’s command, were the aircraft
carriers and other large warships of the Seventh Fleet and the Guam and
Thailand based B-52 heavy bombers of the Strategic Air Command.?

The Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) numbered about
650,000 officers and men in January 1968. About half of these troops
were in the regular Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps; the
other half were in two territorial security components, the Regional
Forces and the Popular Forces. Still other armed men served the Saigon
government in Civilian Irregular Defense Group units recruited from
South Vietnam'’s ethnic minorities and in the National Police and vari-
ous paramilitary organizations. In deference to Vietnamese national-
ist sensitivities, the Americans had decided against placing the South
Vietnamese military under General Westmoreland’s command. Instead,
the American and Vietnamese forces worked together on the basis of
“cooperation and coordination.” Westmoreland and his subordinates
sought to influence and improve their allies’ operations through the
U.S. adviser network, which extended down to battalion level. They
also cultivated working relationships with senior RVNAF command-
ers and attempted to exercise leverage by providing or threatening to
withhold American combat and logistical support. Despite the persis-
tent efforts by MACV, South Vietnamese forces still suffered from major
deficiencies that had plagued them since the late 1950s—poor leader-

3 Headquarters, United States Military Assistance Command, Vietham (MACV), Command
History, 1968 (Saigon, Vietnam: Military History Branch, Office of the Secretary, MACYV, 1969),
vol. 1, p. 225, CMH (hereafter these histories are cited as MACV History, year).
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ship by a corrupt and politicized officer corps, a lack of aggressive-
ness in combat, neglect of troop training and welfare, and a crippling
drain of manpower through desertion. Widely differing in capabilities,
American and South Vietnamese troops usually operated separately,
the Americans conducting mobile offensives against the enemy’s large
units and base areas and the South Vietnamese concentrating on static
territorial security and pacification missions.*

Besides the Americans and South Vietnamese, the Military Assistance
Command had under its purview an assortment of about 60,000 troops
from America’s Far Eastern anti-Communist allies. Their presence was
the result of President Johnson’s assiduous effort to add “more flags”
to the struggle in Vietnam. The largest contingent, from South Korea,
comprised two infantry divisions operating in coastal II Corps and a
marine brigade posted in I Corps. In III Corps, a brigade-size Australian
and New Zealand task force conducted counterguerrilla operations, as
did an infantry regiment (soon to be expanded to a small division)
from Thailand and a brigade-size Philippine paramilitary civic action
group. Each of these contingents had its own national commander.
In MACV headquarters, a Free World Military Assistance Office over-
saw the allies’ administrative affairs. MACV’s command relation-
ships with these allied forces were heavily influenced by diplomatic
considerations. The Australians, New Zealanders, Thais, and Filipinos
placed their units under General Westmoreland’s operational control,
although with political strings on where they could be stationed and
on what missions they could perform. For their part, the South Koreans
rejected any semblance of U.S. command of their soldiers, although
their general promised to be responsive to requests from MACV and
I Field Force. In fact, the Koreans operated for the most part indepen-
dently in their coastal enclaves and joined in American offensives only
when provided with lavish U.S. helicopter and artillery support.®

Outside South Vietnam, the Military Assistance Command con-
ducted air and ground raids and reconnaissance against the enemy’s
bases and supply lines in Laos, assisted in the officially unacknowledged
U.S. campaign to support the Royal Laotian government against the
Communist Pathet Lao, and provided forces for the bombing of North
Vietnam. In these operations, the command worked within highly
restrictive guidelines from Washington. Final authority over military
activities in Laos rested with the U.S. ambassador in Vientiane, who in
effect was in command of the war in that country, while Admiral Sharp
directed ROLLING THUNDER. Under MACYV, the commander of the Seventh
Air Force handled the details of cross-border air operations, receiving

4+ MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 224, 250. Jeffrey J. Clarke, Advice and Support: The Final
Years, 1965-1973, U.S. Army in Vietnam (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History,
1988), chs. 12—14, describes South Vietnamese military deficiencies and American reform efforts.

> MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 345-46. For command arrangements, see Cosmas, Years of
Escalation, 1962—1967, ch. 10.
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missions variously from General Westmoreland, Admiral Sharp, and the
embassy in Vientiane for the different campaigns. For ground raids in
Laos, as well as for clandestine harassment and intelligence activities in
North Vietnam, MACV employed its Studies and Observations Group
(SOG). Commanded by an Army colonel, the Studies and Observations
Group had its own staff within MACV headquarters, composed of offi-
cers from all the services and representatives of the Central Intelligence
Agency. In the field, the Studies and Observations Group commanded
some 2,500 American military personnel and 7,000 indigenous irregu-
lars who conducted platoon and company-size attacks on the Ho Chi
Minh Trail and performed espionage and propaganda missions—none
very successful—in North Vietnam.

The Enemy and the War

As 1968 began, the Military Assistance Command confronted a
formidable and tactically sophisticated enemy. MACV estimated that
the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong military force numbered slightly
more than 300,000 men. The Viet Cong regulars, formally known as the
People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF)—Ilight infantry divisions, regi-
ments, and battalions recruited primarily from the South Vietnamese
but with a growing proportion of northern cadres and fillers—were
about 66,000 strong. About 53,000 North Vietnamese soldiers of the
People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN), similarly organized in divisions and
regiments, fought alongside their southern comrades. These troops
comprised what the Americans called the Communist “main force”
and were employed usually for offensive operations directed by the
enemy’s military region and province headquarters. Supporting the
main force were some 40,000 administrative service troops, perhaps
90,000 guerrillas, and a Communist party political-military adminis-
tration of around 85,000 people.®

In addition, the enemy had available at least 150,000 part-time
civilian irregulars—men, women, and children too old or too young for
combat service who lived in the cities and villages. Usually unarmed
or possessing only primitive weapons, these people collected intel-
ligence for the armed components, moved supplies for them, and
helped in constructing fortifications and planting mines and booby
traps. During the fall of 1967, MACV and the CIA had engaged in a
bitter dispute over the status of the irregulars. The military command
declined to include them in the enemy order of battle because they
were not armed, full-time soldiers and their participation in the war
effort was at best sporadic. CIA analysts, on their part, considered the
paramilitary elements to be a significant part of the Communist “revo-
lutionary base” and noted that members of this group were among the

¢ Figures are from MACV and Joint General Staff (JGS) Combined Campaign Plan, 1968, AB
143, 11 Nov 67, an. A (Intelligence), p. 1, Historians files, CMH.
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Viet Cong troops equip themselves with AK47 assault rifles and U.S.-type
radios.

enemy casualties and defectors that MACV reported. The command
and the agency finally compromised by mentioning the irregulars in
intelligence estimates but not counting them as part of the enemy
military strength.’

Not counted at all in MACV’s enemy order of battle but very much
involved in the war were large North Vietnamese forces outside the
borders of South Vietnam. These included the soldiers and laborers
who maintained and defended the enemy’s increasingly elaborate
supply route through eastern Laos, the so-called Ho Chi Minh Trail.
In North Vietnam, many more thousands of troops and civilians
manned antiaircraft defenses against the ROLLING THUNDER attacks and
repaired bomb damage as well as trained and equipped the steady
flow of replacements who traveled along the Ho Chi Minh Trail to
the south.

Although they lacked the air and artillery firepower of the
Americans, the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong by early 1968 pos-
sessed lethal weaponry appropriate to their operations and sustain-
able by their logistical system. Their main force units, as well as an
increasing number of the guerrillas, were armed with the excellent
Soviet- and Chinese-made AK47 assault rifle, with various types of
modern Communist-bloc machine guns, and with an effective hand-
held antitank rocket launcher. These weapons made Communist
main force battalions approximately equal in organic firepower to

"This controversy is recounted in Cosmas, Years of Escalation, 1962—1967, ch. 13.
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the American battalions and superior to many South Vietnamese
battalions that still were fighting with U.S.-made World War Il-era
rifles. American artillery, strategic and tactical bombers, and helicop-
ter gunships usually rectified this imbalance, but the enemy’s arsenal
also included some heavy weapons—most notably, rockets of up to
140-mm. and mortars of up to 160-mm. In northern I Corps, North
Vietnamese troops had the support of heavy caliber guns and how-
itzers emplaced just across the Demilitarized Zone and in Laos. The
Soviet Union, the People’s Republic of China, and other Communist-
bloc nations provided North Vietnam with a steady stream of arms
and ammunition, as well as with aid to sustain Hanoi’s war economy.
In addition, although unknown to MACV at the time, as many as
150,000 Chinese air defense and engineer troops were reinforcing
North Vietnam’s resistance to ROLLING THUNDER.®

In their military operations, the Communists followed the general
tenets of the people’s revolutionary war as outlined by Mao Tse-tung
in China and Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam, with its successive stages of
guerrilla, mobile, and conventional combat. However, the Vietnamese
opportunistically used different mixtures of these stages at different
times and places depending on circumstances. In general, they used
their main forces to attack American and South Vietnamese units in
order to inflict casualties and to drive them out of areas targeted for
subversion. They also maintained concentrations of troops along the
Demilitarized Zone in I Corps, in the Central Highlands in II Corps,
and around Saigon in III Corps in an effort to tie down American and
South Vietnamese units. Meanwhile, the guerrillas, irregulars, and
political cadre whittled away at Saigon’s territorial forces and rural
administration, seeking to expand Communist control in the villages
and hamlets. To the surprise of many Americans, the North Vietnamese
and Viet Cong had not reverted to the guerrilla phase in response to
the arrival of U.S. forces. Instead, they kept up the large-unit war, even
at the cost of heavy losses to themselves, in the belief that they could
bleed the Americans and wear down Washington’s will to continue
the struggle. The enemy had as his ultimate goal the launching of the
General Offensive-General Uprising, a large-scale military assault com-
bined with mass popular revolts in the cities to overthrow the South
Vietnamese government. Unbeknownst to the Americans, by late 1967,
the Communist leaders believed that the time for this revolutionary
climax was near at hand.’

The Military Assistance Command conducted its operations in sup-
port of the U.S. national policy objective—keeping South Vietnam out

8 Combined Campaign Plan, 1968, an. A, p. 3, Historians files, CMH; Xiaoming Zhang, “The
Vietnam War: A Chinese Perspective, 1964-1969,” Journal of Military History 60 (October 1996):
731-62.

® MACV’s analysis of enemy strategy can be found in Combined Campaign Plan, 1968, an. A,
pp- 3-5.
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of Communist hands. The United States had held consistently to this
purpose since the early 1950s. Equally consistent was the method for
achieving the goal: providing military and other assistance to an anti-
Communist but nationalist South Vietnamese government. At the time
of MACV’s activation in February 1962, the United States had pinned
its hopes to President Ngo Dinh Diem. After Diem’s overthrow, as one
successor regime after another proved ineffective and enemy pressure
increased, President Johnson incrementally expanded the American
commitment, ultimately to the point of large-scale, although still lim-
ited, war. Even as U.S. troops took over much of the fighting, however,
President Johnson still insisted on maintaining the appearance and
as much as possible the reality of Saigon’s sovereignty. He also was
determined to prevent any expansion of American military operations
that might provoke direct intervention by China or Russia. To that
end, he closely restricted the targets of the ROLLING THUNDER campaign
and prohibited all but the smallest U.S. ground incursions into Laos
and North Vietnam.

Within the restrictions, General Westmoreland conducted a cam-
paign that consisted of two principal elements, often referred to in
shorthand labels as attrition and pacification. On the attrition side,
Westmoreland used his American divisions plus some of the Free World
allies and elements of the South Vietnamese Army in mobile offensives
against the enemy main forces and logistic bases. These attacks were
intended to destroy the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong big units or,
failing that, to wear them down, preempt their attacks, keep them away
from populated areas, and uproot their supply systems. In addition,
Westmoreland maneuvered his American troops on South Vietnam's
borders to hold back enemy divisions that threatened to invade from
north of the Demilitarized Zone or from Communist bases in Laos and
Cambodia. Below the Demilitarized Zone, the III Marine Amphibious
Force, at Westmoreland’s direction, by late 1967 had constructed and
manned a line of infantry and artillery strongpoints within South
Vietnam. Along with a belt of electronic sensors across Laos, the
marines’ fortifications comprised a barrier that Secretary McNamara
had ordered to be established in an attempt to reduce infiltration from
North Vietnam. Some of the war’s bloodiest fighting occurred along
this line, under conditions that in places resembled the trench combat
of World War 1.1°

While the Americans fought the main force, the bulk of the South
Vietnamese Army and the Regional and Popular Forces, with their U.S.
advisers, pursued the pacification campaign. They attempted to clear
Viet Cong guerrillas out of selected populated areas and to protect
the police and Revolutionary Development teams who moved in to
eradicate the Communist shadow administration and reestablish gov-
ernment authority. Together, the two parts of the military effort, in

10 This account is based on Cosmas, Years of Escalation, 1962—1967, ch. 12.
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the words of the allies’ Combined Campaign Plan for 1968, were “to
provide territorial security at a level adequate to permit the destruction
of the VC [Viet Cong] infrastructure and the uninterrupted and accel-
erated progress of political, economic, sociological and psychological
programs” of the Saigon government. In fact, the military campaign
was a slow process of trying to exhaust a foe able to draw supplies,
replacements, and reinforcements from sources outside South Vietnam
that the allies could damage but not shut down.!!

Despite the frustrating aspects of the campaign, as 1967 came to a
close, General Westmoreland, Ambassador Bunker, Ambassador Komer,
and other senior American officials in Saigon believed that they were
making progress in grinding down the enemy’s interlocked military and
political systems. The ROLLING THUNDER air raids were imposing strain
on North Vietnam’s economy and society and increasing the cost and
difficulty of Hanoi's prosecution of the war in the south. Although the
enemy’s big units remained formidable in South Vietnam, American
and allied troops were inflicting heavy casualties on them in every
engagement, pushing them away from the population and agricul-
tural centers, and invading and destroying their base areas. When the
North Vietnamese and Viet Cong attacked in strength, their offensives
seemed regularly to end in bloody failure. Evidence was mounting of
declining enemy strength and morale, especially among the southern
Viet Cong. Enemy forces were encountering difficulties in attracting
recruits within South Vietnam, and the flow of reinforcements from
North Vietnam appeared to be slowing down.

Rural pacification continued to progress slowly, if at all; but the future
seemed to hold promise. With growing allied help, South Vietnamese
regular and territorial forces were putting gradually increasing pressure
on the Viet Cong guerrillas and political infrastructure. On the govern-
ment side, a series of orderly, reasonably honest elections during 1967
had produced, for the first time since the fall of Ngo Dinh Diem four
years before, a stable Saigon regime with a degree of constitutional
legitimacy and popular support. With the CORDS organization in place
to strengthen American backing for pacification, the elements finally
seemed to be coming together for an effective allied paramilitary and
political effort to reclaim the countryside.

To the end of the year, General Westmoreland continued to report
progress in the military campaign, in pacification, in establishing a
constitutional South Vietnamese government, and in improving the
South Vietnamese armed forces. Enemy losses, the MACV commander
asserted in December, were averaging 14,600 per month while their
gains from recruitment and infiltration were no more than 9,700. The
U.S.-South Vietnamese Combined Campaign Plan for 1968, issued on
11 November 1967, in General Westmoreland’s words, was “based on
a strategy of exploiting past successes.” It called for continuing attacks

' Quotation is from Combined Campaign Plan, 1968, p. 6.
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on the entire spectrum of enemy military forces, from guerrillas to the
North Vietnamese divisions threatening the frontier, and for an aggres-
sive and expanded pacification program.!?

On 10 December, General Westmoreland told Admiral Sharp that
the allies during 1968 would “defeat the VC/NVA [Viet Cong/North
Vietnamese Army| main [force] units, destroy the enemy’s base areas
and resources, and drive him into sparsely populated areas where
food is scarce.” Intensified bombing of North Vietnam would “further
reduce his war-making base and deny him the opportunity to bring
his total resources to bear on the war in South Vietnam” even as the
anti-infiltration barrier along the Demilitarized Zone and in Laos hin-
dered movement of what men and materiel Hanoi did send. Within
South Vietnam, the military offensive and the pacification effort
would reduce enemy recruiting, erode the Viet Cong political infra-
structure, and bring more of the population under government con-
trol. “In essence,” Westmoreland concluded, “every effort for 1968 will
be directed towards the defeat of the enemy and the establishment of a
viable government” in South Vietnam. The MACV commander offered
every reason to believe those efforts would succeed.!?

General Westmoreland felt confident enough about the direction
in which the war was moving that he could envision a gradual reduc-
tion in the American combat role. On 21 November, during a public
relations trip to the United States, he delivered a generally optimistic
assessment of the conflict to the National Press Club in Washington.
During his speech, he declared that as the military situation continued
to improve and the Saigon government became stronger, “it is con-
ceivable to me that within two years or less, it will be possible for us
to phase down our level of commitment and turn more of the burden
of the war over to the Vietnamese armed forces, who are improving
and who, I believe, will be prepared to assume this greater burden.”
Tempering his optimism with caution, as was his custom, the general
elaborated in response to the newspeople’s questions that American
troop withdrawals would be “token” at first but that “we’re preparing
our plans to make it progressive.”!*

A Shifting Policy

In looking ahead to what later would be called “Vietnamization” of
the war, Westmoreland expressed more than his own views. He also gave

12 Quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 14624 to Sharp, 10 Dec 67, tab A-1,
Westmoreland History file 26 (29 Nov—16 Dec 67), CMH. See also Msg, Westmoreland MAC
12397 to Wheeler, 20 Dec 67, Westmoreland Message files, Dec 67, CMH; Combined Campaign
Plan, 1968, pp. 1-28.

13 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 14624 to Sharp, 10 Dec 67, tab A-10, Westmoreland History file 26
(29 Nov—16 Dec 67), CMH.

14 Gen William C. Westmoreland, Address to National Press Club, Washington, D.C., 21 Nov 67,
Historians files, CMH.
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voice, as was his wont, to a developing consensus within the Johnson
administration in favor of topping off the American military effort and
attempting to turn the fighting over to the South Vietnamese. By late
1967, President Johnson and his closest advisers were reaching the con-
clusion that American military escalation in Indochina had reached
the limits of political, financial, and moral sustainability without any
prospect of achieving an early decisive result. Prompted by this realiza-
tion and beleaguered by an expanding domestic antiwar movement,
Johnson was edging toward a change of policy.

Contributing to this change was a decline in official acceptance of
the Military Assistance Command’s reporting. Westmoreland’s upbeat
assessments were the latest in a steady flow of claims of success that
had begun with MACV'’s establishment in 1962. The predicted suc-
cesses, however, had regularly failed to materialize. By late 1967, a
growing number of American officials in the United States and in
Vietnam no longer accepted MACV’s evaluations at face value. To
the dissenters, who included key civilian assistants of Secretary of
Defense McNamara in Washington, as well as many lower-ranking
military officers and government civilians in Vietnam, the incremen-
tal advances regularly reported by the command and the embassy
appeared more like stalemate, especially when weighed against the
apparently limitless duration and steadily increasing human and
economic cost of the conflict. CIA analysts, in particular, challenged
MACV’s optimistic view of war trends. The order of battle dispute,
during which many CIA analysts, as well as a number of MACV’s own
junior intelligence officers, became convinced that Westmoreland and
his command were deliberately underreporting enemy strength to
sustain a false picture of military success, further undermined MACV'’s
credibility with other agencies. In Saigon, dissenting officials found
in the American press corps an outlet for their views. Although most
newspeople in Vietnam at this time agreed with American objectives
in the war, they freely publicized particular failures and mercilessly
exposed instances of government misstatements or outright falsifica-
tions of the facts.’

In the United States, public questioning of and opposition to the
war mounted even as combat intensified and American casualties
increased. By the end of 1967, antiwar protest had spread beyond the
university campuses and left-wing fringe groups and was drawing in
major political, religious, labor, and civil rights leaders. Even more
ominous, belief in victory was declining among politically moder-
ate Americans. Members of Congress who initially had supported

15 Harold P. Ford, CIA and the Vietnam Policymakers: Three Episodes, 1962—1968 (Washington,
D.C.: History Staff, Center for the Study of Intelligence, Central Intelligence Agency, 1998) recounts
CIA controversies with MACV. See also Cosmas, Years of Escalation, 1962—-1967, ch. 13. The evo-
lution of news media disillusionment with government reporting is traced in William M. Hammond,
Public Affairs: The Military and the Media, 1962—1968, U.S. Army in Vietnam (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1988).
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President Johnson and his advisers at the White House

the administration’s war policy began moving away from that posi-
tion, mainly on the grounds that the war was costing too much and
making too little progress. Important newspapers and their reporters
and columnists were beginning to reflect official and popular doubts,
although the bulk of news coverage of Vietnam was still neutral or
tavorable to the administration’s position. In public opinion polls,
President Johnson’s performance ratings steadily declined, and an
ever-growing percentage of respondents to the same polls agreed
with the proposition that U.S. intervention in Vietnam had been a
mistake.

On its public face, the Johnson administration responded to the
growth of doubt and dissent with a full-throated campaign of opti-
mism. The president pushed every government agency to produce
good news about Vietnam that would give the lie to allegations that
the war was stalemated. In every forum of discussion, members of the
administration cited these reports in defense of their claims of progress.
Supporting the campaign, Westmoreland and his public affairs officers
kept up a barrage of news conferences and official reports detailing
slow but steady improvement in every aspect of the war. At administra-
tion direction, they gave special emphasis to stories that would refute
persistent press charges that the South Vietnamese armed forces were
incompetent and ineffective. It had been under President Johnson's
orders that Westmoreland returned to the United States in April and
November 1967 to report on the state of the war, making the prediction
of future U.S. disengagement during the second trip. Despite the effort
devoted to it, the optimism campaign failed to dispel public doubts.
By playing a prominent role in it, General Westmoreland, who previ-
ously had enjoyed much respect as a nonpolitical, professional military
leader, became in the eyes of the press simply another pitchman for
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the administration line. From then on, his command’s assessments,
no matter how valid they might be, would be received at best with
skepticism.!®

While they put on a positive face in public, in private administra-
tion officials expressed growing doubt about the rightness and sustain-
ability of the course they were on in Vietnam. To an increasing extent,
they shared Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey’s conclusion after a
visit to Vietnam in October 1967 that the nation was “throwing lives
and money down a corrupt rat hole” and that “the American people
would not stand for this involvement much longer.”!”

By late 1967, Secretary of Defense McNamara had become the
administration’s most prominent doubter. An early advocate and
implementer of escalation, from mid-1966 on he grew increasingly
convinced that heavier bombing of North Vietnam and the dispatch of
still more U.S. troops to South Vietnam would only increase America’s
costs and casualties without causing the other side to give up. On 1
November, McNamara summed up his views in a memorandum to
President Johnson. To bring the war’s financial burden under control,
reduce domestic unrest, and create a stable position that the United
States could hold during a prolonged period of fighting and nego-
tiation, McNamara urged Johnson to fix American troop strength in
South Vietnam at its current level of 525,000 and to make no further
expansion of the ROLLING THUNDER campaign. In the south, the United
States should “endeavor to maintain our current rates of progress but
with lesser U.S. casualties and lesser destruction” to the Vietnamese
people and countryside while gradually shifting the “major burden
of the fighting” to Saigon’s forces. For the north, McNamara strongly
advocated a complete cessation of the bombing in the hope that Hanoi
in response would agree to negotiations and possibly halt or reduce
its attacks across the Demilitarized Zone. Even if these results did not
occur, he insisted, the United States at least would have established its
good faith in the search for peace in the eyes of domestic and world
opinion.™

President Johnson responded to McNamara’s memorandum by
arranging for the defense secretary to leave the administration for
the presidency of the World Bank, although McNamara remained at
Defense until February 1968. At the same time, however, Johnson's
principal advisers were approaching a consensus in favor of leveling

1 Hammond, Military and the Media 1962—-1968, chs. 12—14; Cosmas, Years of Escalation,
1962-1967, ch. 13.

7 Hubert H. Humphrey is quoted in U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, The
U.S. Government and the Vietnam War: Executive and Legislative Roles and Relationships, Part IV:
July 1965—-January 1968 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2002), p. 895 (hereafter
cited as U.S. Congress, Senate, Government and the Vietnam War, 4).

18 U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964—1968, vol. 5, Vietnam
1967 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2002), pp. 943-50 (hereafter cited as FRUS
Vietnam, 1967).
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off the American effort along the lines McNamara had recommended.
At the president’s request, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Ambassador
Bunker, and other official and unofficial presidential counselors com-
mented on McNamara’s 1 November memorandum. All opposed an
immediate halt to ROLLING THUNDER and any publicly announced stabi-
lization or de-escalation of operations in South Vietnam. At the same
time, however, all rejected further escalation—whether by heavier
bombing or a naval blockade of the North, dispatch of additional U.S.
troops to the South, or ground offensives against enemy bases in Laos
and Cambodia—as unlikely to achieve decisive success and certain to
raise the costs of the war beyond what was politically supportable. All
favored keeping ROLLING THUNDER at about its current intensity, holding
MACV'’s forces at 525,000, and gradually shifting the major share of
combat and pacification to the South Vietnamese.?

Always inclined to tailor his recommendations to the Washington
policy trends as he understood them, Westmoreland joined in this
consensus. He had discussed leveling offt MACV'’s troop strength with
McNamara the previous year and realized that Johnson'’s refusal since
1965 to call up the reserves had effectively established a ceiling on
the forces he could expect to receive. Commenting along with Bunker
on McNamara’s memorandum, Westmoreland rejected a halt in bomb-
ing of the North but declined to recommend more severe measures,
such as a naval blockade. He expressed the hope that 525,000 men
would be all the troops he would need in South Vietnam and declared
to the president and in his speech at the National Press Club that a
force of that size would be “well-balanced, hard-hitting,” one that the
country would be “capable of sustaining as long as required” and that
could continue “indefinitely” to maintain and increase pressure on the
enemy. Although concerned with reducing casualties and destruction
in South Vietnam, the MACV commander insisted that those con-
siderations should not be allowed to restrict his conduct of tactical
operations. He favored keeping open the option of ground attacks into
North Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia but did not advocate launching
them at that point. Finally, he declared that over the next two years he
would have as his “central purpose” the transfer of military functions
to the South Vietnamese, to the end that ultimately the United States
could leave behind in Vietnam “a military establishment capable of
looking after itself increasingly.”?°

Lyndon Johnson expressed his views in a “memorandum for the file”
dated 18 December. He declared that he had studied McNamara’s pro-
posals of 1 November and consulted about them with his Washington
advisers and with Ambassador Bunker and General Westmoreland.
He had, he said, reached certain conclusions. With regard to ROLLING

19U.S. Congress, Senate, Government and the Vietnam War, 4, pp. 884-91.
2 FRUS Vietnam, 1967, pp. 1040-42; see also p. 1058. Westmoreland, Address to National Press
Club, Washington, D.C., 21 Nov 67.
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THUNDER, he had decided to continue the bombing at about the existing
level of intensity and range of targets while trying at the same time to
reduce the “drama and public attention” that the air campaign received
in the United States. “Under present circumstances,” the president ruled
out a unilateral bombing halt because it would be interpreted in both
North Vietnam and the United States as “a sign of weakening will.”
Johnson would play his “bombing card” only when he saw “reason for
confidence that it would move us toward peace.” As yet, he saw no such
reason.

As to South Vietnam, Johnson was determined to keep his options
open but essentially accepted McNamara’s viewpoint. The president
declared that “at the moment” he saw no reason to increase MACV'’s
forces above the 525,000 level. He was “inclined to be extremely
reserved” in considering proposals for American ground offensives out-
side South Vietnam unless a “powerful case” could be made for them.
Such operations, he said, entailed political risks and would divert forces
from “pressure on the VC” and pacification. Nevertheless, he deemed
it unwise publicly to renounce these options. Johnson endorsed
McNamara’s recommendations that the administration try to reduce
the toll of death and destruction from American operations in South
Vietnam and accelerate the turnover of combat to Saigon’s forces.?!

By the end of 1967, the Johnson administration was close to aban-
doningits hope, which had never been very strong, of winning anything
like a battlefield victory in Vietnam. Instead, the administration was
pointed toward fixing an upper limit to the American military effort.
The administration would try to hold the line militarily in Southeast
Asia and politically at home until diplomacy or improvements in the
Saigon government and its armed forces opened an honorable way out
of the war. This approach had not yet been embodied in formal opera-
tional plans and orders, but the direction seemed clear. For the Military
Assistance Command, as for the rest of the U.S. government, the years
of escalation in Vietnam were nearing an end.

2! Full text of this memorandum is in FRUS Vietnam, 1967, pp. 1118-20.
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hroughout the debate over whether the war was stalemated, the

administration’s progress campaign, and President Johnson's
movement toward leveling off the American effort, all the participants
assumed that the other side’s war strategy would remain the same.
They expected the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong to continue their
mixed large-unit and guerrilla campaign of attrition with the aim of
exhausting American patience and South Vietnamese resources and
forcing a negotiated settlement favorable to the revolution. Reflecting
this view, an interagency intelligence estimate issued in November
1967 concluded:

The Communists apparently recognize that the chances of a complete military victory
have disappeared, and they aim instead at a protracted war. Their objectives . . . are to
immobilize and wear down the Allied military forces, to maintain base areas, expand their
political agitation and control in contested and GVN [government of Vietnam] areas, and
defeat the RD [pacification] program. In pursuit of these objectives, their tactics are to
combine and coordinate closely their military operations and political activity.'

In fact, when the intelligence estimate was published, the enemy
was well into his preparations for something quite different: a nation-
wide offensive intended to achieve decisive political and military
victory within a short time. The Military Assistance Command, the
American mission in Saigon, and the U.S. intelligence community, as
well as the South Vietnamese government and armed forces, gradu-
ally became aware that the enemy was preparing for more than his
ordinary annual winter-spring offensive. However, they failed fully to

! Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 14.3-67, p. 2, in U.S. District Court, Southern
District of New York, William C. Westmoreland, Plaintiff, v. CBS, Inc., et al., Defendants. 82 Civ
7913 (PNL). Plaintiff General William C. Westmoreland’s Memorandum of Law in Opposition to
Defendant CBS’s Motion to Dismiss and for Summary Judgment, app. B, p. 248 (hereafter cited as
Westmoreland Memorandum of Law, app. B). For a similar view, see Combined Campaign Plan,
1968, an. A, pp. 4-5, Historians files, CMH.



MACYV: The Years of Withdrawal, 1968-1973

appreciate the planned nature and extent of the attack and hence were
taken at least partially by surprise when it began.

The Enemy Plans an Offensive’

Even as President Johnson and his advisers tentatively decided to
level off the American war effort in Vietnam, their adversaries in Hanoi
were getting ready to do the opposite. Undeterred by the increasing
American pressure, the northern and southern revolutionary lead-
ers held unwaveringly to their maximum goal: a unified Communist
Vietnam. Like many Americans, the Communist leaders believed that
the conflict had reached a stalemate, but for them a stalemate repre-
sented a temporary equilibrium of forces, a stage on their march to
inevitable victory. Instead of a way out of the conflict, they sought a
means to shift the balance in their favor.

By the spring of 1967, the Vietnamese Communists believed that
they had passed through the first two stages of the people’s revolu-
tionary war—those of organization and base building and of guerrilla
warfare—and entered the third and final stage. In that stage, large
combat-seasoned guerrilla and main forces backed by a strong political
infrastructure and mass popular following were in position to launch
what the Communists called the General Offensive-General Uprising.
In this revolutionary climax, North Vietnamese and Viet Cong mili-
tary units would launch attacks to destroy the South Vietnamese Army
and pin down American forces. As these actions went on, urban and
rural popular uprisings spearheaded by commando assaults on South
Vietnamese military headquarters, administrative facilities, and com-
munications centers would sweep away the puppet regime and install
National Liberation Front governments at every level from the hamlets
to Saigon. Since the early 1960s, the North Vietnamese Communist
Party had identified the General Offensive-General Uprising as the cul-
minating point of its politico-military campaign in the south. For the
Saigon area, the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN), the senior
enemy headquarters for the southern half of South Vietnam, had pre-
pared detailed plans for such an operation. Since 1965, COSVN had
been compelled to divert its resources to the growing battle against the
Americans, but its plans remained in the files ready to be brought up
to date and executed.?

More than the diversion of resources may have held back the
offensive. In response to the massive intervention of American combat

2 Unless otherwise noted, this section is based on John M. Carland, “The Tet Offensive of 1968:
Desperate Gamble or Calculated Risk?” (Unpublished paper, U.S. Army Center of Military History,
2001) and William M. Hammond, “Preparations Begin” (Unpublished paper, U.S. Army Center of
Military History, 2002).

3 The uprising concept is explained in “The Process of Revolution and the General Uprising,”
document captured by U.S. troops, 22 May 68, Vietnam Documents and Research Notes, no. 45,
CMH.
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forces, factions among the North Vietnamese leaders engaged in a two-
year debate over war strategy. Masking their differences in Marxist-
Leninist jargon, the contending groups promoted their views through
polemics published in the official Communist press and broadcast on
North Vietnam’s state radio. They argued over the proper relationship
between large-unit and guerrilla operations, the relative roles of politi-
cal and military struggle and of fighting and diplomacy, and the merits
of protracted conflict versus an all-out drive for victory in the shortest
possible time. By mid-1967, they had reached a consensus that would
blend most of the contending elements of their strategy in the context
of the General Offensive-General Uprising.*

In a mirror image of General Westmoreland’s view of the conflict,
the Communist leaders believed that they were making slow but steady
progress in their struggle. Lt. Gen. Tran Van Tra, the COSVN military
commander, for example, acknowledged in retrospect that his forces
had encountered “difficulties and weaknesses” in replacing casualties,
building political strength, and “conducting mass movements in urban
areas.” Nevertheless, he argued, these problems existed “in the context
of a favorable situation” in which the revolutionary army held the ini-
tiative and the Americans were “bewildered by the new battlefield”
and by the Communists “new form of war.”®

Although the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong were taking heavy
losses and winning few victories on the battlefield and the U.S. bomb-
ing was placing severe pressure on the North Vietnamese society and
economy, the political situation held much promise. The leaders in
Hanoi knew that antiwar sentiment was mounting in the United States
and among “progressive” forces around the world. Still better, during
1968, a presidential election year, the American administration would
be under additional strain that likely would inhibit its response to new
Communist initiatives. Even more promising, South Vietnam appeared
to be extremely vulnerable. The majority of South Vietnamese soldiers
and people, the Communists assumed, in their hearts hated the Saigon
regime and its American “imperialist” sponsors. Viewed from Hanoi,
the I Corps revolt of 1966, the periodic anti-government demonstra-
tions by Buddhists and other groups, the relatively small proportion of
the popular vote received by the winning ticket of Nguyen Van Thieu
and Nguyen Cao Ky in the September 1967 presidential election, and
the presence of tens of thousands of impoverished displaced peasants
in city slums were harbingers of incipient revolution in the urban cen-
ters of Saigon’s power. Only a spark, a catalytic event, was needed to
set South Vietnam'’s cities aflame, inspire Saigon’s troops to defect, and
sweep away the puppet regime.°

4 Thomas K. Latimer, “Hanoi’s Leaders and Their South Vietnam Policies, 1954-1968” (Ph.D.
diss., Georgetown University, 1972), chs. 8 and 9, summarizes the controversies.

5 Quotations are from Carland, “Tet Offensive,” pp. 4-5.

¢ This account of North Vietnamese/Viet Cong plans and assessments is drawn from William J.
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North Vietnamese Communist leaders and government
officials arrive for an official visit in Peking.

Taking all these considerations into account, the collective leader-
ship of the North Vietnamese Communist (Lao Dong) Party decided
to “prepare to strike a decisive blow against the enemy, win a great
victory, bring about a great-leap-forward transformation, and force the
United States to accept military defeat.” In May 1967, the Politburo, the
party’s inner executive directorate, initiated planning for the General
Offensive-General Uprising. At that time, the Politburo instructed the
Central Party Military Affairs Committee, in coordination with the
major theater commands in the south, to prepare an overall plan for
the assault. During June, the party’s Central Committee unanimously
endorsed the Politburo’s strategic decision to “prepare a decisive victory
in 1968.” In July, the Politburo approved the Central Party Military
Affairs Committee’s plan and set a tentative date for the offensive. At
the end of October, on the basis of reports from the south, the leaders
in Hanoi pushed the date forward to 30-31 January 1968, the begin-
ning of Vietnam’s Tet lunar new year holiday. The change left local
commanders in the south with a short time for preparation, but the
Communist leaders believed that an offensive during the festivities
would catch Saigon’s forces off-guard and have maximum military and
political impact. The Politburo then developed a policy resolution and

Duiker, The Communist Road to Power in Vietnam (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1981), pp. 261—
65; Latimer, “Hanoi’s Leaders and Their South Vietnam Policies,” chs. 8 and 9; Col. Hoang Ngoc Lung,
The General Offensives of 1968—1969, Indochina Monographs (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center
of Military History, 1981), pp. 14-24; Lt. Gen. Phillip B. Davidson, Vietnam at War: The History,
1946-1975 (Novato, Calif.: Presidio Press, 1988), pp. 434-42; and James J. Wirtz, The Tet Offensive:
Intelligence Failure in War (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991), chs. 1 and 2.
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a detailed operational plan based on the earlier work of the Central
Party Military Affairs Committee.’

In December, the Politburo presented the resolution to the
Fourteenth Plenum, or general meeting, of the Lao Dong Party Central
Committee. Approved by the delegates and formally issued on 1 January
1968 as Central Resolution Fourteen, the document defined the ene-
my’s “crucial mission” during the winter-spring 1967-68 campaigning
season as “to mobilize the greatest efforts of the entire Party, the entire
army, and the entire people in both regions [North and South] to carry
our revolutionary war to the highest level of development and use the
general offensive and general uprising to secure a decisive victory in a
relatively short time.”

As used in Resolution Fourteen, the term “decisive victory” denoted
the achievement of three important strategic objectives: the collapse of
the Saigon regime and its armed forces, the establishment of a neu-
tralist coalition government in the south dominated by the National
Liberation Front, and the beginning of negotiations for the withdrawal
of U.S. troops from South Vietnam. Although not mentioned in the
resolution, another objective would be to compel the United States to
end or at least to significantly curtail the bombing of North Vietnam.
After “decisive victory” was achieved, what the Communists called
“total victory” would follow later when North Vietnam absorbed South
Vietnam into a single socialist state.

Specifically, the proposed offensive was to begin with a series of
main force operations along South Vietnam’s western border and
the Demilitarized Zone, designed to bleed and demoralize U.S. and
South Vietnamese troops and to draw the allies’ attention away from
the attack preparations in the lowlands and urban centers. Once this
campaign was well under way, Viet Cong sapper and local force units,
previously infiltrated into Saigon, Da Nang, Hue, and scores of prov-
ince and district capitals, were to attack South Vietnamese military and
government headquarters, police stations, and radio and television
facilities. These assaults would paralyze the government and military
high command so that the party’s political agents could establish a
revolutionary regime and call the people into the streets. Additional
main force units, concentrated on the outskirts of the cities, then
would move in to finish off armed resistance and secure the victory. If
all went as planned, the Americans, fighting for their lives along the
borders, would find the country to their rear in the hands of a new Viet
Cong-dominated coalition government to which much of the South
Vietnamese had defected. The United States would have no recourse

" Quotations are from War Experiences Recapitulation Committee of the High-Level Military
Institute, Vietnam: The Anti-U.S. Resistance War for National Salvation, 1954—1975: Military Events
(Hanoi: People’s Army Publishing House, 1980) (hereafter cited as Resistance War), trans. by Joint
Publications Research Service, Doc. no. 80968, 1982, p. 100; see also p. 101.
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but to negotiate for withdrawal on whatever terms the victorious revo-
lution chose to grant.?

To maximize his chances of achieving surprise, the enemy planned
to launch his crucial attack on the cities at Tet, the Vietnamese new
year, which in 1968 would be celebrated at the end of January. This
holiday was deeply sacred to the Vietnamese as a time for renewal of
bonds with family and ancestors and preparation for the year ahead.
Its week-long celebration included much feasting, gift-giving, shoot-
ing of fireworks, and reunion with family and friends. Throughout the
long war, Tet, like Christmas and the western New Year’s, had been the
occasion of temporary truces, which both sides exploited for maneuver
and resupply but rarely for major attacks. The South Vietnamese nor-
mally furloughed large numbers of their troops for the holiday, and the
extensive movement of travelers for the occasion offered ideal cover
for infiltration of Viet Cong soldiers and supplies into the cities. Above
all, a full-scale attack during the holiday would achieve maximum
shock and surprise, thereby enhancing the likelihood of government
collapse.’

Although the planners in Hanoi made some allowance for a less-
than-complete triumph, they appear to have considered decisive vic-
tory a real possibility. Their directives to lower-level political and mili-
tary cadres spoke of the new offensive as the climactic moment of the
revolution’s long struggle. The instructions called for total dedication
and total sacrifice for the sake of total victory.!”

This ambitious plan was controversial at its inception and, as the
Communists themselves acknowledged in retrospect, was based on
an overestimation of the revolutionary forces’ military and political
strength and capabilities and an underestimation of those of the allies.
According to later Vietnamese Communist histories, many southern
Viet Cong commanders from the first considered their forces inad-
equate to achieve the plan’s maximum goals; but they dared not voice

8 The enemy plan is conveniently summarized in Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 61-64; and Davidson,
Vietnam at War, pp. 443-46. Msg, Abrams MAC 10931 to Westmoreland, 15 Nov 67, Westmoreland
Message files, 1-30 Nov 67, CMH, analyzes a captured enemy order for the border battles. For
overall strategy, see “The Process of Revolution and the General Uprising,” document captured by
U.S. forces on 22 May 68, Vietnam Documents and Research Notes, no. 45; and Department of
Defense (DoD) Intelligence Information Report no. 6-026—-1418-68, 18 Apr 68, sub: VC Plans. Both
in CMH.

° The significance of Tet to the Vietnamese is conveniently summarized in Westmoreland, Soldier
Reports, p. 310. Col. Hoang Ngoc Lung, Intelligence, Indochina Monographs (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1982), p. 35, claims that North Vietnamese authorities had less
respect for Tet as a sacred tradition than did the South Vietnamese government and people.

10 'War Experiences Recapitulation Committee, Resistance War, p. 100, recounts the Hanoi
Politburo’s view of the possible outcomes, including the possibility of a less-than-total victory.
Present-day Communist Vietnamese historiography claims that the North Vietnamese all along
envisioned the General Offensive—General Uprising as a prolonged process and that the southern
Viet Cong misconstrued the campaign as a “one-blow” effort. See Capt Ronnie E. Ford, “Tet 1968:
Understanding the Surprise” (Master’s thesis, Defense Intelligence College, 1993), pp. 111-12.
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their objections because the plan was based in part on their own earlier
optimistic reports of political and military success. A number of impor-
tant North Vietnamese leaders, reportedly including Defense Minister
Vo Nguyen Giap, the architect of victory at Dien Bien Phu, argued
against the offensive. They urged instead a continuation of protracted
attritional warfare. Looking backward, General Tran Van Tra declared:

During Tet of 1968 we did not correctly evaluate the specific balance of forces between
ourselves and the enemy, did not fully realize that the enemy still had considerable
capabilities and that our capabilities were limited, and set requirements that were beyond
our actual strength. In other words, we did not base ourselves on scientific calculation or

a careful weighing of all factors, but in part on an illusion based on our subjective desires.
11

Warnings and Preparations

By the time the Central Committee adopted Resolution Fourteen,
preparations for the campaign were well under way. During the
summer and fall, the North Vietnamese increased the flow of men and
materiel down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. According to a later Communist
account, some 31,700 personnel entered South Vietnam during 1967,
more than twice the number that infiltrated during the previous year,
along with over 6,500 tons of weapons and supplies. The weaponry
included thousands of automatic rifles, machine guns, and hand-held
antitank rocket launchers. Gradually and secretly, the Communists dis-
seminated orders down their chain of command and initiated local
attack planning. Viet Cong units, often as yet unaware of the purpose
of their efforts, clandestinely stockpiled supplies near South Vietnam's
cities and prepared for their urban attack missions. Party cadres assem-
bled lists of government officials and supporters to be killed and kid-
napped, as well as lists of members of the prospective revolutionary
town and province administrations. During the fall, main force regi-
ments engaged allied forces in a series of unusually prolonged battles at
Con Thien on the Demilitarized Zone and Song Be, Loc Ninh, and Dak
To on the western edges of II and III Corps. These battles, which cost
the enemy thousands of men but also pushed up the weekly American
casualty rate, apparently were designed to draw allied forces to the
borders and distract their attention from the offensive preparations
against the cities.

' Quotation is from Col. Gen. Tran Van Tra, Vietnam: History of the Bulwark B2 Theater, vol. 5,
Concluding the 30-Years War (Ho Chi Minh City: Van Nghe Publishing House, 1982), trans. Foreign
Broadcast Information Service, Joint Publications Research Service, Southeast Asia Report no. 1247,
2 Feb 83, p. 35. Davidson, Vietnam at War, pp. 44950, comments on Vo Nguyen Giap’s opposi-
tion to the offensive; see also pp. 446—48. A senior Communist leadership review of the offensive is
described in CIA Intelligence Information Report, 13 Aug 70, CMH. Ford, “Tet 1968,” pp. 112-15,
163-67, 274, summarizes recent Communist accounts.
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The battle for Dak To peaked with a costly attack by the 4th Battalion, 173d Air-
borne Brigade, against well-entrenched North Vietnamese on Hill 875.

Hanoi also made political and diplomatic preparations. North
Vietnam signed new military and economic aid agreements with the
Soviet Union and China. To curb home-front dissent, the Hanoi regime
arrested over 200 senior party members and officials who lacked suffi-
cient zeal for the war effort and decreed harsh punishment for persons
guilty of “counterrevolutionary” crimes. The National Liberation Front,
the political arm of the Viet Cong, announced a new program aimed at
broadening its appeal to the South Vietnamese people and instigated
rumors that the National Liberation Front and the United States were
secretly negotiating to replace the Thieu-Ky regime with a Viet Cong-
dominated coalition government. Finally, on 31 December, the North
Vietnamese foreign minister issued a public declaration that seemed to
commit Hanoi to enter peace negotiations if the United States stopped
RoLLING THUNDER. In the light of what followed, the purpose of this
statement was less than clear. Probably, it was aimed both at laying
the groundwork for negotiations and at diverting American attention
from what by that time were visible indications of an imminent major
Communist offensive.!?

12 These preparations are conveniently summarized in Hammond, “Preparations Begin™; Wirtz,
Tet Offensive, pp. 66—77; Lung, General Offensives, pp. 25-31; and Don Oberdorfer, 7et! (New York:
Da Capo Press, 1984), pp. 65-69. Also, Msgs, Abrams MAC 10931 and MAC 11239 to Wheeler,
15 Nov 67 and 22 Nov 67; Westmoreland MAC 01001 to Sharp and Wheeler info Gen Johnson, 21

30



Prelude to Tet: Warnings and Preparations

The enemy took great pains to conceal his preparations and inten-
tions. Until almost the eve of the attack, a U.S. intelligence study later
concluded, “probably no Communist officer below the level of COSVN,
front, or military region was aware of the full scope of the offensive.”
The assault units received their final orders 72 hours or less before the
time of execution. Nevertheless, the Communists had to distribute
orders and plans and indoctrinate their troops and political cadre con-
cerning the transcendent significance of the coming effort. Inevitably,
as a result, American and South Vietnamese intelligence organizations
during the fall and winter steadily accumulated evidence, primarily
from captured documents and prisoner interrogations, of the scale,
objectives, and timing of the attack. On the basis of this evidence,
analysts at the MACV J-2 Current Intelligence Branch, the Combined
Intelligence Center, Vietnam, '3 and the CIA Saigon station issued studies
that predicted a nationwide enemy offensive, including major attacks
on the cities. The CIA study, finished in November, accurately forecast
the successive phases of the coming campaign. Its drafters suggested
that the border battles were part of the first phase and that a second
phase, possibly including the city attacks, would begin in January.'*

Higher-ranking intelligence officers and commanders at MACV
and elsewhere received these studies at best with skepticism. The
MACYV chief of intelligence, Maj. Gen. Phillip B. Davidson, and his
chief estimator, Col. Daniel Graham, for example, heard briefings on
the J-2 and CIA attack predictions but rejected their conclusions, as
did George Carver, who oversaw Vietnam activities at the CIA. Often
before, enemy documents had called for major attacks, but the attacks
never had occurred. An all-out nationwide offensive seemed clearly
beyond the capabilities of the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong and
seemed inconsistent with their presumed strategy of protracted attri-
tional warfare. An attempt to capture the cities, where the enemy
hitherto had confined his efforts to terrorism, espionage, and political

Jan 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, 1-30 Nov 67 and 1-31 Jan 68, CMH. Latter message
discusses rising American casualty rates.

13 The Combined Intelligence Center, Vietnam, established in 1966, included both American
and South Vietnamese personnel and was intended to bring together American technical ex-
pertise with Vietnamese knowledge of their language, people, and culture. It drew upon the
product of similar combined centers for the exploitation of captured enemy documents and
materiel and prisoners of war. For its establishment, see Cosmas, Years of Escalation, 1962—
1967, ch. 8.

4 Quotation is from the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board (PFIAB),
“Intelligence Warning of the Tet Offensive in South Vietnam” (Interim Report), ca. early
1968, p. 3,1X 397, in Vietnam: A Documentary Collection, card 698. Wirtz, Tet Offensive, ch.
4; Lung, General Offensives, pp. 32-37; Interv, Lt Col James E. Smith and Lt Col Edward P.
Smith with Gen William B. Rosson, 1981, pp. 377-80, Senior Officers Oral History Program,
Military History Institute (MHI), Carlisle Barracks, Pa. (hereafter cited as Rosson Interv);
Phillip B. Davidson, Secrets of the Vietnam War (Novato, Calif.: Presidio Press, 1990), p. 105;
U.S. District Court, Westmoreland Memorandum of Law, app. B, pp. 217, 267, 374-75. Saigon
station analyses are summarized in Ford, CIA and the Vietnam Policymakers, pp. 119-21.
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agitation, appeared especially improbable. The Communists lacked
the conventional military strength to seize and hold major towns.
According to the allies’ political assessment (which turned out to be
accurate), the Communists could count on little help from urban citi-
zens who, while often hostile or apathetic toward the Saigon regime,
were far from ready to rise on behalf of the National Liberation Front.
Hanoi’s leaders, whom the allies credited with possessing excellent
intelligence on South Vietnamese affairs, would not be so foolish as
to throw away their forces in a hopeless endeavor. The city attack
plans, therefore, could be dismissed as propaganda and the border
battles understood as desperate enemy efforts to gain limited suc-
cesses largely for psychological and political purposes—efforts that, in
fact, had merely exposed enemy troops to slaughter by American fire-
power. Thus ironically, the miscalculations in the North Vietnamese
plan worked in its favor by causing the allies to discount the evidence
that reached them of the nature of the attack."

Although the Military Assistance Command’s evaluations and plans
discounted the likelihood of a nationwide enemy offensive, General
Westmoreland took steps that had the effect of strengthening his posi-
tion. During September and October, he secured Defense Department
agreement to a speed-up in deployment of the major Army combat
elements in the recently approved reinforcement Program Five—the
headquarters and two brigades of the 101st Airborne Division and the
11th and 198th Light Infantry Brigades—so that all would arrive in
South Vietnam before the expected Christmas cease-fire. The MACV
commander obtained these accelerated deployments not in anticipa-
tion of a major nationwide Communist offensive but rather to get
more troops in hand to meet the perennial enemy threat in northern
I Corps and to provide additional forces for projected allied opera-
tions. He also wanted to make certain that his reinforcements were
not being blocked by any diplomatic maneuvering attendant upon
the Christmas truce.'®

15 Wirtz, Tet Offensive, ch. 3, examines allied assumptions; see especially pp. 111-19, 124-28,
175-717. Ford, CIA and the Vietnam Policymakers, pp. 121-23; Lung, Intelligence, pp. 145-52; and
General Offensives, pp. 37-42. Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, pp. 316, 320-23; Davidson, Vietnam
Secrets, pp. 104-11; and Interv, Lyndon B. Johnson Library (LBJL) with Lt Gen Phillip B. Davidson,
30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, p. 45 (hereafter cited as Davidson Interv); and Interv, LBJL with
Col Daniel Graham, 24 May 82, sess. 1, pp. 39-41, and 3 Nov 82, sess. 2, p. 7 (hereafter cited as
Graham Interv). Westmoreland gives his view of purpose of the border battles in Msg, MAC 10547
to Wheeler, 6 Nov 67, Westmoreland Message files, Nov 67, CMH.

16 U.S. Congress, House Committee on Armed Services, United States—Vietnam Relations,
1945-1967: Study Prepared by the Department of Defense, 12 vols. (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1971), sec. 4.C.6(b), pp. 215-22 (hereafter cited as United States—Vietnam Relations).
Msgs, Gen Johnson WDC 13028 to Westmoreland, 2 Oct 67; Gen Johnson JCS 8356-67 to Sharp
and Westmoreland, 5 Oct 67; Gen Johnson WDC 13666 to Gen Dwight E. Beach, CG, USARPAC,
and Westmoreland, 14 Oct 67; Beach HWA 2978 to Gen Johnson info Westmoreland, 14 Oct 67;
Westmoreland MAC 9810 to Johnson, 19 Oct 67; Beach HWA 3067 to Gen Johnson, 24 Oct 67;
Westmoreland Message files, Oct 67, CMH.
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Westmoreland campaigned as well to eliminate the holiday cease-
fires or, failing that, to minimize their durations and their restrictions
on his forces’ freedom of action. Temporary truces for Christmas, the
western New Year’s, and Tet had become an established practice in the
war which General Westmoreland and other American commanders
deplored as affording the enemy periods free from allied attack during
which the enemy could reinforce and resupply his troops. Early in
October, Westmoreland, on the basis of a MACV staff study, recom-
mended to the Mission Council that the United States and South
Vietnam announce no holiday cease-fires at all during the coming
season. If political considerations required truces, they should be lim-
ited to 24 hours each at Christmas and New Year’s and 48 hours at
Tet. Westmoreland initially floated the idea of tying the cease-fires to
a mutual freeze on troop movements and logistical operations by both
sides, but at Admiral Sharp’s urging, he backed away from this proposal
as potentially unmanageable and dangerous to allied forces if a truce
should be extended by diplomatic maneuvering.!’

The Mission Council accepted Westmoreland'’s 24/24/48 formula,
as eventually did the administration. At State Department insistence,
the administration rejected the MACV commander’s suggestion that
each truce be made conditional on enemy behavior during the previous
truce, although it gave his forces ample latitude in reacting to major
Communist cease-fire violations. On 19 December, Westmoreland
transmitted to his commanders the agreed U.S. and South Vietnamese
plan for 24-hour cease-fires at Christmas and New Year’s and a 48-hour
stand-down at Tet. He enjoined his commanders to bring “maximum
pressure” on the enemy in the days immediately before each pause in
operations and to position their troops to obstruct enemy troop and
supply movements during each truce. The other side at the same time
announced its own longer cease-fires for each holiday. Significantly,
throughout these discussions, Westmoreland based his case for limit-
ing the cease-fires on past violations by the enemy and the need to
deny him unmolested movement of troops and supplies, not on any
imminent threat of a Communist offensive.!®

17 Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, p. 279. Westmoreland History Notes, 1-30 Oct 67, tab A;
Memorandum for the Record (MFR), Hendry, 8 Oct 67, sub: CIIB [Criminal Investigation and
Intelligence Bureau] Meeting, 7 Oct 67, tab A—11. Both in Westmoreland History file no. 23 (1-15
Oct 67), CMH. Msg, Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACYV)
MAC 34790 to Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC), 22 Oct 67, COMUSMACY Signature file,
1967, CMH. Msgs, Sharp BNK 2376 to Gen Johnson and Westmoreland, 10 Dec 67; Westmoreland
MAC 12000 to Sharp, 11 Dec 67. Both in Westmoreland Message files, Dec 67, CMH.

18 Msg, Eugene Locke Saigon 8008 to Bunker, 9 Oct 67, tab A-23, Westmoreland History
file no. 23 (1-15 Oct 67); Memo, Westmoreland for Bunker, 8 Dec 67, sub: Holiday Cease-fire
Announcement, COMUSMACYV Signature file, Dec 67; Msg, Bunker Saigon 13232 to Sec State,
12 Dec 67, tab A-17, Westmoreland History file no. 26 (29 Nov—16 Dec 67). All in CMH. Msgs,
Westmoreland MAC 11960 to Sharp, 10 Dec 67; and MAC 12363 to Field Force and Component
Cdrs, 19 Dec 67. All in Westmoreland Message files, Dec 67, CMH. Quotations are from latter mes-
sage. Wirtz, Tet Offensive, p. 211, comments on lack of mention of any enemy offensive threat.
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Despite these indications of business as usual, by late December,
the Military Assistance Command, the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, and
senior officials in Washington had come to recognize that the enemy’s
next winter-spring offensive would be much larger than ordinary and
have unusually ambitious objectives. The indications were impossible
to ignore. The sheer volume of captured documents and prisoner inter-
rogations pointing toward a nationwide offensive and attacks on the
cities commanded attention. Enemy willingness to stand and fight at
Dak To and other places, at great cost to themselves, and its launching
of nearly simultaneous attacks in several corps areas at once, repre-
sented a break with past patterns. Westmoreland in response commis-
sioned a joint study by his intelligence and operations staff director-
ates to discover the Communists’ intentions in these operations and
determine how the command should react to and exploit them. As
the new year began, a growing amount of intercepted radio traffic pro-
vided additional evidence that the enemy planned widespread assaults
on an unprecedented scale, including some directed against cities and
the coastal lowlands. Yet skepticism remained. In mid-December, for
example, General Westmoreland directed the MACV psychological
warfare office to consider a post-Tet program to “capitalize on those
VC pre-Tet promises that do not materialize,” specifically the reports
that enemy troops in some areas “allegedly are being directed to go all
out now on the basis that peace will come immediately after Tet.”!?

The Military Assistance Command and its overseers in Honolulu
and Washington paid special attention to accumulating evidence of a
sudden dramatic increase in North Vietnamese infiltration. Throughout
most of 1967, the command believed that the enemy was dispatching
fewer men per month to South Vietnam than he had during the pre-
vious year, probably because he had completed his buildup of units
and now was only sending down replacements. As late as 5 October,
General Westmoreland reassured the State Department that he pos-
sessed no “hard intelligence” of a major expansion of enemy forces.
However, during November and December, analysts in the Combined
Intelligence Center, Vietnam, extrapolating mathematically from

19 Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 180-90, 202-03; PFIAB, “Intelligence Warning,” p. 3. Quotation is
from MFR, Brig. Gen. William E. Bryan Jr., USAF, 17 Dec 67, sub: CIIB Meeting, 16 Dec 67, tab
A-8, Westmoreland History file no. 27 (19-26 Dec 67), CMH. J-2 and J-3 evaluation is directed in
MEFR, Bryan, 18 Nov 67, sub: CIIB Meeting, 18 Nov 67, tab A-44, Westmoreland History file no. 25
(13-28 Nov 67), CMH. U.S. District Court, Westmoreland Memorandum of Law, app. B, p. 157n; U.S.
District Court, Southern District of New York, William C. Westmoreland, Plaintiff, v. CBS Inc., et. al.,
Defendants. 82 Civ. 7913 (PNL). Memorandum in Support of Defendant CBS’s Motion to Dismiss and
for Summary Judgment, pp. 121-22; and app. A, p. 344; Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess.
1, pp. 36-38, 41-42; Bruce E. Jones, War Without Windows: A True Account by a Young Army Officer
Trapped in an Intelligence Cover-Up in Vietnam (New York: Vanguard Press, 1987), p. 141. Brig.
Gen. John R. Chaisson, the MACV Combat Operations Center (COC) chief, predicted hard fighting
ahead in Presentation at Headquarters, Marine Corps (HQMC), 2 Jan 68, in Chaisson, Oral History, pp.
141-42, Marine Corps Historical Center (MCHC), Washington, D.C.; see also pp. 108—12. See also Ltr,
Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 29 Nov 67, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution, Stanford, Calif.
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meager information in collateral sources, began estimating much
higher infiltration rates than they reported in the published order of
battle with its stringent requirement for documentation of each unit
and replacement group. In addition to these estimates, which were
based on experimental methodology and rejected higher up in J-2,
MACYV received and accepted reports, based on special intelligence,
of the advance of several North Vietnamese divisions, hitherto held
in reserve in North Vietnam, to positions within striking distance of
Khe Sanh, the westernmost Marine position in northern I Corps. Col.
Charles Morris, General Davidson’s chief of intelligence production,
and a select group of senior analysts concentrated full time on this
troop movement, which involved at least 20,000 men. They were “ter-
ribly concerned with this,” Morris later recalled, “this reshaped the
whole bloody war.” Similar concern was felt in the White House, where
President Johnson and his advisers, privy to the same special intel-
ligence MACV was receiving, anxiously watched the enemy converge
on Khe Sanh.?°

By the end of December, the administration and MACV had con-
cluded that the Communists were preparing for some sort of major
military assault early in the new year and that the offensive might
be part of a larger change in Communist war strategy. However, they
remained uncertain what the direction of change would be, the more
so after the North Vietnamese foreign minister’s announcement on
31 December. If a consensus existed, it was that the enemy, realizing
his position was deteriorating, would try a last-ditch offensive before
moving to the conference table. Epitomizing this view and echoing
the conclusions of an assessment earlier in the month by the CIA
Saigon station, General Westmoreland, on 20 December, told General
Wheeler:

The enemy has already made a crucial decision concerning the conduct of the war. . . . The
enemy decided that prolongation of his past policies for conducting the war would lead to
his defeat, and that he would have to make a major effort to reverse the downward trend.
. .. His decision therefore was to undertake an intensified countrywide effort, perhaps a
maximum effort, over a relatively short period. . . . If the enemy is successful in winning
a significant military victory somewhere in SVN [South Vietnam], or gaining even an
apparent position of strength, he may seek to initiate negotiations. If, on the other hand,
he fails badly, we do not believe that he will negotiate from weakness, but will continue
the war at a reduced intensity. In short, I believe that the enemy has already made a

2 Msg, Locke, Westmoreland, and Komer Saigon 15107 to State Dept, 5 Jan 68, Cable
Chronological State Dept (Chron-State) (Jan-May 68), Deputy COMUSMACYV for Civil Operations
and Revolutionary Development (DepCORDS) files, CMH; Memo, Davidson for Komer, 6 Aug
67, sub: Monthly Report of Infiltration into SVN; Draft Ltr, Komer to President, 20 Aug 67, Robert
M. Montague Papers. All in CMH. Msg, Westmoreland MAC 9311 to Fred Greene, 5 Oct 67,
Westmoreland Message files, Oct 67, CMH. Col. Charles Morris quotation is from his Deposition
no. 2, pp. 155-57; see also Motris, Deposition (no. 1), pp. 38-39, 73-74, and (no. 2), pp. 106—11, in
Vietnam: A Documentary Collection, cards 345, 348—49.
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crucial decision to make a maximum effort. The results of this effort will determine the
next move.?!

This assessment, however, was not unanimous. Admiral Sharp, for
example, declared on 26 December that he saw no “criticality in the
current enemy situation which portends a final push effort.” He rejected
the theory that Hanoi “has misread the evidence and believes condi-
tions are ripe for a Communist victory,” insisting that the Communists’
excellent intelligence network in the south must be telling them oth-
erwise. Sharp expected the enemy in the next few months to strike
some sharp blows aimed at pressuring the United States to accept a
Viet Cong-dominated coalition government and acknowledged that it
might be “considering further changes concerning the future conduct
of the war.” Nevertheless, “the likelihood of a final effort . . . sometime
after Tet cannot be discounted but remains remote.”??

The Military Assistance Command, although it acknowledged the
probability of nationwide enemy attacks, expected the heaviest blow
to fall in northern I Corps. Cut off from the rest of South Vietnam by
the Hai Van Mountains, a spur that ran down to the sea just north of
Da Nang, the area’s land communications were tenuous. Its proximity
to North Vietnamese bases and troop concentrations, along with the
presence of Hue, the former Vietnamese imperial capital, and other
important objectives, made it the logical place for the enemy to seek
significant territorial gains or a major battlefield victory. Persistent
North Vietnamese infantry and artillery attacks on Con Thien and
other Marine positions below the Demilitarized Zone, as well as the
movement of additional North Vietnamese divisions toward the area,
reinforced this view. A war game of a possible enemy offensive, played
at Military Assistance Command headquarters in late December and
early January, confirmed that the enemy’s best course of action would
be to launch secondary attacks in the Central Highlands, along the
central coast, and around Saigon while striking the main blow with
four or five divisions in Quang Tri and Thua Thien, the two provinces
of northern I Corps. Tending to confirm MACV’s assessment, subse-
quent North Vietnamese accounts indicate that the divisions assem-
bling along the Demilitarized Zone were intended to break through
the strongpoint obstacle system and seize Hue and possibly Da Nang
in conjunction with local uprisings. Although unaware of these facts
at the time, MACV was preoccupied during December and January
with preparations for large-scale combat in the region between the

2 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 12397 to Wheeler, 20 Dec 67; see also Msg, Wheeler JCS 10897-67
to Sharp and Westmoreland, 16 Dec 67. Both in Westmoreland Message files, Dec 67, CMH. Compare
to the Saigon CIA station estimate of 8 Dec 67, quoted in Ford, CIA and Vietnam, pp. 120-21.

22 Msg, Sharp to Wheeler, 26 Dec 67, Westmoreland Message files, Dec 67, CMH.
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Demilitarized Zone and the Hai Van Pass, which constituted the divid-
ing line between northern and southern I Corps.?

Long concerned with the Communist threat to northern I Corps,
General Westmoreland, in the spring of 1967, had deployed the Army
brigades of Task Force OrReGON (later renamed the Americal Division)
to the southern part of the corps area so that III Marine Amphibious
Force could shift more of its marines toward the Demilitarized Zone.
The MACV commander also opened additional air and seaborne lines
of communication to the endangered region. By the end of the year,
the MACYV staff was planning an extensive series of offensives against
the enemy bases in western I Corps. Code-named YoOrk I through IV,
these operations were to begin in March of 1968 and progressively work
from south to north, cleaning out the enemy strongholds. To conduct
these operations, General Westmoreland planned to transfer the 1st
Cavalry Division to I Corps from its normal operating area in II Corps.
As the enemy offensive threat increased, the MACV commander used
the YOrk plans as the basis for preparations to send the air cavalry to
I Corps to help the marines counter or preempt the expected North
Vietnamese assault.*

By the beginning of January, MACV had concluded that the climac-
tic battle would take place at Khe Sanh. The Marine combat base and
airfield, located on a plateau in northern Quang Tri Province close to
the Laotian border, was the farthest western outpost of the McNamara
barrier line. It obstructed a major enemy infiltration route from Laos
into coastal I Corps, served as a base for Studies and Observations Group
teams operating against the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and was potentially
important for supporting larger attacks into Laos along Highway 9 if
such ever were authorized. Surrounded by mountains and able to be
supplied and reinforced only by air, Khe Sanh bore a superficial resem-
blance to Dien Bien Phu, where the Viet Minh had won their climactic
victory over the French in 1954. Early in the new year, special intel-
ligence, supplemented by information from prisoners and defectors,
indicated that at least two North Vietnamese divisions and possibly
more were converging on the base. Officials in Saigon and Washington,

2 The war game is described in Davidson, Vietnam Secrets, pp. 104-05. Westmoreland’s concern
with I Corps is evident in his History Notes, 29 Nov—16 Dec 67, tab A, Westmoreland History file
no. 26 (29 Nov-16 Dec 67) and 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27
Dec 67-31 Jan 68). Both in CMH. Ford, “Tet 1968,” pp. 152-62, 168—77, summarizes Communist
accounts.

2 Westmoreland History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab A—1; MFR, Bryan, 7 Jan 68, sub:
CIIB Meeting, 6 Jan 68, tab A—16. Both in Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-1/31/68),
CMH. Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 9592 and MAC 11636 to Johnson, 12 Oct 67; Westmoreland MAC
9619 to Sharp, 13 Oct 67, 3 Dec 67; Wheeler JCS 00043-68 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 2 Jan 68;
Westmoreland MAC 00204 and MAC 00636 to Sharp info Wheeler, 5 Jan 68 and 14 Jan 68. All in
Westmoreland Message files, Oct and Dec 67, Jan 68, CMH. Logistics and reinforcement actions are
summarized conveniently in Admiral U. S. G. Sharp and General William C. Westmoreland, Report
on the War in Vietnam (as of June 1968) (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1969), p.
172 (hereafter cited as Sharp and Westmoreland, Report).
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Aerial view of the base at Khe Sanh

including President Johnson, who had a relief map of Khe Sanh set up
in the White House, anxiously observed developments, anticipating a
desperate and possibly disastrous battle.?®

The Marine commanders of III Marine Amphibious Force were less
than enthusiastic about defending Khe Sanh, and some senior civilians
in Washington suggested abandoning it as untenable. However, General
Westmoreland insisted on holding the position. Khe Sanh, unlike Dien
Bien Phu, was within artillery range of other friendly bases and easily
reachable by airplanes and helicopters. Hence, Westmoreland was
confident that he could supply the garrison by air and destroy enemy
attackers with a curtain of bombs and shells. As with the other border
battles, Westmoreland argued that it was better to fight the enemy in
a remote, relatively unpopulated area like Khe Sanh rather than in the
heavily settled coastal districts, and that a Communist attack on the

2 Development of the threat is summarized in Davidson, Vietmam at War, pp. 554-55; Capt.
Moyers S. Shore, II, USMC, The Battle for Khe Sanh (Washington, D.C.: Historical Branch, G-3
Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1969), pp. 26-31; Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, p.
182; Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, pp. 198, 316—17. A proposed corps-size attack into Laos along
Highway 9 is described in Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01382 to Sharp, 30 Jan 68, Westmoreland
Message files, Jan 68, CMH.
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base would offer the allies a chance to employ their overwhelming
firepower with maximum effect. While the MACV commander later
declared that his decision to hold Khe Sanh was a “military” one, he
told General Wheeler on 12 January that, while Khe Sanh was impor-
tant as a base for SOG teams and “flank security” for the strongpoint
obstacle system, “it is even more critical from a psychological view-
point. To relinquish this area would be a major propaganda victory
for the enemy. It[s] loss would seriously affect Vietnamese and US
morale.” Eleven days later, he maintained “unreservedly” that Khe
Sanh was “of significance: strategic, tactical, and most importantly,
psychological.”?

During January, the Military Assistance Command mustered its
forces for the expected decisive battle. At MACV’s direction, III Marine
Amphibious Force reinforced the two Marine battalions already at Khe
Sanh with two additional ones. MACV temporarily placed the SOG
teams operating from the base under III Marine Amphibious Force’s
control. The South Vietnamese, at Westmoreland’s urging, added a
South Vietnamese Ranger battalion to establish its presence in the
expected climactic battle. Additional American and allied troops
massed in northern I Corps. In mid-January, Westmoreland, imple-
menting his earlier contingency plan, ordered the headquarters and
two brigades of the 1st Cavalry Division to deploy to the Hue-Phu
Bai area; later he rounded out the division with a brigade of the 101st
Airborne Division transferred from II Field Force. At the same time, the
South Korean Marine brigade shifted northward in I Corps, allowing
III Marine Amphibious Force to place part of the 1st Marine Division
north of the Hai Van Pass. The South Vietnamese Joint General Staff,
pressed by Westmoreland, dispatched two South Vietnamese airborne
battalions to Hue to augment a two-battalion task force already there.
By the end of January, MACV had concentrated more than 50 percent
of all its American combat battalions in I Corps.?’

In the small hours of 21 January, the North Vietnamese opened
their long-awaited attack on Khe Sanh with a fierce but unsuccess-
ful ground assault on a Marine outpost on one of the nearby hilltops
north of the base, followed by an artillery and mortar bombardment

% Quotations are from Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 00547 to Wheeler, 12 Jan 68, tab 23,
Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec—31 Jan 68), and Westmoreland MAC 0160 to Sharp info
Wheeler, 23 Jan 68, Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68. Both in CMH. In latter file, see also Msgs,
Wheeler JCS 00343-68 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 11 Jan 68; and Sharp to Wheeler, 14 Jan 68.
Typical retrospective rationalizations for holding Khe Sanh are in Sharp and Westmoreland, Report,
pp. 162-63; Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, pp. 335-38; and Shore, Khe Sanh, pp. vi-viii. IIl Marine
Amphibious Force reluctance to commit itself to holding the position is recalled in Chaisson, Oral
History, pp. 370-73, MCHC.

2" Reinforcement decisions can be followed in tab A-8, Westmoreland History file no. 27 (19-26
Dec 67), and tabs A—1, 23, 26, 28, 32, and 71, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan
68), CMH; Chaisson, Oral History, pp. 215-16; Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, pp. 160, 163-64,
182. Studies and Observations Group control is mentioned in Chaisson Diary, 5 Dec 67—13 Feb 68,
box 9, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution.
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that blew up the marines’ ammunition dump. In response, MACV
ordered the Seventh Air Force to initiate Operation NIAGRA, a previously
planned round-the-clock campaign of B-52 and tactical air strikes and
artillery bombardment targeted by an intensive reconnaissance effort,
which included the use of advanced sensors originally procured for the
anti-infiltration barrier. A special ad hoc group in MACV headquarters
selected targets for the B-52 missions. General Westmoreland closely
supervised the conduct of the NIAGRA campaign, occasionally specify-
ing particular targets for bombing and reconnaissance. MACV and III
Marine Amphibious Force began an equally large-scale aerial resupply
effort for the base, using both helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft. To
handle casualties, MACV prepared to open an Army surgical hospital
in northern I Corps while two Navy hospital ships took position off-
shore. General Westmoreland secured permission from Admiral Sharp
to continue bombing targets in Laos during the Tet cease-fire. The
MACYV staff began planning an amphibious feint against the southern
Democratic Republic of Vietnam to divert enemy reinforcements from
Khe Sanh.?

Preoccupied, as was the rest of the U.S. government, with the anal-
ogy between Khe Sanh and Dien Bien Phu, the MACV commander put
his staff historian to work on a study of the earlier battle aimed at dem-
onstrating its differences from the impending one. When the historian
delivered a rather pessimistic initial report, Westmoreland emphati-
cally told his staff, “We are not, repeat not, going to be defeated at Khe
Sanh” and “strode deliberately from the room.”?

Such expressions of confidence notwithstanding, General
Westmoreland attempted to prepare his superiors, and his own com-
mand, for the worst. On 23 January, he warned General Wheeler that
there were “problem areas to be overcome or circumvented” in the
coming battle and that many aspects of the engagement would require
“an additional element of interpretation” to prevent the press and
public from developing “erroneous and misleading assessments of our
battlefield posture.” He urged that the administration take precautions
so that “a withdrawal from the Khe Sanh salient or an initial setback”
would not precipitate “an erosion of our military and civilian determi-
nation” to achieve America’s objectives in South Vietnam.*°

2 The opening battles are recounted in Shore, Khe Sanh, pp. 33-45; Davidson, Vietnam at
War, pp. 558-59; John Schlight, The War in South Vietnam: The Years of the Offensive, 1965—1968
(Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, United States Air Force, 1988), pp. 277-85; Bernard
C. Nalty, Air Power and the Fight for Khe Sanh (Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, United
States Air Force, 1973), passim. See also Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68; and Westmoreland
History file no. 28 (Dec 27 67-Jan 31 68), especially tabs 32, 49, and 73. Both in CMH. Jones, War
Without Windows, pp. 161-68, describes work of the Khe Sanh targeting group.

2 Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, pp. 337-38, describes the historical report and his reaction to
it. See also tab 49, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (Dec 27-Jan 31 68), CMH.

3% Msg, Westmoreland MAC 0160 to Sharp info Wheeler, 23 Jan 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Jan 68; MFR, Bryan, 20 Jan 68, sub: CIIB Meeting, 20 Jan 68, tab 32, Westmoreland History
file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68). Both in CMH.
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Even more ominous, on the twenty-fourth, Westmoreland cabled
to Admiral Sharp a recommendation that the Commander in Chief,
Pacific (CINCPAC), and MACV begin contingency planning for the
use of tactical nuclear weapons in northern Quang Tri if necessary to
prevent a major defeat. He noted that in the uninhabited mountains
around Khe Sanh, such weapons could be used with great effect and
with “negligible” civilian casualties. Sharp on the thirtieth accepted
Westmoreland’s proposal and ordered planners from MACV and
CINCPAC’s component commands to meet on Okinawa on 1 February.
Assigning the project the code-name FRACTURE Jaw, Sharp enjoined all
concerned to “bear in mind the very sensitive nature” of the plan-
ning and to restrict knowledge of it to as few people as possible on an
“absolutely essential need to know basis.” Even before Sharp’s action,
Westmoreland had put a small MACV staff group to work on a detailed
concept for the operation.*!

Command Problems in I Corps

The impending crisis in I Corps brought to a head festering disagree-
ments between the Military Assistance Command and the III Marine
Amphibious Force over command arrangements. It also sharpened the
doubts of General Westmoreland and the Army-dominated MACV staff
about the ability of the III Marine Amphibious Force headquarters to
direct the increasingly large and complex multiservice campaign that
was developing. General Westmoreland in response set in motion
changes in both air and ground command in I Corps, which plunged
MACYV into a new round of political and doctrinal conflict with the
marines.

During the planning for Operation NiAGRA, General William W.
Momyer, the Seventh Air Force commander and Westmoreland’s deputy
COMUSMACYV for air, seized the opportunity to renew his service’s
campaign for operational control of the marines’ fixed-wing tactical
aircraft. Momyer was a strong proponent of his service’s doctrine that
airpower in a theater of operations should be under the central direc-
tion of the theater deputy commander for air. Hence, he considered
the arrangement that CINCPAC had established early in 1965, under
which III Marine Amphibious Force retained command of its aircraft
wing and had first call on use of its planes, to be wrong in principle
and unsatisfactory in practice. The problem worsened as Army divi-
sions entered I Corps and fighting intensified along the Demilitarized
Zone. With MACV mediating, the Seventh Air Force and III Marine
Amphibious Force improvised working arrangements to coordinate

31 Msgs, Westmoreland to Sharp, MAC 01164, MAC 01369, MAC 01439, 24 Jan 68, 29 Jan 68,
and 30 Jan 68; Sharp to Westmoreland, Ryan, Beach, Hyland, and Krulak, 30 Jan 68 (quotation is
from this message); Sharp to Westmoreland, 30 Jan 68; Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68. All in
CMH.
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their operations; but Momyer considered these a poor substitute for
central direction of all fixed-wing air activity by himself as deputy
COMUSMACYV for air. The air campaign in support of Khe Sanh would
require the most precise coordination of B-52 and tactical air strikes, as
well as helicopter missions and artillery fire, in a restricted area—coor-
dination, Momyer insisted, that could be achieved only by placing the
marines’ jet fighters and bombers under the control of the Seventh
Air Force. Articulate, forceful, and persistent, Momyer pressed his case
upon Westmoreland.*?

On 17 January, Westmoreland opened the doctrinal battle. He
informed Lt. Gen. Robert E. Cushman, the IIl Marine Amphibious Force
commander, that in view of “the increased deployment of Army forces
into I Corps, impending battles and the need for having more opera-
tional flexibility of the air effort,” he was “contemplating placing oper-
ational control of the I [sic] Marine Air Wing under my Deputy for Air.”
Westmoreland reassured Cushman that III Marine Amphibious Force
would retain operational control of its helicopters. He also declared
that the proposed new arrangement was a “temporary measure to meet
the current situation.” The MACV commander sent a similarly worded
message to Admiral Sharp. Emphasizing that the “impending major
battle” made necessary “an immediate change in the control of tactical
air in I CTZ [Corps Tactical Zone],” he insisted that it was “no longer
feasible nor prudent to restrict the employment of the total tactical air
resources to given areas.” “I feel the utmost need,” he said, “for a more
tlexible posture to shift my air effort where it can best be used in the
coming battles.”33

The tentative wording of Westmoreland’s message to Cushman
suggests that it might have been a trial balloon, designed to test reac-
tion of III Marine Amphibious Force and other interested commands.
If so, the balloon quickly drew a volley of arrows. On the eighteenth,
General Momyer discussed the plan with Cushman and his staff but
failed to win their agreement to the change. General Cushman the same
day denounced the plan as “doctrinally and functionally” unsuited
to his requirements. He protested to Westmoreland that the proposal
amounted to “replacing my aviation commander and control over his

32 Earlier air command controversies are recounted in Cosmas, Years of Escalation, 1962—1967,
chs. 3 and 8. Air command arrangements in effect through late 1967 are contained in MACV
Directive no. 954, 13 Jul 65, copy in MCHC Archives. See also Chaisson, Oral History, pp. 229-30,
235-37, MCHC; Ltrs, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 17 Oct 67 and 14 Nov 67, box 7, John R. Chaisson
Papers, Hoover Institution; Nalty, Fight for Khe Sanh, pp. 68-80; Schlight, Years of the Offensive,
pp. 108-09, 203-05, 262-64, 269-70; William W. Momyer, Airpower in Three Wars (Washington,
D.C.: Department of the Air Force, 1978), pp. 284-87.

3 Quotations are from Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 00791 to Cushman, 17 Jan 68; and
Westmoreland MAC 00797 to Sharp info Wheeler, Gen John Paul McConnell, Air Force Chief of
Staff, Gen Leonard F. Chapman Jr., Commandant of the Marine Corps, and Lt Gen Victor H. Krulak,
18 Jan 68; Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH; Westmoreland History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31
Jan 68, tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH; MACYV History,
1968, vol. 1, p. 436.
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assets with one who is not directly under my command; yet my overall
responsibilities in I CTZ remain the same.” “I am unalterably opposed
to any change [in air command],” Cushman concluded, “and to any
fractionalization of the Marine air/ground team.”3*

If General Cushman punctured the trial balloon, Admiral Sharp
blew it out of the sky. Responding quickly to Westmoreland’s over-
ture, Sharp made evident his extreme reluctance to change the rules
he had established in 1965. Those rules, he declared, “conform to doc-
trine and to the accepted principles of command.” Any alteration of
them “must be viewed in the broadest context if we are not to create
more problems than we seek to remedy.” In particular, any proposal
to “divest CG, III Marine Amphibious Force of operational control of
his own assets” would require “full consideration of all aspects of the
problem”—consideration that would be done by Admiral Sharp, not
General Westmoreland. “I will make any decision necessary,” Sharp
told his subordinate. The admiral explained later: “I sent that message
to be sure that [Westmoreland] didn’t take things in his own hands and
do something which I considered mine to do exclusively.”3’

Heeding Sharp’s warning, Westmoreland and Momyer settled for
another compromise ad hoc command arrangement for Operation
NIAGRA. On 21 January, after further discussions with Cushman and his
staff, Westmoreland directed Momyer, as his deputy for air operations, to
develop a plan “to concentrate all available air resources” in the Khe Sanh
battle area and to “coordinate and direct” the actions of Air Force, Navy,
and Marine tactical aircraft and B-52s in defense of the base. However, he
also declared that “the direct support of Marine units by the 1st Marine Air
Wing is not affected by this plan.” Reestablishing existing arrangements,
Westmoreland required III Marine Amphibious Force to place at Seventh
Air Force disposal only those Marine sorties not required for support of
the Marine divisions. He also made the Seventh Air Force responsible for
battlefield support of the 1st Cavalry and Americal Divisions as well as the
South Vietnamese army units in I Corps.3¢

This directive received immediate endorsement from Admiral Sharp,
though only after searching review by the CINCPAC staff. Implementing
it, the Air Force and marines divided the Khe Sanh area into zones. The
Marine air control agency inside the base controlled all strikes (made
mostly by Marine aircraft) in the zones closest to the position while the
Seventh Air Force, through an airborne command and control center,
directed operations in the outer zones. The 1st Marine Aircraft Wing

3 Cushman message is quoted in MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 436-37.

3 Msg, Sharp to Westmoreland info Wheeler, McConnell, Chapman, and Krulak, 18 Jan
68, Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH. Final quotation is from Adm U. S. Grant Sharp,
“Reminiscences of Adm U. S. Grant Sharp, USN (Ret),” 2 vols., Program, Transcript of Interviews
by Cdr Etta Belle Kitchen, USN (Ret), for Oral History Program, U.S. Naval Institute, 20 Sep 69-7
Jun 70, pp. 641-42 (hereafter cited as Sharp, “Reminiscences”); see also pp. 643—46.

% Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 00992 and MAC 00994 to Sharp info Wheeler, 21 Jan 68,
Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH. Quotations are from latter message.
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reinforced its command and control facilities in northern I Corps and
established liaison with the Seventh Air Force’s NIAGRA targeting ele-
ment at Tan Son Nhut. Under this arrangement, Operation NIAGRA pro-
ceeded without major mishaps. The marines were thoroughly satisfied
with the system. General Momyer, however, considered it cumbersome
and at best marginally satisfactory. He continued his campaign for full
operational control of the marines’ aircraft.?’

Even as the NIAGRA command arrangement went into effect, a mis-
understanding between Generals Westmoreland and Cushman over
support of the 1st Cavalry Division helped keep the air control issue
alive. During a visit to III Marine Amphibious Force on 19 January, the
MACV commander directed Cushman to make sure that the Army divi-
sion, which was taking position near Hue between the two Marine divi-
sions, received adequate support from the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing. This
instruction was in conflict with existing practice, which Westmoreland
reaffirmed in his 21 January NIAGRrA directive, under which the Seventh
Air Force had primary responsibility for supporting the Army units in
I Corps. The Marine wing was slow to tie the 1st Cavalry Division into
its strike request and control network, because the cavalry lacked the
necessary communications equipment and III Marine Amphibious Force
had to assemble an outfit for it from its own resources. In the interim, on
the twenty-third, Westmoreland visited the 1st Cavalry Division com-
mand post and heard reports of difficulty in obtaining missions from the
Marine wing. Westmoreland, as he later recalled, “raised hell about this
situation” with III Marine Amphibious Force. The marines in response
accelerated their effort to establish communications with the division,
which soon was receiving adequate air support. This incident appears to
have contributed to Westmoreland’s growing dissatisfaction with the air
control situation in I Corps, ensuring that the MACV commander would
remain receptive to persistent Air Force arguments for change.3®

By the time of the 1st Cavalry Division incident, General Westmoreland
was preparing to alter much more than air command relations in I Corps.
He had concluded that he could not rely on III Marine Amphibious Force
headquarters to fight the big battle that he expected. This decision was the

37 Msgs, Sharp to Westmoreland, 21 Jan 68; Cushman to Westmoreland, 21 Jan 68; Westmoreland
Message files, Jan 68, CMH; Sharp, “Reminiscences,” p. 645. Schlight, Years of the Offensive, pp.
276-86, reflects the Air Force view of the arrangement. For Marine views, see MFR, Maj Gen Norman
J. Anderson, USMC, 29 Jan 68, Anderson Papers, MCHC; Ltrs, Gen Keith B. McCutcheon, Deputy
CofS (Air), Headquarters, Marine Corps, to Anderson, 23 Jan 68, and Anderson to McCutcheon, 7
Feb 68; box 20, Keith B. McCutcheon Papers, MCHC.

3 Westmoreland’s story of the 1st Cavalry Division incident is in his History Notes, 28 Dec 67—
31 Jan 68, tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH. The III Marine
Amphibious Force (Il MAF)/1st Marine Aircraft Wing version is in Ltr, Anderson to Brig Gen
Edwin Simmons (Ret) Director, Marine Corps History and Museums, 8 Sep 83, Anderson Papers,
MCHC:; and Interv, MCHC with Maj Gen Norman J. Anderson, USMC, 17 Mar 81, pp. 192-95
(hereafter cited as Anderson Interv). Westmoreland indicates his continued commitment to single
management in Msg MAC 01326 to Krulak, info Wheeler, McConnell, Chapman, and Sharp, 28 Jan
68, Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH.
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product of a long accumulation of disputes and irritants between MACV
and the Marine command. Besides perennial Army-Marine professional
rivalry, disagreements over the proper balance between offensive warfare
and pacification, arguments over the McNamara barrier (work on which
continued until 20 January when Westmoreland and Cushman stopped it
pending the outcome of the Khe Sanh battle), and III Marine Amphibious
Force’s lack of enthusiasm for fighting at Khe Sanh contributed to conten-
tious relations between the two headquarters and between MACV and the
Marine Corps. General Westmoreland’s relations with General Cushman
were less than ideal. The two men differed in temperament and command
style; Westmoreland considered Cushman sluggish and lacking in initia-
tive in his response to the crisis facing III Marine Amphibious Force, a
view shared privately by some marines.*

Over and above these specifics, Westmoreland had concluded that the
marines were deficient in the general quality of their leadership, staff work,
and tactical performance. These doubts came to a head on 20 January,
when General Davidson, the MACV J-2, returned from a liaison visit to
Khe Sanh. Davidson reported that the marines had neglected to dig in
vital facilities, including their ammunition dump, which was destroyed in
the first bombardment, and that the base commander, in the face of volu-
minous intelligence from both MACV and III Marine Amphibious Force,
still did not believe there were two North Vietnamese divisions outside
his perimeter. Two days later, Westmoreland informed General Wheeler
that “the military professionalism of the Marines falls far short of the
standards that should be demanded by our armed forces. . . . Their stan-
dards, tactics, and lack of command supervision throughout their ranks
requires improvement in the national interest.” As would be expected, the
marines then and later disputed Westmoreland’s aspersions. They pointed
out that they trained and fought under the same tactical manuals as the
Army and that most major troop dispositions and operations in I Corps,
including the building of the barrier and the defense of Khe Sanh, in fact,
were directed by COMUSMACV. Whatever the rights and wrongs of the
issue, General Westmoreland approached the prospective critical battle in
the north with severely diminished confidence in III Marine Amphibious
Force and a “somewhat insecure” feeling about “the situation in Quang
Tri Province.”#

¥ Disagreements between MACV and III Marine Amphibious Force are summarized in Jack
Shulimson, Lt. Col. Leonard A. Blasiol, USMC, Charles R. Smith, and Capt. David A. Dawson,
USMC, Marines in Vietnam: The Defining Year, 1968 (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums
Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1997), pp. 12-31. For a Marine expression of dissatis-
faction with Cushman, see Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 8 Feb 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover
Institution. In same collection and box, see Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 30 Nov 67.

40 Davidson, Vietnam at War, pp. 554-56, describes his visit to Khe Sanh and Westmoreland’s reac-
tion to his report. Quotations are from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01011 to Wheeler [no info to Sharp],
22 Jan 68, Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH. In same files, see Msg, Wheeler WDC 1065
to Westmoreland, 22 Jan 68. From its number, Wheeler sent the latter message through Army rather
than JCS channels. Cushman defends his and the marines’ performance in Interv, MCHC with General
Robert E. Cushman, 13 Sep 73, pp. 33-34 (hereafter cited as Cushman Interv); Chaisson Diary, 26 Jan
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Even without the tensions between MACV and III Marine
Amphibious Force, command rearrangements for the U.S. forces in
I Corps were overdue. The war in the five northern provinces had
grown large and complex. During 1967, I Corps accounted for nearly
half of all the allied and enemy killed in action in South Vietnam;
by early 1968, MACV had committed half of its American ground
combat power there. With two Army divisions under its operational
control, III Marine Amphibious Force was evolving from a simple
Marine air-ground team into what amounted to a field army, all the
time retaining responsibility for advice and support of the South
Vietnamese I Corps and for pacification. It had to direct two differ-
ent campaigns at the same time: a conventional infantry and artil-
lery battle from fixed positions in northern I Corps and an intensive
mixed large-unit and guerrilla struggle in the southern part of the
corps area. To cope with its enlarged tasks, the Marine headquarters
made some organizational modifications early in 1968. It acquired
from MACV an Army brigadier general to serve as assistant to General
Cushman on matters affecting that service and secured a second
assistant commander for each of its Marine divisions. The 1st Marine
Aircraft Wing also added an assistant commander and enlarged its
command and control facilities north of the Hai Van Pass. It was
clear, however, that larger changes were needed, in particular the
creation of an intermediate headquarters through which III Marine
Amphibious Force could control its northern theater of battle.*!

General Westmoreland had something even more drastic in mind.
After Davidson’s report of 20 January, the MACV commander decided
to send his deputy, General Abrams, to oversee operations in north-
ern I Corps and if necessary take overall tactical command away from
General Cushman. Westmoreland explained this action as necessary
to strengthen III Marine Amphibious Force’s capacity to control its
forces. However, his dispatch of the four-star Abrams, who outranked
Cushman, instead of a lieutenant general junior to the marine, indi-
cated COMUSMACV’s loss of confidence in the III Marine Amphibious
Force commander. Abrams at this time concurred in Westmoreland’s
dim view of Marine professionalism. He told General Wheeler early in
January: “While the Marines are second to none in bravery, esprit and
the intrinsic quality of their men, I consider them less . . . qualified in

68, box 9, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution, confirms Westmoreland’s worries about the marines
and their commanders.

4 Davidson, Vietnam at War, pp. 556-57; Chaisson, Oral History, pp. 268-69; Westmoreland,
Soldier Reports, p. 315. Westmoreland History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab A—1, CMH; MFR,
Bryan, 14 Jan 68, sub: CIIB Meeting, 13 Jan 68, tab 24; Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec
67-31 Jan 68). Both in CMH; Interv, Lt Col Douglas R. Burgess with Gen Bruce Palmer, Jr, 1975, pp.
264-65, Senior Officers Oral History Program, MHI (hereafter cited as Palmer Interv); Shulimson
et al., Marines in Vietnam, 1968, pp. 235-37; Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01166 to Chapman, 24 Jan
68; Cushman to Westmoreland, 25 Jan 68; Westmoreland MAC 01300 to Cushman, 27 Jan 68. All in
Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH.
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the techniques and tactics of fighting than the U.S. Army, the Korean
Army, and the Australians.”#?

On 25 January, General Westmoreland informed Admiral Sharp that
he was considering establishing a “provisional field army (tactical)” in
the Hue-Phu Bai area under Abrams’ command. Abrams was to exercise
operational control over “all US ground elements in I CTZ (including
those of Il Marine Amphibious Force)” with “primary emphasis” on
thosenorth of the Hai Van Pass, as well as “maneuver authority” over the
South Vietnamese units in the area. The following day, Westmoreland
significantly amended this plan. He renamed the new headquarters
MACYV Forward, in order, he said, “to accommodate the sensitivities of
the Vietnamese and hopefully to avoid possible press efforts to portray
this action in an unfavorable light.” After a conference with General
Cao Van Vien, chief of the Joint General Staff, Westmoreland dropped
mention of “maneuver authority” over the South Vietnamese Army and
indicated merely that the I Corps commander, Lt. Gen. Hoang Xuan
Lam, would work with Abrams as a counterpart and Vien’s representa-
tive. Concerning Abrams’ own authority, Westmoreland said nothing
specific. He declared only that “this action will start the wheels moving
toward attainment of a capability which will hopefully provide the
essential control mechanism and give me flexibility to cope with the
exigencies of the situation.”*

Westmoreland’s imprecision concerning Abrams’ exact authority
may have resulted from continuing arguments over that issue within
MACYV headquarters and between MACV and III Marine Amphibious
Force. General Cushman and his subordinates, although they perforce
acquiesced in the creation of MACV Forward, suspected and resented
the motives behind it. Maj. Gen. Rathvon McC. Tompkins, whose 3d
Marine Division was in overall command of the defense of Khe Sanh,
later declared of the establishment of MACV Forward: “I thought
it was the most unpardonable thing that Saigon did” in that it was
“tantamount to . . . a relief of a commander.” Within MACV head-
quarters, Brig. Gen. John R. Chaisson, the Marine chief of the Combat
Operations Center and a trusted adviser to General Westmoreland,
campaigned strenuously against any action that could be construed as
superseding Cushman. “I fought like mad . . . for two days,” Chaisson
recalled. At one point, he warned that if Westmoreland took tactical
command away from the marines at the outset of the war’s biggest

42 Westmoreland gives conventional explanations of this decision in Soldier Reports, p. 315,
and History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67—
Jan 31 68), CMH. Davidson, Vietnam at War, p. 557, believes Westmoreland intended to supersede
Cushman. Abrams’ view of the marines is quoted in Lewis Sorley, Thunderbolt: General Creighton
Abrams and the Army of His Times (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), pp. 208-09.

4 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01215 to Sharp info Wheeler, 25 Jan 68; and MAC 01233 to Sharp,
26 Jan 68. Both in Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH. Westmoreland History Notes, 28
Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab A-1; MFR, Bryan, 27 Jan 68, sub: CIIB Meeting, 27 Jan 68, tab 49. Both in
Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH.
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battle, “he could never again . . . expect the real loyalty of any Marine
field commanders in the country.” Chaisson and other opponents of
the field army concept secured Westmoreland’s tentative agreement
that, while Abrams would oversee the conduct of the battle, he would
leave Cushman in immediate charge and transmit orders to the Marine
and Army divisions through III Marine Amphibious Force. The issue,
however, was not fully settled. Chaisson wrote on the twenty-eighth:
“This isn’t over yet and may hit the papers.”*

Despite the uncertainty over its terms of reference, work on setting
up MACV Forward began at once. General Abrams visited III Marine
Amphibious Force on the twenty-sixth and secured the marines’ less-
than-enthusiastic agreement to creation of the new headquarters.
Logistic preparations began for housing the staff, expected to include
366 officers from all services, at Phu Bai, an American base just south
of Hue, and for installing communications and other facilities. The
headquarters was to go into operation around S February.*

Final Preliminaries

While MACV'’s attention remained fixed on northern I Corps
during January, the command also received additional indications of
a wider enemy threat to cities and coastal areas elsewhere. U.S. and
South Vietnamese troops uncovered caches of new Communist-bloc
weapons in the Mekong Delta and the environs of Saigon. Captured
documents spoke of infiltration of enemy personnel into the capital
and referred to the need to prepare the people for an imminent general
uprising. Another document described a reorganization of the enemy
territorial commands around Saigon into a pie-slice configuration radi-
ating outward from the city, as if to facilitate a converging assault. A
pattern developed of small enemy attacks on South Vietnamese police
stations, prisons, and Chieu Hoi centers,*® as well as American air bases.
Nevertheless, most evidence, including signal intelligence, continued
to point to the main effort coming in the northern two corps areas;
and most MACV officers remained skeptical of the indications of a
major attack on the cities. The II Field Force staff, for example, doubted
the timeliness and authenticity of the captured Saigon-area command
reorganization order, which contained outdated information on the

“ Tompkins is quoted in Shulimson et al., Marines in Vietnam, 1968, p. 238. First Chaisson
quotation is from his Oral History, pp. 230-34; second is from Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 28
Jan 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution. In same collection, box 9, see Chaisson Diary,
27-28 Jan 68.

45 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01264 to Sharp info Wheeler, 26 Jan 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Jan 68, CMH. HQ 3d Marine Div Handwritten Memo, 27 Jan 68, sub: Meeting . . . concerning
MACYV (Fwd) . . ., encl 123, 3d Marine Div Msgs, Jan 68, MCHC.

46 These were facilities that screened and housed defectors from the Viet Cong, known as Hoi
Chanhs, under the Saigon government’s Chieu Hoi (“Open Arms”) amnesty program for people who
voluntarily left the revolutionary movement.
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local terrain. Still, the indications were sufficient to induce General
Westmoreland to warn General Wheeler and Admiral Sharp on 20
January: “The enemy is presently developing a threatening posture in
several areas in order to seek victories essential to achieving prestige
and bargaining power. He may exercise his initiatives prior to, during
or after Tet.”*

As General Westmoreland indicated, the allies remained uncertain
of the timing of the expected offensive. The intelligence community
became increasingly convinced that the enemy’s “D-day” was set for
the Tet period, but few analysts picked the holiday itself as the time.
Most doubted that the Communists would risk alienating the people
by making war during the most sacred of Vietnamese festivals, noting
that the enemy in the past had used the Tet cease-fires for redeploy-
ment and resupply, not for widespread attacks. Americans and South
Vietnamese alike seemed unaware that the Vietnamese several times
before in their history had launched surprise assaults on their enemies
during Tet. General Westmoreland believed that the enemy most likely
would strike before the holiday, and then try to exploit the cease-fire to
regroup for a second effort. His intelligence chief, General Davidson, on
the other hand, expected the enemy to maneuver during the truce and
attack after Tet. “Neither of us,” the MACV commander later acknowl-
edged, “saw a high probability of an attack on the day of Tet, so harsh
and disaffecting would be the psychological impact on the very people
the enemy was trying to rally to his side.”*8

Impressed by indications that the enemy was moving toward
Saigon, MACV and II Field Force repositioned American troops the
better to protect the capital. The initiative came from Lt. Gen. Frederick
Weyand, the field force commander. Weyand's force, at MACV'’s direc-
tion, had been preparing for an offensive against War Zone D and
other North Vietnamese base areas near the Cambodian border. On
9 January, Weyand telephoned General Westmoreland and requested
a meeting, which took place at MACV headquarters the next day.
Weyand reviewed for Westmoreland recent intelligence, drawn mainly
from II Field Force analysis of enemy radio traffic, which indicated that

47 Quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 00943 to Wheeler and Sharp, 20 Jan 68; see
also Westmoreland MAC 00275 to Wheeler and Sharp, 7 Jan 68; and Sharp to Wheeler info
Westmoreland, 20 Jan 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH. Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp.
181, 183, 191-94, 201-03, 210; Jones, War Without Windows, pp. 134, 158-60; U.S. District Court,
Westmoreland Memorandum of Law, app. B, p. 119; Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, pp. 157-58;
CIA Paper, The Intelligence Background of the Current Communist Offensive, 15 Feb 68, copy in
CMH. 1II Field Force doubts about the Saigon command reorganization are noted in MFR, Graham
A. Cosmas, 6 May 92, sub: Telephone Interv of Col James R. Paschall, 6 May 92, CMH (hereafter
cited as Paschall Interv).

* Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 106-11; Westmoreland History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab
A-1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH. Oberdorfer, Tet! pp. 71-72,
reviews Vietnamese historical precedents, noting that Westmoreland had a statue of the victorious
commander of one such Tet attack in his living quarters. Quotation is from Westmoreland, Soldier
Reports, p. 318; see also pp. 317, 319.
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Communist main force units in
III Corps were moving inward
from their border sanctuaries
toward Saigon. He requested per-
mission to reposition American
units to repel possible attacks on
“province and district population
centers.” Westmoreland, who
claimed later that he also had
been studying the same informa-
tion and considering a change
in plans, decided to cancel the
projected border-area offensive.
Instead, he permitted II Field
Force to pull its troops in closer
to the capital, which the field
force did gradually in the course
of several operations.

While Weyand's action in ret-
rospect seemed prescient, it may
have reflected as much the field
force commander’s general pref-
erence for population protection
over offensives in remote areas as
any expectation of a major attack
on Saigon. Weyand’s staff, as noted, discounted heavily the document
on the enemy’s capital-area command reorganization; and the field
force commander himself doubted that Saigon itself would be attacked.
At any event, as a result of these decisions, by the end of January, 27
U.S. maneuver battalions were operating within 30 kilometers and easy
helicopter lift of the capital, twice the number that would have been
there it MACV had followed its original plan. The South Vietnamese
also adjusted their deployments so that by the time of Tet, more than
half the allied maneuver battalions in III Corps and most of the territo-
rial forces were defending the approaches to Saigon or operating along
the infiltration corridors that connected the capital to the enemy’s war
zones.*

As evidence accumulated of an imminent Communist offensive,
General Westmoreland revived his effort to cancel the Tet cease-fire.

General Weyand

411 Field Force Vietnam (II FFV) Tet Offensive After Action Report (AAR), 31 Jan—18 Feb
68, pp. 1-5; II FFV Press Briefing on VC Tet Offensive, 20 Mar 68. Both in CMH. Westmoreland
History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan
68), CMH. MACYV History, 1968, vol. 2, pp. 893-94, and Ford, CIA and Vietnam, p. 115, detail
the intelligence indications behind General Weyand’s recommendation. Sharp and Westmoreland,
Report, pp. 157-58. For questions as to how much foresight Weyand actually had, see Graham Interv,
24 May 82, sess. 1, and 3 Nov 82, sess. 2, pp. 7-9; and Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess.
1, p. 48; Paschall Interv, 6 May 92.
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The enemy had committed dozens of violations of the New Year’s truce,
which the allies had extended by 12 hours at the request of the pope.
Citing this fact, as well as the need to deny the enemy any opportunity
for unmolested attack preparations, Westmoreland in mid-January
urged General Vien and President Nguyen Van Thieu to join him in
recommending cancellation of the Tet cease-fire. The Vietnamese
insisted that “tradition and morale considerations” compelled them to
give their troops a “respite” at Tet, but did agree to shorten the cease-
tire period from 48 to 36 hours. Westmoreland, with the concurrence
of Ambassador Bunker and Admiral Sharp, transmitted this proposal
to Washington. It met initial resistance from Secretaries Rusk and
McNamara and other officials, who expressed concern that a change
in the allies’ Tet plans might disrupt diplomatic exploration of the new
North Vietnamese statement on bombing and negotiations. However,
after the opening North Vietnamese bombardment of Khe Sanh on the
twenty-first, the administration accepted the 36-hour proposal.*®

Further truncation of the cease-fire quickly followed. On the
twenty-fourth, Westmoreland and Bunker jointly recommended to the
State and Defense Departments cancellation of the truce in I Corps
and the lower portion of North Vietnam, on grounds that a pause of
even 36 hours would give the enemy “advantages which we can not
afford.” The administration promptly agreed, as did President Thieu
when Bunker and Westmoreland presented the proposal to him. The
allies decided, however, to delay announcement of the cancellation
until noon on the twenty-ninth, the day their cease-fire was to go into
effect, so as to deny the other side any opportunity to react. On the
twenty-eighth, Westmoreland informed his field commanders that
“normal military operations” in I Corps and the Demilitarized Zone,
as well as air attacks on enemy troops and lines of communication
in southern North Vietnam, were to continue throughout the truce,
which would be in effect in the rest of South Vietnam from 1800 hours
on the twenty-ninth through 0600 on the thirty-first. Earlier, MACV
had initiated Operation HosBy HORSE, its own effort to take advantage
of the truce. Under this plan, all American commanders were to use
their reconnaissance and intelligence resources to locate enemy units
and base areas and be ready for immediate attacks as soon as the cease-
fire expired.>!

0 Msgs, Westmoreland to Sharp, 29 Dec 67; MAC 00338 to Sharp info Wheeler, 9 Jan 68; MAC
00943 to Wheeler and Sharp, 20 Jan 68; Sharp to Westmoreland info Wheeler, 9 Jan 68; Wheeler JCS
00554-68 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 18 Jan 68; Sharp to Wheeler info Westmoreland, 20 Jan 68.
All in Westmoreland Message files, Dec 67 and Jan 68, CMH. MFR, Westmoreland, 9 Jan 68, sub:
Meeting with Gen Vien, 1730 hrs, 8 Jan 68, tab 18; MFR, Westmoreland, 16 Jan 68, sub: Meetings
with Pres Thieu, 0900, and Gen Vien, 1500, 15 Jan 68, tab 26. Both in Westmoreland History file no.
28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH.

5T Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01165, MAC 01219 to Sharp and Wheeler, 24, 25 Jan 68; MAC 01307
to Momyer, Cushman, and Veth, 28 Jan 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH. Msgs,
Embassy Saigon/MACYV to Sec State and Sec Def, Saigon 16851, 24 Jan 68, tab 39; Sec State 104215
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While the Military Assistance Command prepared for contingen-
cies in I Corps and elsewhere, it also carried on much business as
usual. General Westmoreland, General Wheeler, and Admiral Sharp
exchanged views on the military implications, dangers, and pos-
sibilities of a cessation of the bombing of North Vietnam. They also
reviewed, and found not particularly alarming, a seasonal increase in
enemy activity in northern Laos. With the Army chief of staff, General
Johnson, Westmoreland concerted arrangements for remedying a
shortage of replacements for U.S. Army, Vietnam. On the twenty-third,
MACYV, like the rest of the American government, was startled by the
sudden North Korean seizure of the American intelligence ship U.S.S.
Pueblo. This event soon forced MACV to begin contingency planning
for return of its two Republic of Korea divisions to South Korea should
the crisis there escalate further. The public relations campaign con-
tinued. General Westmoreland entertained 43 visiting members of
Congress during January and made plans for hosting, among others,
retired General James A. Van Fleet and a delegation of Argentine officers
in February. Continuing the optimism offensive, Ambassador Komer,
at a Saigon news conference on the twenty-fourth, reported significant
pacification advances during the past year; he predicted still greater
strides in 1968.52

During the final days of January, General Westmoreland continued
to expect the major enemy attack to come at Khe Sanh, probably before
Tet. On the twenty-second, he told General Wheeler and Admiral Sharp
that the enemy was likely to attempt a “country-wide show of strength
just prior to Tet, with Khe Sanh being the main event,” and with sub-
sidiary attacks on Pleiku, Kontum, and several Special Forces camps in
IT Corps. In IIT and IV Corps, he envisioned attacks by fire on province
capitals and increased terrorism in and around Saigon.>?

Yet the great assault on Khe Sanh did not come. On 24 January,
North Vietnamese troops overran a Laotian position near the South
Vietnamese border, driving a Laotian army battalion and several thou-
sand refugees eastward toward the Marine base. Khe Sanh and its hilltop
outposts came under fire from artillery as heavy as 152-mm., to which
the Americans responded with a daily average of more than 500 tactical
air sorties. Westmoreland declared on the twenty-fifth that intelligence
indicated a major enemy attack that day. However, the hours passed with
only sporadic shelling. Westmoreland reported to Admiral Sharp on the
twenty-sixth: “The enemy has not jumped off on his major attack. Why

to Am Emb Saigon, 25 Jan 68, tab 41. Both in Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68),
CMH. Msg, COMUSMACYV MAC 02698 to Component and Field Force Cdrs, 24 Jan 68, tab 40, ibid.

52 These activities can be followed in Westmoreland Message files for Dec 67 and Jan 68.
General Westmoreland’s daily schedule, with note concerning the 43 members of Congress, is tab
A-2, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH. Sharp, “Reminiscences,” pp.
566—-67; Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 212—13; Hammond, Military and the Media, 1962—1968, p. 340.

3 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01049 to Wheeler and Sharp, 22 Jan 68, quoted in Wirtz, Tet
Offensive, p. 212.
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we do not know. Hopefully, the air strikes have hurt him, but we have
only tenuous intelligence suggesting this.”**

Meanwhile, intelligence concerning a nationwide enemy threat to
South Vietnam’s cities and the possibility of an attempted general upris-
ing became steadily less tenuous. Troops of the 199th Light Infantry
Brigade, operating near Saigon, captured two Viet Cong who claimed
that local force companies were preparing to guide main force units
in an attack on the capital. On 27 January, at General Westmoreland's
regular Weekly Intelligence Estimate Update meeting with the senior
members of his staff, General Davidson declared that a major coun-
trywide enemy offensive was coming, which would include thrusts at
Kontum and Pleiku. However, he specified neither additional objec-
tives nor a starting date. The following day, South Vietnamese military
police at Qui Nhon in II Corps apprehended eleven Viet Cong who
told interrogators the enemy intended to invade cities during Tet. The
captives had with them two tapes, for broadcast over captured radio
stations, which announced that revolutionary forces had occupied
Saigon, Hue, and Da Nang and called on the people to rise against
the government. On the twenty-eighth and twenty-ninth, the Central
Intelligence Agency and the Defense Intelligence Agency both issued
analyses that declared the enemy was preparing for widespread coordi-
nated attacks. The agencies, however, hedged on whether the offensive
would be truly countrywide and considered it most likely to begin after,
rather than during, Tet. About a week before Tet, a South Vietnamese
intelligence agency, the Military Security Service, captured a senior Viet
Cong cadre in the Saigon area who confirmed under interrogation that
the enemy was planning a general offensive. However, the Military
Security Service, which like other Vietnamese intelligence agencies jeal-
ously hoarded its information, neglected to pass this report to the J-2
of the Joint General Staff; hence, it never reached MACV. Skepticism
continued to prevail in the MACV J-2 and the other intelligence agen-
cies that the enemy really would attempt a general uprising.*

The allies’ Tet cease-fire began on schedule at 1800 on the twenty-
ninth in II, III, and IV Corps but was short-lived. There was last-minute
confusion when the South Vietnamese, who were supposed to make
the first announcement of the cancellation in I Corps, failed to do so
because their press office had closed for the holiday. The American mis-
sion finally issued the statement on its own late in the afternoon. They
need hardly have bothered. Soon after midnight on 30 January, forces of
the enemy’s Military Region 5 command, evidently acting prematurely
due to a mix-up in orders, attacked key towns and allied installations

3 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01165, MAC 01168, and MAC 01263 to Wheeler and Sharp, 24,
25, 26 Jan 68; Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH. Quotation is from latter message.

3 Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 214-18; Lung, General Offensives, pp. 21-30, 35-36, 40; Interv,
Charles B. MacDonald with Lt Gen Phillip B. Davidson, 7 Sep 73, copy in CMH; Davidson Interv,
30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 44—46; CIA Paper, sub: Warning of the Tet Offensive, pp. 7-8,
CMH; CIA Paper, 15 Feb 68, CMH; Davidson, Vietnam Secrets, pp. 106-07.
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in southern I Corps and parts of II Corps. General Davidson at once
realized the implications of this event. He told General Westmoreland
around 0700 hours that morning: “just as sure as you and I are sitting
here, this is going to happen tonight and tomorrow morning all over
the country.” His commander agreed.>¢

The allies took what final steps they could to prepare their forces.
At 1000 hours Saigon time, President Thieu formally cancelled the
truce throughout South Vietnam. At 1125, Maj. Gen. Walter T. Kerwin,
the MACV chief of staff, sent “flash priority” messages to all U.S. com-
manders instructing them to resume operations. He enjoined them to
place all troops on maximum alert and take defensive precautions at
headquarters, logistical installations, airfields, billets, and population
centers. General Westmoreland reinforced this warning through tele-
phone calls to every senior commander. However, since he made such
calls frequently for a variety of reasons, it is uncertain whether these
efforts fully convinced all his subordinates of the immediacy and grav-
ity of the threat. On 11 January, the Joint General Staff had directed
South Vietnamese commanders to limit Tet leaves to no more than 5
percent of their strength. Despite this order, outside of I Corps, up to 50
percent of the soldiers of most units were absent for the holiday with or
without authorization. When the truce was cancelled, the Joint General
Staff sent last-minute alert messages to its forces; but these warnings
were too late to recall many men. In I Corps, because of the threat to
Khe Sanh and the earlier abrogation of the truce, South Vietnamese
units were at more nearly full strength and readiness, although even
there the absence rate was over 20 percent.*’

General Westmoreland sent a prompt, rather optimistic, summary
of the action to Admiral Sharp and General Wheeler. He commented
that the North Vietnamese had “displayed what appeared to be des-
peration tactics” in assaulting populated areas and had tried to achieve
surprise by attacking during the truce. Reaction of allied forces to the
offensive, Westmoreland asserted, “has been generally good.” The
enemy, by engaging in open battle, had suffered at least 700 casualties
so far and “when the dust settles, there will probably be more.” He

% Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 210, 219; Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, p. 319; and History Notes,
tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH, describes the confusion over
the truce announcement; in Soldier Reports, see also pp. 322-23. Sharp and Westmoreland, Report,
p. 183. Quotation is from Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 53—-54. Captured enemy
documents subsequently confirmed the mix-up in starting times; see DOD Intelligence Information
Report no. 6-026-1418-68, 18 Apr 68, sub: VC Plans, CMH. Ford, “Tet 1968,” pp. 181-89, 278.

57 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01392 to Wheeler and Sharp info Bunker, 30 Jan 68, Westmoreland
Message files, Jan 68, CMH; Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 220-21; PFIAB, “Intelligence Warning,” pp.
6-7. Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 5802 to Momyer, Cushman, Weyand, Peers, Maj Gen George S.
Eckhardt, Senior Adviser, IV Corps, and Veth, 3 May 68; Cushman to Westmoreland, 5 May 68;
Lt Gen William R. Peers, CG, IFFV NHT 599 to Westmoreland, 5 May 68; Weyand HOA 0595 to
Westmoreland, 6 May 68; and Eckhardt CTO 111 to Westmoreland, 5 May 68, all in Westmoreland
Message files, May 68, CMH, review varying states of alertness in the different corps areas.
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concluded: “All my subordinate commanders report the situation well
in hand.”*8

Around Saigon on the thirtieth, the allies took some extra precau-
tions. The South Vietnamese Capital Military District, responsible for
defense of the city, confined all its troops to barracks. It also, too late
to have much effect, tightened control of the major routes into Saigon.
The district obtained an airborne battalion to strengthen its defenses.
Two of the airborne companies deployed to protect a major prison
and the national radio station. The two other companies remained in
reserve at district headquarters. At Tan Son Nhut, the Vietnamese Air
Force security elements that normally guarded the base went on alert.
Fortuitously, additional airborne troops also were present at the field
waiting to be airlifted to Da Nang the next day. In downtown Saigon,
field police assumed defense positions at important street intersec-
tions. At II Field Force, General Weyand had alerted his troops on the
twenty-ninth to expect corpswide attacks on allied installations during
the truce. His forces improved the defenses of Bien Hoa and rehearsed
plans for countering an attack on Tan Son Nhut. Weyand met with
his counterpart, Lt. Gen. Le Nguyen Khang, the III Corps commander,
to review reports of impending attacks on Bien Hoa, the Saigon radio
station, and other facilities. The two commanders, who had a close
working relationship of long standing, informally agreed that if a gen-
eral enemy offensive occurred, Khang would oversee operations within
Saigon while Weyand took care of the rest of III Corps.>’

During this final flurry of warnings and preparations, the Military
Assistance Command still gave little indication that it expected any-
thing more in Saigon than an upsurge of Viet Cong terrorism. Rumors
that the headquarters might be “hit” circulated through corridors and
offices. A staff officer who ventured out of the MACV complex for a
late meal found the nearby streets ominously deserted, even as the rest
of the city was filled with holiday crowds and loud with exploding fire-
crackers, legally available this Tet holiday after years of a government
ban. Nevertheless, the command made no real attempt to augment the
close-in defenses of its own headquarters building, which consisted of
a chain-link fence and military police guard towers and checkpoints.
Officers in high-level sensitive positions, including General Davidson,
the intelligence chief, dispersed for the night to their lightly guarded
villas in the city, although some foresightedly equipped themselves
with pistols, M16 rifles, and in Davidson’s case a M60 machine gun. A
number of colonels, including several from MACV J-2, attended a pool

8 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01438 to Sharp and Wheeler, 30 Jan 68, tab 53, Westmoreland
History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH. See also Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01433 to
Wheeler, 30 Jan 68, Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, CMH.

% Lung, General Offensives, pp. 42-45; Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 218-19; Paschall Interv, 6 May
92; II FFV Press Briefing on VC Tet Offensive, 20 Mar 68, CMH; II FFV Tet Offensive AAR, 31
Jan—18 Feb 68, p. 9.

55



MACYV: The Years of Withdrawal, 1968-1973

party in Bachelor Officer Quarters One in downtown Saigon, seem-
ingly oblivious to any impending crisis.®

General Westmoreland’s South Vietnamese security guards had
been doubled, both at his villa and during his movements around
Saigon, in response to an intelligence report at the turn of the year that
he was targeted for assassination. Hence, he was well protected as Tet
approached. The MACV commander spent a busy day on the thirtieth,
meeting with principal staff officers and conferring frequently by tele-
phone with Ambassador Bunker and his field commanders concerning
the attacks in the north and the nationwide alert. He also found time
to attend parts of a briefing by the Seventh Air Force and U.S. Army,
Vietnam, on post-exchange losses, met with the new Time-Life Saigon
bureau chief, and played a mid-day game of tennis. Late in the evening,
Westmoreland returned to his rented villa and went to bed. Around
0300 on the thirty-first, his aide, Maj. Charles Sampson, U.S. Marine
Corps, awakened him to receive a call from MACV headquarters. Over
the telephone, Westmoreland heard that the North Vietnamese and Viet
Cong were attacking cities throughout South Vietnam and that enemy
sappers had struck the U.S. Embassy. By that time, all over Saigon, the
sound of real gunfire had replaced the reports of firecrackers. Citizens
in many neighborhoods awoke to see in their streets armed strang-
ers clad in the black pajamas and rubber-soled sandals of Viet Cong
fighters.®!

How Much of a Surprise?

The Communists’ General Offensive-General Uprising caught the
Military Assistance Command, in common with the rest of the U.S.
and South Vietnamese governments, at least partially by surprise.
While aware for months that a major attack was coming, MACV had
anticipated a full-scale conventional assault on Khe Sanh and possibly
other places in northern I Corps, with lesser efforts elsewhere in the
two northern corps areas and some increase of pressure in III Corps.
The command did not expect the offensive to occur during Tet, to be
of nationwide scope, and to include a serious effort to take control of
the big cities. To the end, the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory
Board later concluded, commanders and intelligence officers “did not
visualize the enemy as capable of accomplishing his stated goals as they
appeared in propaganda and in captured documents” and so viewed

% Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 54-56; Jones, War Without Windows, pp.
168-71; Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 221-22; Lung, General Offensives, pp. 12—13.

1 Westmoreland’s activities can be followed through his History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68,
tab A—1, and his personal schedule, tab A-2, in Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan
67). Both in CMH. See also Soldier Reports, pp. 323-25, 328. Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01449 to
Wheeler and Sharp, 31 Jan 68, Westmoreland Message files, Jan 68, is his first summary of the at-
tacks for his superiors. Lung, General Offensives, pp. 12—13, describes the atmosphere in Saigon as
the offensive opened.
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their calls for a “general uprising” as “merely exhortatory, and not as a
blueprint for what was to follow.” MACYV, on the basis of its own view
of what was militarily practical for the enemy, centered its attention on
northern I Corps as the one region of South Vietnam where the North
Vietnamese had a chance to achieve a preponderance of strength. The
enemy’s assessments and logic, however, were quite different.5?

Nevertheless, the allies did receive, and heed, enough warning to
prevent their forces from being caught completely off guard. In III
Corps, they had redeployed to protect Saigon. Elsewhere, simply as a
consequence of their normal dispositions, they had enough troops at
most threatened points to deny the enemy significant tactical success.

Indeed, it may be questioned whether the allies, had they known
from the beginning the true nature of the enemy plan, could have
done much more than they did to disrupt it. The Viet Cong regularly
infiltrated the cities to conduct terrorism and small-scale attacks.
They could expand those efforts whenever they were willing to risk
heavier casualties and exposure of their clandestine urban political
and military organization. Their first-wave Tet attack force entered the
cities in small groups mingled with normal civilian traffic, with their
weapons hidden in innocent-seeming trucks, carts, and sampans. The
allies could have stopped such movement only by a complete cutoff
of traffic into and out of the cities, with its attendant severe economic
and political consequences. MACV could have withheld reinforce-
ments from I Corps to strengthen the defense of the cities, but only at
the risk of a spectacular North Vietnamese battlefield victory in South
Vietnam’s militarily most vulnerable region.

The allies routinely kept large numbers of troops and police in and
around the cities to protect political and administrative centers, prevent
terrorism, and carry out pacification; and every American and South
Vietnamese base possessed its own permanent security force. When
organized enemy units began moving toward their assault positions,
the allies often detected them and, as in III Corps, redeployed their
own troops in reaction. In sum, short of cancelling the Tet cease-fire
earlier, curtailing furloughs in the South Vietnamese Army, and further
reinforcing security at key installations, the allies could have done little
more to prepare for the assault; and their usual disposition of forces
made a major Viet Cong success unlikely. Paradoxically, allied com-
manders’ certainty of the latter fact helped the Communists achieve
the degree of surprise that they did.

62 Quotation is from PFIAB, “Intelligence Warning,” pp. 4-5, see also p. 3. For other similar eval-
uations, see Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 222-23; U.S. District Court, Westmoreland Memorandum of
Law, app. B, p. 122, and app. A, pp. 135-36, 217-18; CIA Paper, sub: Warning of the Tet Offensive,
pp. 13—-14, CMH; and Davidson, Vietnam Secrets, pp. 103-04.

% Allied troop dispositions are reviewed in Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, p. 174. The ease of
infiltrating relatively small numbers of enemy troops into Saigon is emphasized in MACV History,
1968, vol. 2, p. 894.
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Viet Cong attack Bachelor Officers Quarters in Saigon.

While the strictly military effects of the Tet surprise thus were likely
to be containable, the same could not be said of the psychological and
publicrelationsimpact in the United States. The president and his senior
advisers in Washington knew of the intelligence indicating the attack
was coming. However, a subsequent review concluded, the reports did
not convey “the full sense of immediacy and intensity which was pres-
ent in Saigon” by the end of January. As noted previously, General
Westmoreland’s initial backchannel account of the 30 January attacks
declared that the situation was well in hand. The Johnson administra-
tion, as a result, did little to prepare either itself or the American people
for the coming shock. Its few tentative public warnings were submerged
in the continuing stream of reassurance that the war was going well.
The Tet offensive thus would pose for the American government not
only the military problem of repelling enemy forces but also the more
difficult task of reconciling the earlier drumbeat of claims that the foes
were on the decline with the sudden brutal fact of Communist troops
fighting in the streets of Saigon, Hue, and scores of other supposedly
secure cities and towns.**

6 Quotation is from PFIAB, “Intelligence Warning,” pp. 5-6. Ambiguity of information reaching
Washington is also emphasized in paper, sub: What info did Washington have on coordinated attacks on
cities?, folder 42, Thomas C. Thayer Papers, CMH. Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, pp. 315-16, 321—
22, acknowledges that he continued to emphasize optimism during late 1967 and did too little to alert
the American public to the coming offensive. Hammond, Military and the Media 1962—1968, p. 342,
summarizes the Johnson administration’s failure to prepare the American public for the offensive.
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he offensive that erupted the length and breadth of South Vietnam

on 30-31 January was unprecedented in the war in scope and inten-
sity. At least 84,000 North Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops took direct
part in the attacks; probably most of the enemy’s other available forces
had offensive missions, many of which were not carried out. During
the first two days of the attack, the Communists struck five of South
Vietnam’s six autonomous cities, 36 provincial capitals, 64 district
towns, and the major American air bases with varying combinations of
ground assaults and attacks by fire. They temporarily occupied parts of
many cities, including Saigon; and they took virtually complete control
of Hue for the better part of a month, being driven out only after weeks
of stubborn house-to-house fighting by U.S. Army, U.S. Marine, and
South Vietnamese Army units. Casualties and destruction were exten-
sive: more than 2,100 American and 4,000 South Vietnamese soldiers
killed in a month’s combat, tens of thousands of South Vietnamese
civilians dead and injured, hundreds of thousands homeless, sections
of Saigon and other cities in ruins, South Vietnam'’s economy tempo-
rarily paralyzed, and rural pacification seemingly destroyed.! (Map 2)

At the cost of nearly 50,000 men Kkilled in the first month of fight-
ing—many of them hard-to-replace Viet Cong local troops, guerrillas,
and political cadre—the offensive fell far short of the politico-military
goals Hanoi set for it. The attackers, who suffered from local deficiencies
in communications and coordination, were repulsed at many points,
were unable to hold for long the objectives they did seize, and failed
to destroy any large allied or South Vietnamese units. Most important,
the Saigon government and its armed forces did not collapse and the
urban population did not rise in support of the offensive. The General
Uprising never took place. Yet military failure paradoxically produced

' Convenient overviews of the Tet offensive are in Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, pp. 158-61,
183-84; and MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 38, 536 and vol. 2, an. A. The classic journalistic
overview is in Oberdorfer, Tet!. For casualties, see MACV Fact Sheet, 8 Mar 68, sub: Losses for
Period 29/1800 Hrs Jan 68 to 05/2400 Hrs Mar 68, tab 16, Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31
Mar 68), CMH; II FFV Tet Offensive AAR, 31 Jan—18 Feb 68, CMH, pp. 25-26. For the question of
enemy numbers, see Davidson, Vietnam Secrets, pp. 82—84; and Morris Deposition, p. 36, Vietnam:
A Documentary Collection, card 345.
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Tet and Its Aftermath

political success, not in South Vietnam but in the United States. The
fact that the offensive had occurred at all and the magnitude of its
casualties and destruction shattered the faith of many American politi-
cal leaders in the possibility of victory. A shaken President Johnson
and his advisers continued with increased urgency the major reconsid-
eration of U.S. strategy and war aims that they had begun late in the
previous year.?

Regaining Control

The Communist assault on Saigon temporarily disrupted the routine
of MACV headquarters and placed the “Saigon Warriors” of “Pentagon
East” very nearly on the firing line. Tan Son Nhut Air Base, which bor-
dered the MACV compound, came under intense infantry, mortar, and
rocket attack during the small hours of 31 January. At the unfortified
headquarters, the personnel on duty, alarmed by the reports pouring
in of fighting nationwide and by the sound of nearby gunfire, hastily
improvised a thin defense perimeter manned by frightened clerks and
military police led by equally frightened junior staff officers. Inside the
building, other officers and enlisted men pulled desks into the corridors
as last-ditch barricades. Fortunately, these defenses were never tested.
American and South Vietnamese security forces, reinforced by South
Vietnamese airborne units fortuitously on the base and by armored cav-
alry dispatched by II Field Force, stopped the main Viet Cong infantry
attack well short of Tan Son Nhut's vital areas and the MACV complex.
Nevertheless, occasional sniper fire and mortar rounds during the next
several days gave headquarters life an unaccustomed spice of danger.?

General Westmoreland lost no time in seeking to regain control
of the situation. He spent most of the morning of the 31st at the U.S.
Embassy, which had been attacked by Viet Cong sappers who had
broken into the courtyard before being trapped and killed by American
military police and paratroopers. The MACV commander oversaw the
post-attack cleanup. He also reassured the State Department by long-
distance telephone that, contrary to initial news reports, the enemy had
not entered the U.S. Embassy building itself; and he held an impromptu
press conference on the grounds. Westmoreland then moved on to
MACYV headquarters, where he received briefings on the situation and
began telephoning the field force and III Marine Amphibious Force

2 For typical American evaluations of the enemy defeat, see Sharp and Westmoreland, Report,
pp. 159, 161-62; MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 73-74 and vol. 2, an. A, pp. §94-95; II FFV Tet
Offensive AAR, 31 Jan—18 Feb 68, CMH, pp. 15, 21, 24, 34. For American domestic reaction, see
Oberdorfer, Tet! ch. 5, and Hammond, Military and the Media, 1962—1968, chs. 15 and 16.

3 The battle for Tan Son Nhut is described in MACV History, 1968, vol. 2, pp. 896-98. For details
of the first days at MACYV headquarters, see Jones, War Without Windows, pp. 175-90; Westmoreland
History Notes, 1-31 Mar 68, tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68), CMH; Davidson
Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 56—-60; and Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 1, 2, and 18 Feb 68,
box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution.
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commanders to obtain informa-
tion and give operational guid-
ance. He was joined at headquar-
ters during that and the following
day by General Abrams and other
senior officers of the staff, many
of whom had their own tales to
tell of tense drives across a city
that suddenly had become a
battleground.*

Despite the presence of
Westmoreland and his key sub-
ordinates, MACV headquarters
was only partially operational for
several days. Many staff person-
nel who were off-duty at the start
of the attack could not reach
their jobs because of the fighting
elsewhere in Saigon. Some were
trapped in their billets for days as
troops shot it out with holed-up
Viet Cong infiltrators. Short of
staff at the outset, the headquar-
ters also lacked timely information because of overloaded and in some
cases battle-damaged communications networks. MACV was slow, for
example, to appreciate the seriousness of the situation in Hue. Yet at
the same time, the headquarters labored to meet a flurry of special
information demands from anxious Washington officials. Until early
March, Generals Wheeler and Johnson telephoned Westmoreland
daily. These demands, Westmoreland declared in mid-February, were
“rapidly overwhelming us and beginning to detract from the perfor-
mance of our primary duties.”®

Westmoreland tours the embassy,
31 January 1968.

4 Westmoreland’s movements are recounted in Westmoreland History Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan
68, tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68) and Westmoreland Calendar of
Activities, Feb 68, tab 2, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68). Both in CMH. Oberdorfer,
Tet! pp. 26-39, describes initial confusion in press accounts. Sorley, Thunderbolt, pp. 211-12; Ltr,
Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 1 Feb 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution; and Davidson
Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 56-60, describe adventures of senior officers making their
way to headquarters.

5 Palmer Interv, 1975, pp. 277-78. Communications problems are described in Davidson Interv,
30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 59-60. Wirtz, Tet Offensive, pp. 230, 23540, recounts early
MACYV efforts to obtain accurate information on the Tet battles. Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01464
to Wheeler, Sharp, Bunker, 1 Feb 68; Wheeler JCS 01275 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 3 Feb 68;
Wheeler JCS 02445 to Westmoreland, 1 Mar 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb—Mar 68,
CMH. Quotation is from Draft Msg, Westmoreland to Sharp and Wheeler, “relayed in essence by
telephone to Gen Wheeler on 13 Feb 68,” tab 53, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68),
CMH.

62



Tet and Its Aftermath

During this period, U.S. Army, Vietnam (USARV) headquarters, the
commanders and staff of which were quartered within the well-pro-
tected Long Binh base a short distance north of Saigon, took on much
of the task of collecting information about the fighting throughout the
country, making reports to higher authority, and coordinating resup-
ply and helicopter and medical support of American units. The USARV
deputy commander, Lt. Gen. Bruce Palmer, later recalled: “We were
able to keep MACYV informed on things that they didn’t know about,
as well as [U.S. Army Pacific] and [Department of the Army], to get very
quick action as needed.” Although the field force and division com-
manders directed the battle, USARV, according to General Palmer, “got
into some tactical shifting of our own” in response to urgent immedi-
ate requirements.®

As the fighting in Saigon died down and people began returning,
MACV headquarters rapidly adjusted to round-the-clock operations
under enemy threat. The headquarters commandant, Lt. Col. Jack
O’Shaughnessy, organized and took command of a 530-man MACV
defense force made up of headquarters officers and enlisted men
organized in four provisional rifle companies. As a precaution against
future mortar and rocket attacks, the director of construction oversaw
installation of a casemate around the combat operations center and
other vital parts of the building. General Westmoreland and his senior
officers bivouacked in the headquarters for several weeks after Tet
because of the press of work and because at first, as General Davidson
put it, it was “just too goddamned dangerous to get out in the streets.”
They returned to their villas only briefly during the day, for showers
(the headquarters lacked this amenity) and short naps. Gradually, a
semblance of regular routine returned, including the holding of the
regular Saturday morning staff conference; and General Westmoreland
resumed his trips to the field and to meetings of agencies, such as the
Coordinating Committee for U.S. Missions in Southeast Asia. By mid-
March, the situation had settled down to the point where Westmoreland
could afford time for a brief visit to his family at Clark Air Force Base
in the Philippines.’

Even then, working at headquarters remained far more strenuous
than during pre-Tet days. General Chaisson, director of the Combat
Operations Center (COC), described his routine for his wife:

¢ Quotation and description of USARV activities is from Palmer Interv, 1975, pp. 278-79. See
also Msg, Palmer ARV 344 to Gen Johnson, 12 Feb 68, Creighton W. Abrams Papers, CMH.

7 MACV History, 1968, vol. 2, p. 864. Westmoreland History Notes, 1-29 Feb 68, tab 1,
Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68); Westmoreland History Notes, 1-31 Mar 68, tab 1,
Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68). All in CMH. Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, p.
163; Palmer Interv, 1975, p. 280; U.S. District Court, Westmoreland Memorandum of Law, app. A,
p- 57; Msg, Westmoreland MAC 03705 to Sharp info Wheeler, 18 Mar 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Mar 68, CMH. Quotation is from Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, p. 58; see
also pp. 56-60.
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Get up at five; go down to COC; Westy shows at six; fifty-five minutes of briefing; then to
breakfast in his mess with C/S and Westy; then back to my desk for a couple of hours; then
to field or briefings; twice a week home for lunch & bath; afternoon pushing papers; 1945
a beer in Westy’s office; then to dinner in his mess; back to desk till 2230; then late evening
briefing and selection of ARC LIGHT targets. 2300-2400 bedtime. Interruptions as required
through the night. I’ve been home now two nights in 6 and 1/2 weeks. . . .8

Literally from the first day of the offensive, General Westmoreland,
his principal staff officers, and his field commanders assessed the
enemy attack as a failure, one which had left the Viet Cong and North
Vietnamese in an exposed, vulnerable position. General Davidson
later declared: “It became apparent quite early, I'd say almost by sun-
down of the first day, that while we were going to have some trouble,

. now they were playing in our ball game. We knew where they
were; we just had to go get them, and we were going to go get them.”
General Weyand, deploying his reserves to counter the enemy’s attack
on Saigon, reached the same conclusion early in the morning of the
thirty-first.?

In a typical evaluation, General Westmoreland on 4 February acknowl-
edged that the enemy had “dealt the GVN a severe blow” by bringing
the war to the cities. However, he had paid a “high price” in casualties,
had failed to hold any towns, and had not triggered a general upris-
ing or disrupted the South Vietnamese government and armed forces.
Westmoreland noted that the major airfields and the allies’ nationwide
communications system had remained in operation throughout the first
wave of attacks and that the South Vietnamese Army and territorial forces
in the main were fighting well. The MACV commander viewed the assaults
on the cities as the second part of a three-fold offensive, which had begun
with the autumn border battles and probably would culminate in a drive
to take Khe Sanh and overrun northern I Corps. He credited the enemy
with the capacity for another round of city attacks as well as the northern
offensive but expressed confidence that his forces “have the strength, dis-
position, and are in the proper frame of mind to keep at the enemy and
inflict even greater losses if he persists in the attack.”*°

Early Communist assessments of the offensive’s shortcomings
closely paralleled those of MACV. A COSVN directive, copies of which
were captured during February, claimed a great victory over U.S. forces

8 Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 16 Mar 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution; see other
letters in this box for additional color on MACYV headquarters during the offensive.

° Quotation is from Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 63-64. For Weyand’s
assessment, see Oberdorfer, Tet! pp. 140-42; and II FFV Press Briefing on VC Tet Oftfensive, 20 Mar
68, CMH.

10 Westmoreland quotations are from Msg, MAC 01614 to Wheeler info Sharp and Bunker, 4 Feb
68, Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. In same file, see Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01464
to Wheeler, Sharp, Bunker, 1 Feb 68; MAC 01497, MAC 01539, MAC 01588 to Sharp and Wheeler,
1, 2, 3 Feb 68; MAC 01592 to Sharp info Wheeler and Bunker, 3 Feb 68. Msg, COMUSMACY to
CG III MAF et al., 4 Feb 68, in MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, p. 26.
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and the “puppet” army and government. However, the directive went
on to list a number of “shortcomings and weaknesses,” specifically fail-
ure to seize key objectives, destroy enemy units, hold occupied areas,
and bring about mass popular uprisings. Preparing the revolution-
ary forces for hard days to come, this directive and subsequent ones
redefined the General Offensive-General Uprising as “a prolonged
strategic offensive that includes many military campaigns and local
uprisings” and admitted that “we cannot yet . . . achieve total victory
in a short period.” General Davidson and his staff initially doubted
the authenticity of this document because of its appearance so soon
after the offensive began, but other captured documents repeated the
same points. Davidson finally decided that COSVN had prepared the
directive before the attack as a precaution against the possibility of less
than total success.!

As the Viet Cong were driven or withdrew from the cities, MACV
and mission assessments grew steadily more confident in tone.
Apprehension remained, however, over the threat to northern I Corps,
where the North Vietnamese divisions had yet to make their move.
Westmoreland, his views shared by Ambassadors Bunker and Komer,
emphasized that the enemy, by abandoning protracted rural insur-
gency for a “go-for-broke” effort directed at the urban centers, had
exposed his forces to allied firepower and created a power vacuum in
the countryside for the pacification program to fill. Far from being a
disaster for the allies, the enemy offensive thus was an opportunity
if the Americans and South Vietnamese could take advantage of it.
Exemplifying this point of view, Ambassador Komer declared on 12
February: “If the GVN can recover quickly enough from the near pre-
Tet disaster, and we can go on the counter-offensive in other areas
while containing the NVA up north, we may well force Hanoi to the
negotiating table or otherwise materially shorten the war.”1?

The allied military response to the Tet offensive required few modifi-
cations of General Westmoreland'’s established system of command. III
Marine Amphibious Force, the field forces, and the South Vietnamese
corps fought the battles under the guidance of Westmoreland and his

1" Circular from Central Office of South Vietnam (COSVN) Current Affairs Committee and
Military Affairs Committee of South Vietnam Liberation Army Headquarters Concerning a
Preliminary Assessment of the Situation, 31 Jan 68, in Gareth Porter, ed., Vietnam: The Definitive
Documentation of Human Decisions, 2 vols. (Stanfordville, N.Y.: E. M. Coleman Enterprises, 1979),
2:485-86; quotations are from this document. Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp.
15-18. A parallel captured evaluation is reported in Msg, Westmoreland MAC 02063 to Wheeler,
Sharp, Bunker, Abrams, 13 Feb 68, Abrams Papers, CMH.

12 Quotation is from Memo, Komer for Westmoreland, 12 Feb 68, Westmoreland Memos, RWK
[Robert W. Komer] (1967-68), DepCORDS files, CMH. See also Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01858
to Wheeler and Sharp, 9 Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 1901 to Sharp info Wheeler, 10 Feb 68;
Westmoreland MAC 01975 to Sharp and Wheeler, 12 Feb 68; Abrams PHB 166 to Westmoreland, 25
Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 02701 to Sharp info Wheeler, Johnson, Bunker, Abrams, 26 Feb 68. All
in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. MFR, Chaisson, 5 Apr 68, sub: MACV Commanders’
Conf, 31 Mar 68, tab 68, Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68), CMH.
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counterpart, General Vien, with whom the MACV commander worked
closely throughout the crisis. In immediate response to the attack on
Saigon, MACYV and II Field Force activated a temporary U.S. headquar-
ters, Task Force WARE (later renamed HURRICANE FORWARD), under the
IT Field Force deputy commander, to control American units fighting
in the capital. Westmoreland also launched a campaign, under con-
sideration before Tet, to strengthen the South Vietnamese command
structure in the Capital Military District and place a more capable offi-
cer in charge of it. However, South Vietnamese political machinations
prevented immediate action on the American proposal. In the interim,
General Vien assumed personal direction of the battle for Saigon.!

General Westmoreland directed a few force redeployments in
response to the enemy offensive. He reluctantly dispatched American
combat units to Saigon and other hard-pressed cities to assist South
Vietnamese clearing and securing efforts. Continuing the shift of
MACV’s forces to counter the expected enemy offensive in north-
ern I Corps, in mid-February he began moving the headquarters and
two brigades of the 101st Airborne Division, which had arrived in III
Corps just before Christmas, to Thua Thien Province. Aside from these
movements, however, and some shifting of units within corps areas,
allied dispositions did not change significantly as a result of the Tet
attacks.'

In the aftermath of Tet, General Westmoreland saw no need to
revise his basic strategy. Westmoreland insisted to General Vien that
the “mission, objectives, and goals” set in the Combined Campaign
Plan for 1968 “remain valid.” The plan, he declared, was “sufficiently
tlexible to permit the corps commanders . . . to accomplish destruction
of VC units in the vicinity of cities, open and secure LOCs, and support
the Revolutionary Development effort as required by the situation in
the corps zones.”"

Westmoreland did acknowledge that the enemy offensive had caused
the allies to “re-evaluate our priorities” by devoting more resources to
protection of the cities. Yet the MACV commander, throughout the

13 Westmoreland describes his method of command in Msg MAC 02740 to Wheeler, 27 Feb 68,
Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. Examples of his activities are in Westmoreland Message
files and Historical files, Feb—Mar 68, CMH; MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, p. 219 and vol. 2, p. 899;
Msgs, Eckhardt HOA 1741 to Abrams, 1 Dec 67, and Abrams MAC 11885 to Eckhardt, 8 Dec 67,
both in Abrams Papers, CMH. Also Clarke, The Final Years, pp. 308-09; Sharp and Westmoreland,
Report, pp. 170-71.

14 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01808 to Wheeler info Sharp and Bunker, 8 Feb 68, Westmoreland
Message files, Feb 68, CMH; Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, p. 159; Chaisson, MFR, 18 Feb 68,
sub: Unit Deployments, tab 65, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH; Chaisson,
Oral History, pp. 217-18, MCHC.

15 First quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 0218 to Wheeler info Sharp, 12 Feb 68,
Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68; see also Seventeen Questions Posed by AP [Associated Press]
and Gen Westmoreland’s Answers, 24 Feb 68, tab 77, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb
68). Both in CMH. Second quotation is from Ltr, COMUSMACYV to CICS, 12 Mar 68, in MACV
History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 19-20.
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weeks after Tet, struggled to prevent the allies from huddling around
the cities and surrendering the military initiative, and the country-
side, to the enemy. While acknowledging the need to clear and secure
the urban areas as the first military priority, Westmoreland continu-
ally emphasized pursuit and attack of enemy forces and the earliest
possible return of U.S. and South Vietnamese regular troops to their
customary rural areas of operation. Repeatedly, he hammered on the
fact that the Tet attacks had left enemy units exposed in a way they had
not been previously and urged his commanders and his allies to seek
out and destroy them. He emphasized as well the urgency of restor-
ing military support of pacification. With General Vien, Westmoreland
traveled to all four corps areas to preach the gospel of the offensive
and prod commanders and advisers to develop and execute plans for
attacking Communist units, reopening roads, and reestablishing the
government presence in the villages.'¢

Response to these exhortations varied in speed and effectiveness
from region to region, but by early March the allies gradually were
turning urban defense back to the police and territorial forces and
resuming search-and-destroy and pacification operations. On 11
March, for example, II Field Force and III Corps initiated a combined
campaign to destroy enemy forces in the five provinces surrounding
Saigon. Elsewhere, more modest but significant operations were getting
under way, even as the allies still awaited the expected major North
Vietnamese attack in northern I Corps."’

As urgent as the need to resume the military offensive was the
requirement to relieve civilian distress and repair the damage, much of
it caused by allied firepower, resulting from the fight to expel the enemy
from the cities and towns. General Westmoreland and Ambassadors
Bunker and Komer realized that, for both humanitarian and practi-
cal political reasons, the South Vietnamese government had to act at
once to help its injured and homeless citizens and restore as much
as possible of normal social and economic life. They also knew that
the government, never a model of administrative efficiency, had been
stunned by the shock of the enemy offensive. Many of its officials,
totally preoccupied with their own survival and with military secu-
rity, often neglected or obstructed efforts to restore economic activity

16 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 1901 and MAC 02018 to Wheeler info Sharp, 10 Feb 68 and 12
Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 02740 to Wheeler, 27 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb
68, CMH. Msg, CG II FFV to COMUSMACY, 10 Feb 68, tab 48; Memo, JGS RVNAF for Cdrs of
CTZs, 16 Feb 68, sub: Activity Guidelines for Corps Tactical Zones, tab 59; MFR, Chaisson, 27 Feb
68, sub: Commander’s Guidance, tab 86. All in Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68),
CMH. Westmoreland History Notes, 1-31 Mar 68, tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31
Mar 68), CMH; in same file, see tabs 6, 10, 23, and 26. MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 19-20, 25.

17 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 02960 and MAC 02984 to Wheeler info Sharp, 2, 3 Mar 68,;
Westmoreland MAC 03572 to Sharp and Wheeler, 15 Mar 68; Peers NHT 0305 to Westmoreland,
6 Mar 68; Weyand HOA 0367 to Westmoreland, 19 Mar 68. All in Westmoreland Message files,
Mar 68, CMH. For overviews of operations, see Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, pp. 165-66; and
MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 390-93.
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Aftermath of Viet Cong attack on Saigon

and basic public services. Even so, local governments and individual
Vietnamese in the provinces were beginning self-help recovery and
relief efforts. After a visit to the Mekong Delta during the first days of
February, General Abrams reported that officials in every province had
appointed relief committees and begun providing food, clothing, and
medical assistance to their homeless citizens. The challenge for the U.S.
Embassy and MACV was to push the central government to support
and expand upon these initiatives.!®

To get President Thieu and his officials moving promptly and in the
right directions, Westmoreland and Komer, with Ambassador Bunker’s
approval, on 2 February hastily drew up plans for a nationwide
Operation RECOVERY, to be directed by a Central Recovery Committee,
chaired by Vice President Nguyen Cao Ky. With its own combined
American-Vietnamese staff, the Central Recovery Committee would
mobilize the various ministries for the effort and coordinate their
actions. On 3 February, President Thieu promptly accepted the plan
when Bunker, Westmoreland, and Komer presented it to him. The
Central Recovery Committee, quartered in the presidential palace, was

18 The reconstruction problem is conveniently summarized in Westmoreland, Soldier Reports,
pp- 332-33, and Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, pp. 170, 235. Official obstruction of recovery
is noted in Memo, Komer for Bunker and Westmoreland, 7 Feb 68, Chronological File: Komer
(1968), DepCORDS files, CMH. Early South Vietnamese self-help efforts are described in Msg,
Westmoreland MAC 01628 to Wheeler info Sharp, Bunker, 4 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message files,
Feb 68, CMH.

68



Tet and Its Aftermath

in operation within a few days. Headed by Ky, with Komer and his
military deputy, Maj. Gen. George W. Forsythe, overseeing respectively
policy and operations, and with a staff of representatives from the
ministries, MACYV, and U.S. Agency for International Development, the
Central Recovery Committee directed the work of subordinate councils
at province, district, and village levels. On the U.S. side, CORDS set up
an operations center at MACV to monitor activities and relay requests
for materiel and engineering support. Throughout the country, the
CORDS staff acted as the nucleus of the recovery organization, spur-
ring action at every level and collecting information on progress and
requirements.!?

During the next several months, Vietnamese officials, under the
direction of the Central Recovery Committee and aided and urged
on by American “bottleneck breakers and problem solvers,” fed and
sheltered refugees, restored public utilities and services, and reestab-
lished the normal flow of commerce within and between the cities
and towns. They also conducted an intensive psychological warfare
campaign to capitalize on popular resentment of the Communists’
violation of the sacred Tet festival and promote people’s self-help
and self-defense movements. The South Vietnamese side of the effort
gradually lost momentum, especially after President Thieu, fearing that
Ky was gaining political advantage by his leadership of the recovery
campaign, supplanted the vice president as chairman of the Central
Recovery Committee. Nevertheless, despite setbacks, including a new
wave of displaced persons from a second round of Communist attacks
in May, by mid-1968 urban life was returning to what had passed for
normality before Tet and the worst physical and economic damage of
the offensive had been repaired. Operation Recovery and its MACV and
CORDS sponsors had contributed much to these achievements, as had
the long-suffering, resilient people of South Vietnam.?°

Even as they promoted urban recovery, MACV and CORDS also
tried to revive the rural pacification program, which barely had begun
in earnest before the enemy offensive. It became clear, as Komer's staff
pieced together the results across South Vietnam, that the Communist
attack in most places had bypassed the villages and hamlets. However,
the government had withdrawn many of the Regional and Popular

19 Msg, Bunker Saigon 17920 to President, 4 Feb 68, tab 26, Westmoreland History file no. 29
(1-29 Feb 68), CMH; in same file, Westmoreland History Notes, 1-29 Feb 68, tab 1; Fact Sheet, 2 Feb
68, sub: Project RECOVERY, tab 11; Msgs, Bunker to Sec State, 2 and 3 Feb 68, tabs 16 and 24; Memo,
Bunker for COMUSMACY, Dir USAID, Dir Joint U.S. Public Affairs Office (JUSPAO), 5 Feb 68, sub:
GVN Organization for Relief of Destruction Caused by VC, tab 28; Msg, Bunker Saigon 17922 to Sec
State, 4 Feb 68, Cable Chron-State (Jan—-May 68), CMH; MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 536-37.

2 For overviews of Project RECOVERY, see MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 537-44, and tab 91,
Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. Quotation is from Komer, Item for [Bunker]
Cable, 7 Feb 68, Chronological File: Komer (1968); DepCORDS files, CMH. Also Memo, Komer
for Bunker, 23 Apr 68, Bunker—Memos for RWK (1967-68); and Msg, Komer to Corps SAs [se-
nior advisers], 25 May 68, Cable Chron-Military (1968). Politics of Thieu’s replacement of Ky are
recounted in Hammond, Military and the Media, 1962—1968, pp. 354-55.

69



MACYV: The Years of Withdrawal, 1968-1973

Forces, National Police, and civilian Revolutionary Development
cadres to the province and district capitals for defense and relief work,
leaving the countryside open to Viet Cong recruiting, taxation, and
propagandizing. Fortunately, the Viet Cong also had pulled their own
local force and guerrilla units out of the villages to attack the towns,
where they suffered heavy losses and remained engaged. Thus, the
countryside after Tet constituted a power vacuum that both sides had
to race to fill. General Westmoreland told Admiral Sharp late in March:
“We unquestionably suffered a real setback [in pacification], but the
enemy suffered grievous losses, too. The real question is whether we
can recover and forge ahead more quickly than he.”?!

Ambassador Komer recognized this fact long before the final
reports were in. From the first days of the offensive, he and General
Westmoreland hastened to push government troops and pacification
cadres out of the towns and back into the hamlets. On 9 February,
Westmoreland, in a message drafted by Komer, directed corps senior
advisers and CORDS deputies to exert “maximum advisory pressure”
on their counterparts to that end, lest a “major pacification setback”
occur “largely through default.” Both men repeated this exhortation
regularly thereafter and induced President Thieu and General Vien to
do the same. At American urging, the Joint General Staff instituted
special “show-the-flag” operations by Regional Force companies with
attached intelligence personnel and civilian cadre to restore a govern-
ment presence in hard-pressed villages. Komer and his CORDS advisers
oversaw the revision of province Revolutionary Development plans to
accelerate recovery and adopted a simplified set of objectives empha-
sizing security, psychological warfare, elimination of the Communist
infrastructure, and local self-defense. All elements of the American mis-
sion maintained pressure on President Thieu to replace province chiefs
and military commanders who had proven inadequate in the crisis.?

Government forces gradually moved back into the countryside. Early
in April, according to Komer, 545 of 629 Revolutionary Development
teams had returned to their hamlets and 519 regularly stayed over-

2 Overviews of the pacification setback can be found in Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, pp.
160-61, 235; MACYV History, 1968, vol. 2, pp. 888, 902, 905; and II FFV Tet Offensive AAR, 31
Jan—18 Feb 68, p. 25. Quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 08814 to Sharp, 29 Mar 68, Cable
Chron-Military (1968), DepCORDS files, CMH. In this collection, see also Msg, Bunker Saigon
21382 to Sec State, 7 Mar 68, Cable Chron-State (Jan-May 68); Memos, Komer for Bunker, 14 and
21 Feb 68, Chronological File: Komer (1968). Also, Msg, Palmer ARV 344 to Gen Johnson, 12 Feb
68, Abrams Papers, CMH; Graham Interv, 24 May and 3 Nov 82, sess. 1, pp. 34-37.

22 Davidson Interv, 24 May and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 69-70, credits Komer’s early correct
assessment of pacification. Quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 04132 to Corps SAs and
DepCORDSs, 9 Feb 68, Cable Chron-Military (1968), DepCORDS files, CMH. In same collec-
tion, see Msgs, Westmoreland to Corps SAs, 10 Mar 68; Westmoreland MAC 08814 to Sharp,
29 Mar 68. Memo, Komer for Minister Tri, 28 Mar 68, sub: Revolutionary Development Cadre,
tab 57, Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68); MFR, Chaisson, 1 Jun 68, sub: MACV
Commanders’ Conf, 19 May 68, tab 55, Westmoreland History file no. 32 (1-31 May 68). Both in
CMH.
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night there. Of 51 South Vietnamese battalions assigned to support
pacification, 46 were operating in their assigned areas. President Thieu
replaced two corps commanders and fifteen province chiefs, to the net
advantage of pacification. According to the CORDS Hamlet Evaluation
System, the percentage of the South Vietnamese urban and rural popu-
lation living in relatively secure areas, which had fallen immediately
after Tet, began gradually rising during the spring and was approaching
pre-offensive levels by the middle of the year. A government-sponsored
hamlet self-defense movement made headway in some areas, and there
were indications of peasant disillusionment at the Viet Cong'’s failure
to achieve their promised great victory at Tet. The rural economy recov-
ered quickly, with no long-lasting shortages or price inflation. The
progress achieved was fragile, and advisers in the hardest-hit provinces
estimated that it would take six to nine months to restore the program
to full momentum (pessimists doubted it ever had much momentum).
Nevertheless, contrary to alarmist reports immediately after Tet in both
the news media and official channels, pacification, thanks in part to
timely MACV and CORDS efforts to revive it, was far from dead.?

I Corps: MACYV Versus the Marines

While taking steps to control the situation in the rest of the coun-
try, General Westmoreland throughout February and March focused
much of his attention on northern I Corps, where he expected enemy
forces to launch the next and potentially most dangerous phase of their
offensive. The MACV commander told General Wheeler on 9 February
that “the only really serious threat that faces me now” was in the area
between the Demilitarized Zone and Hai Van Pass. There the rain and
fog of the northeast monsoon and the enemy’s cutting of Highway 1,
the allies’ sole land supply line, intensified the threat posed by massed
North Vietnamese divisions.?*

Events strengthened the MACV commander’s concern. At Hue, the
North Vietnamese augmented their initial attack force and waged a
bitter month-long battle to hold the city. At Khe Sanh, besides con-
tinuing rocket and artillery bombardment, they assaulted two of the
Marine garrison’s hilltop outposts and were repulsed only after hand-
to-hand fighting. On 7 February, using tanks for the first time in South
Vietnam, they overran the Special Forces camp at Lang Vei 14 Kkilo-
meters southwest of the Marine combat base. General Westmoreland

2 Statistics are from Msg, Komer Saigon 24361 to Bunker, 9 Apr 68, Cable Chron-State (Jan—
May 68), DepCORDS files, CMH. In same file, see Msg, Bunker Saigon 21382 to Sec State, 7 Mar
68. Memo, Komer for Bunker, 23 Apr 68, Bunker—Memos for RWK (1967-68); Msg, Komer to
Westmoreland, MAC 9389, [ca. Jul 68], Backchannel file (1967-68). All in DepCORDS files, CMH.
MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 519-20, 527-29. Command changes are described in Clarke, Final
Years, pp. 308-13.

2 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01858 to Wheeler and Sharp, 9 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Feb 68, CMH.
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President Johnson reviewing the relief map of Khe Sanh

and General Abrams, who activated MACV Forward headquarters at
Phu Bai in mid-February, viewed these events, and the buildup of
additional North Vietnamese forces in striking distance of Hue and Da
Nang, as presaging a full-scale Communist offensive aimed at seizing
all of Quang Tri and Thua Thien Provinces, possibly to establish a posi-
tion of strength from which to enter negotiations.

President Johnson and his advisers anxiously watched the devel-
oping siege of Khe Sanh. The president, disturbed by ominous press
reports that likened the marines’ situation and probable fate to those
of the French at Dien Bien Phu, repeatedly pressed Westmoreland,
through General Wheeler, for reassurance that the base would not fall.
The MACV commander in response reiterated his conviction that air-
power and artillery would crush any North Vietnamese assault, as well
as his assertion that the outpost must be held for both military and
morale reasons. On 4 February, the president secured from the Joint
Chiefs of Staff their written concurrence with Westmoreland’s views. At

2 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01592 to Sharp info Wheeler and Bunker, 3 Feb 68 and MAC
01975 to Sharp and Wheeler, 12 Feb 68; and Abrams PHB 169 and PHB 231 to Westmoreland, 26
Feb 68 and 5 Mar 6. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb and Mar 68, CMH. MFR, Chaisson, 18
Feb 68, sub: Unit Deployments, tab 65, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. Also
Enemy plans: CIA Rpt, 20 Feb 68, copy in CMH; Ford, “Tet 1968,” pp. 152-62, 168-77, 275-77.
Battles for Hue and Khe Sanh are described in detail in Shulimson et al., Marines in Vietnam, 1968,
chs. 9-12 and 14.
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Johnson’s direction, Westmoreland, beginning on 5 February, made a
special daily report on operations at Khe Sanh and in the Demilitarized
Zone area, including statistics on B-52 and tactical air strikes, tons
of supply delivered to the base, and American casualties. While seek-
ing reassurance and military details, the president left the conduct of
this battle to his field commander. Johnson and his advisers, Wheeler
told Westmoreland, recognized that “you are the responsible com-
mander and that no one can direct tactical operations in the field from
Washington.”?¢

Among President Johnson’s greatest worries about Khe Sanh was
that the military might ask permission to use tactical nuclear weapons
there to prevent disaster. Reassurances to the contrary from Wheeler and
Westmoreland were less than convincing. Westmoreland, for example, on
3 February, after the usual expression of confidence, added that “should
the situation in the Demilitarized Zone area change dramatically,” the
United States must be “prepared to introduce weapons of greater effec-
tiveness against massed forces,” with “either tactical nuclear weapons or
chemical agents” as “active candidates for employment.” During the first
weeks of February, CINCPAC, MACYV, and III Marine Amphibious Force
continued the top-secret contingency planning, code-named FRACTURE
Jaw, which they had begun late in January for using tactical nuclear weap-
ons around Khe Sanh. On the ninth, General Westmoreland approved a
MACYV operational plan for this purpose. By that time, however, the issue
had become public in the United States, with Senator Eugene McCarthy
and others charging that the military was preparing to use nuclear weap-
ons in South Vietnam. The administration, facing a domestic and foreign
outcry, publicly disavowed any such intent. Secretly, on the twelfth, at
Wheeler’s direction, Admiral Sharp and General Westmoreland discontin-
ued all FRACTURE Jaw planning, placed the documents under tight security
control, and instructed the few staff personnel involved not to disclose
even the existence of the plans.?”

With nuclear weapons thus effectively ruled out, the Military
Assistance Command used every other means at its disposal to

% Quotation is from Msg, Wheeler JCS 01316 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 4 Feb 68,
Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. Msgs, Wheeler JCS 01147, JCS 01305, JCS 01320, and
JCS 02885 to Westmoreland, 1, 3, 4 Feb 68 and 13 Mar 68; Westmoreland MAC 01586, MAC 01637,
MAC 02018, and MAC 02954 to Wheeler info Sharp, 3, 5, 12 Feb 68, 2 Mar 68; Westmoreland MAC
01666 to Wheeler info Sharp and Bunker, 5 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb—-Mar 68,
CMH. MFR, Westmoreland, 16 Feb 68, sub: President’s Position on Khe Sanh, tab 60, Westmoreland
History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH.

?" Quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01586 to Wheeler info Sharp, 3 Feb 68;
Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. Msgs, Wheeler JCS 01154 to Sharp and Westmoreland,
1 Feb 68; Wheeler JCS 01272 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 3 Feb 68; Wheeler JCS 01678 to Sharp
info Westmoreland, 10 Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 01900 and MAC 02007 to Cushman, 10, 12 Feb
68; Westmoreland MAC 01902 to Sharp, 10 Feb 68; Sharp to Wheeler info Westmoreland, 2 Feb 68;
Sharp to Westmoreland et al., 6 and 12 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH.
Controversy in the United States is covered in Hammond, Military and the Media, 1962—1968, pp.
361-63.
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strengthen northern I Corps against the coming blow. Despite wors-
ening weather, the command kept up round-the-clock air and artil-
lery bombardment of the North Vietnamese divisions besieging Khe
Sanh. With fighting still going on all over South Vietnam, General
Westmoreland took the calculated risk of thinning American forces
in II and III Corps to obtain additional reinforcements for north-
ern I Corps, notably the aforementioned shift of the 101st Airborne
Division from the Saigon area to Thua Thien. He told General
Cushman on 23 February, “I have no more reserves” and warned the
Marine commander, “you will have to go on extreme economy of
force s[outh] of the Hai Van [and] cut corners everyplace” if still more
troops were needed in the north. Reacting to the appearance of North
Vietnamese tanks at Lang Vei, Westmoreland set the MACV staff to
work augmenting I Corps anti-armor weaponry. In cooperation with
Admiral Sharp, he resumed planning for an amphibious feint above
the Demilitarized Zone to divert North Vietnamese troops from the
battle in Quang Tri.?

As February gave way to March, the great North Vietnamese attack
still did not materialize. The allies continued hammering the enemy
with airpower, further expanded their logistical base north of the Hai
Van, and deployed their reinforcements. They also began planning a
counteroffensive to destroy Communist forces in the coastal lowlands
and then break the siege of Khe Sanh.?

As the crisis in the north intensified, so also did General
Westmoreland’s doubts about the competence of III MAF’s leader-
ship. His discontent came into the open on 7 February, at a meeting
at III MAF headquarters to deal with the fall of Lang Vei and with an
apparent new North Vietnamese threat to Da Nang. Discerning what
he considered to be an “absence of initiative” among the marines,
Westmoreland gave direct instructions to General Cushman’s subordi-
nate commanders for organizing the rescue of the surviving Lang Vei
defenders and for deploying battalions from the Americal Division to
reinforce Da Nang. This experience, and other irritations, strengthened
Westmoreland’s resolve to set up a new headquarters to oversee the

2 Khe Sanh bombardment is summarized in Shulimson et al., Marines in Vietnam, 1968, pp. 475—
86. See also Memo, Col D. A. Gruenther, Dir Operations Research/Systems Analysis, Hqgs MACV
(MACEVAL), for COMUSMACY, 5 Apr 68, sub: An Analysis of the Khe Sanh Battle, Westmoreland
History file no. 31 (1-30 Apr 68), CMH. Quotation is from Chaisson Diary, 23 Feb 68, box 9, Chaisson
Papers, Hoover Institution; see also MFR, Chaisson, 24 Feb 68, sub: Commander’s Guidance, tab 76,
Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. Development of amphibious feint is summarized
in MACYV History, 1968, vol. 2, pp. 781-82; see also Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH.

2 Westmoreland History Notes, 1-29 Feb 68, tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29
Feb 68), CMH; Westmoreland History Notes, 1-31 Mar 68, tab 1; MFR, Chaisson, 3 Mar 68, sub:
COMUSMACYV Visit to ICTZ, tab 5; Msg, CG IIIl MAF to COMUSMACY, 12 Mar 68, tab 24. All in
Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68), CMH; Msg, Abrams PHB 218 to Westmoreland, 4
Mar 68; Cushman to Westmoreland, Abrams, Rosson, 8 Mar 68; Abrams PHB 261 to Westmoreland,
9 Mar 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb-Mar 68, CMH. MACYV History, 1968, vol. 2, p.
619.
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battle for I Corps, as well as his interest in bringing the marines’ fixed-
wing aircraft under the control of the Seventh Air Force.*°

The establishment of MACV Forward, decided upon before Tet, went
ahead essentially on schedule. The staff, drawn from MACV and USARV
headquarters, began arriving at Phu Bai on 3 February and formally
activated the new command on the ninth. General Abrams, his move
north delayed by the enemy offensive, took up his duties three days
later. Abrams carried with him orders from Westmoreland to “provide
instructions” to General Cushman “on all tactical matters in I CTZ,” to
direct the reception and operations of incoming reinforcements, and
“to effect such organizational arrangements as necessary to maintain
a maximum defense posture, reaction capability, and preparations
to apply maximum pressure on the enemy.” General Westmoreland
declared subsequently that he intended Abrams to give Cushman
“whatever instructions he deemed necessary . . . to include assuming
direct command of elements in I Corps if he deemed it appropriate.”
More succinctly, General Chaisson observed that General Abrams “is
running the I CTZ show.”3!

Abrams used his sweeping authority with restraint. He attempted
to improve coordination of the allied forces fighting to recapture Hue
and exhorted the field commanders there to speed up the attack. He
ordered intensified reconnaissance of the A Shau Valley base area west
of Hue, closely supervised efforts to reopen lines of communication
in northern I Corps, and helped initiate planning for the relief of
Khe Sanh. The effect of his efforts was uncertain. The marines at III
Marine Amphibious Force complained that at Hue, for example, MACV
Forward merely complicated an already difficult command situation by
giving orders directly to subordinate units. For the most part, General
Cushman and his division commanders conducted the defense of Khe
Sanh and the battle for Hue much as they had before Abrams took
charge. Nevertheless, the deputy MACV commander was in position in
I Corps, ready to take over operations if III Marine Amphibious Force
faltered under the climactic enemy assault.3?

% The 7 February meeting is described in Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, pp. 341-43;
Westmoreland History Notes, 1-29 Feb 68, tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68),
CMH; and Chaisson Diary, 7 Feb 68, box 9, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution; see also entry for
23 Feb 68, ibid. Other indications of COMUSMACYV’s irritation at III Marine Amphibious Force
are in Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01604 and MAC 02128 to Cushman, 4, 15 Feb 68, Westmoreland
Message files, Feb 68, CMH.

31 First quotation is from Ltr, Westmoreland to Abrams, 16 Feb 68, sub: Letter of Instructions, tab
58, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH; second is from Westmoreland History
Notes, 28 Dec 67-31 Jan 68, tab A—1, Westmoreland History file no. 28 (27 Dec 67-31 Jan 68), CMH;
third is from Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 18 Feb 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution.
Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 02270 and MAC 02452 to Sharp, 17, 21 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Feb 68, CMH; Msgs, Abrams MAC 01446 and MAC 01591 to Cushman, 31 Jan 68 and 3 Feb
68, Abrams Papers, CMH. MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 217-18.

32 Msgs, Abrams PHB 056, PHB 085, PHB 154, and PHB 169 to Westmoreland, 14, 16,23, 26 Feb
68; Abrams PHB 086, PHB 087, PHB 126, PHB 171, and PHB 196 to Cushman info Westmoreland,
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General Abrams spent much of his time at MACV Forward planning
for his headquarters’ demise. When General Westmoreland activated
MACYV Forward, he also announced his intention to convert it, around
mid-March, into a corps headquarters to command U.S. forces north of
the Hai Van Pass under operational control of General Cushman. This
reorganization, Westmoreland claimed, would improve coordination
of the Army and Marine forces in northern I Corps while reducing the
number of subordinate headquarters with which III Marine Amphibious
Force had to deal. The new headquarters, designated Provisional Corps,
Vietnam, went into operation on 10 March under the command of Lt.
Gen. William B. Rosson, who moved north to Phu Bai from his previous
post as commanding general of I Field Force. Under terms of reference
worked out by Generals Abrams and Cushman in consultation with
the service component commanders, Provisional Corps controlled the
operations of the 3d Marine, 1st Cavalry, and 101st Airborne Divisions
and had responsibility for most of Thua Thien and all of Quang Tri
Provinces. General Cushman, besides exercising operational control of
Provisional Corps, directly commanded the 1st Marine and Americal
Divisions in southern I Corps and retained his corpswide advisory and
pacification functions. To assist Cushman, who now acted in effect
as a field army commander, in handling his enlarged Army contin-
gent, General Westmoreland assigned additional Army officers to the
III MAF staff. At the same time, he augmented the Army-dominated
Provisional Corps staff with Marine officers, including a Marine deputy
corps commander.??

With the activation of Provisional Corps as a subordinate command
under III Marine Amphibious Force, General Westmoreland seemingly
backed away from his initial threat to supersede the marines in control
of I Corps. General Chaisson expressed relief that his commander had
remedied an initially “real bad” reorganization by “putting Rosson in
under Cushman and easing Abe out.” General Rosson, who earlier had
worked under III MAF operational control as commander of Task Force
OREGON (forerunner of the Americal Division), lost no time in estab-
lishing harmonious relations with the marines. On his part, General
Cushman declared later that he “got along just fine with Bill Rosson and
the other Army commanders. . . .” Nevertheless, suspicion of MACV’s

16, 20, 26 Feb 68, 1 Mar 68; Abrams PHB 128 to Maj Gen John J. Tolson, CG, 1st Cav Div, info
Westmoreland, 20 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb—Mar 68, CMH. Chaisson, Oral
History, pp. 219-20, MCHC. Command problems at Hue are summarized in Shulimson et al.,
Marines in Vietnam, 1968, pp. 237-38.

3 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 02270 and MAC 02452 to Sharp, 17 Feb, 21 Feb 68; Westmoreland
MAC 03188 to Abrams and Cushman, 7 Mar 68; Westmoreland MAC 03022 and MAC 03430 to
Gen Johnson, 3, 12 Mar 68; Westmoreland MAC 03291 to Gens Johnson and Chapman, 9 Mar 68;
Abrams PHB 111, PHB 175, PHB 199, and PHB 234 to Westmoreland, 19, 27 Feb 68, 1, 6 Mar 68;
Palmer to Westmoreland, 27 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb—-Mar 68, CMH. MFR,
Chaisson, 11 Mar 68, sub: COMUSMACYV Visit to ICTZ, tab 25, Westmoreland History file no. 30
(1-31 Mar 68); MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 219, 245.
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General Rosson (right) accompanied by Lt. Col. Hugh ]. Bartley

intentions persisted among Marine officers, in Washington as well as
at Da Nang. One Marine Corps headquarters staff officer opined: “It
is obvious that there are other moves in this chess game to come, and
don’t believe they are meant to be advantageous to our Corps.”3!
Seeming to justify Marine suspicions, as Provisional Corps went
into operation, General Westmoreland challenged the marines on one
of their most cherished points of doctrine: control of airpower. With
Army and Marine divisions intermingled in I Corps and a desperate
battle in prospect, Westmoreland became increasingly uneasy about
the existing improvised air control system and receptive to General
Momyer’s continuing arguments for fundamental reorganization. In
mid-February, he concluded, he told Admiral Sharp, that it was “essen-
tial that I look to one man to coordinate this air effort and bring this
tirepower to bear on the enemy in the most effective way in line with
my day-to-day guidance.” That man could only be his deputy for

3* First quotation is from Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 14 Mar 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers,
Hoover Institution; second is from Cushman Interv, 13 Sep 73, pp. 37-38, MCHC; third is from Ltr,
Brig Gen Earl E. Anderson, USMC, to McCutcheon, 19 Feb 68, box 20, McCutcheon Papers, MCHC.
Msg, Westmoreland MAC 05919 to Wheeler, Gen Johnson, and Sharp, 5 May 68, Westmoreland
Message files, May 68. Interv, Lt Col James E. Smith and Lt Col Edward P. Smith with Gen William
B. Rosson, 1981, pp. 388-90, Senior Officers Oral History Program, MHI (hereafter cited as Rosson
Interv).
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air operations, General Momyer. Admiral Sharp, who Westmoreland
saw to it was thoroughly briefed on the proposal, this time accepted
Westmoreland’s reasoning, primarily out of recognition, in Sharp’s
words, “of the necessity for maximum effective application of total
air assets and for certain changes in light of the new ground force
arrangements.”3®

On 7 March, Westmoreland issued an order drafted by Momyer,
which Sharp had approved with minor amendments, requiring General
Cushman to place his fixed-wing strike and reconnaissance aircraft and
the Marine tactical air control system under the “mission direction”
of General Momyer in his capacity as deputy COMUSMACYV for air
operations. III Marine Amphibious Force was to retain command of
its helicopters and transport aircraft. Requests for air support from III
Marine Amphibious Force and Provisional Corps were to be collated
by those headquarters and their direct air support centers and passed
to the MACV Tactical Air Support Element, which allocated airpower
throughout South Vietnam. Under direction from the Tactical Air
Support Element, the Seventh Air Force Tactical Air Control Center
then would issue the detailed mission orders. Marines would be added
to the staffs of both those agencies. As a minor concession to mollify
the IIl Marine Amphibious Force, Westmoreland declared that he would
review the working of the system after its first 30 days in operation. In
practice, it took the Seventh Air Force and III Marine Amphibious Force
a few weeks to combine their two air control systems and to resolve
details, including the location of the I Corps Direct Air Support Center,
which had been left unsettled in the original directive. The first mis-
sions under what came to be called single management were not flown
until 21 March.3¢

Despite Westmoreland’s reassurances, the entire Marine chain of
command perceived the new system as an Air Force attempt to separate
their aircraft from their ground forces, as had happened in the Korean

3 First quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 02365 to Sharp info Wheeler, Momyer,
Abrams, Cushman, 19 Feb 68, Abrams Papers, CMH; second is from Msg, Sharp to Wheeler and
Westmoreland, 3 Mar 68, Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68, CMH. Msgs, Westmoreland MAC
02364 to Cushman info Abrams, 19 Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 02771 to Sharp info Wheeler, 27
Feb 68. Both in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. Interv, Project CORONA HARVEST with
Adm Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, 19 Feb 71, pp. 646—48, Air Force Chief of History Office (AFCHO)
(hereafter cited as Sharp Interv); Ltr, Anderson to McCutcheon, 4 Mar 68, box 20, McCutcheon
Papers, MCHC. Westmoreland retrospectively explains his decision in Soldier Reports, pp.
342-44.

% Msgs, Sharp to Wheeler and Westmoreland, 3 Mar 68; Westmoreland MAC 03276 to Abrams,
8 Mar 68; Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68, CMH. Ltr, Westmoreland to CG III MAF, 7 Mar
68, sub: Single Management of Strike and Reconnaissance Assets, tab 13; Ltr, Westmoreland to
DepCOMUSMACY for Air Operations, 8 Mar 68, same sub, tab 14. Both in Westmoreland History
file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68), CMH. MACYV Fact Sheet on Preplanned Close Air Support, 4 Apr 68, tab
19, Westmoreland History file no. 31 (1-3 Apr 68), CMH. Msgs, Abrams PHB 225 to Momyer, 5
Mar 68; Abrams PHB 234 to Westmoreland, 6 Mar 68. Both in Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68,
CMH; MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, p. 437.
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Secretary of Defense Clifford (right) and presidential adviser Walt W. Rostow.

War. The marines began their war on single management as soon as
Westmoreland announced his intention to institute it and never let
up thereafter. Their commandant, General Leonard F. Chapman, told
Marine officers: “The integrity of our air/ground team concept and pos-
sibly even our force structure is at issue. We must all face this challenge
resolutely to forestall any future inroads on the Marine air/ground
team.” General Cushman and General Victor H. Krulak, commander
of Fleet Marine Force Pacific, campaigned continuously at their respec-
tive levels, while General Chapman took the marines’ case to the Joint
Chiefs of Staff. Through informal and formal channels, the marines
brought the issue to the attention of President Johnson, the incoming
secretary of defense, Clark M. Clifford, and the news media.*’

The Marine leaders attacked single management on both doctrinal
and practical grounds. They contended that Sharp and Westmoreland
had exceeded their authority by imposing an air command arrangement
contrary to Defense Department doctrine for organizing joint forces.
They claimed that single management deprived the Marine divisions in
Vietnam, which relied on tactical air support to compensate for limited

37 Quotation is from Commandant, Marine Corps (CMC) Green Letter 4-68 to all General
Officers, 9 Apr 68, sub: Air Control in I Corps, CMC Green Ltr Book, 1968; and Memo, CMC for
JCS, 4 Mar 68, sub: Single Management, HQMC DC/S (Air) Single Manager File, Jan 68-15 Aug
70, MCHC; Anderson Interv, 17 Mar 81, pp. 196-97. Msgs, Wheeler JCS 3602 and JCS 3665 to
Westmoreland, 2 Apr 68 and 3 Apr 68, Westmoreland Message files, Apr 68, CMH; Sharp Interv, 19
Feb 71, pp. 642, 648-49.
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quantities of organic artillery and helicopter gunships, of an impor-
tant element of their inherent firepower. They insisted that the change
was unnecessary, because the two air control systems in I Corps had
coexisted without major difficulty, and unified command for specific
operations could be arranged when required, as at Khe Sanh. Finally, the
marines declared, on the basis of a steady stream of data from III Marine
Amphibious Force, that single management had made the securing of
air support slower and more complicated for ground commanders by
inserting additional headquarters into the process and by replacing a
“consumer-oriented” Marine strike request and control system with the
Air Force’s “producer-oriented” one. In conclusion, the marines asked
Admiral Sharp and the Joint Chiefs of Staff to direct General Westmoreland
to restore the previous arrangement under which III Marine Amphibious
Force had controlled its own aircraft and provided those sorties it could
spare to the Seventh Air Force. General Cushman went so far as to sug-
gest that, if a single manager for airpower were needed in I Corps, it
should be himself, since he commanded a considerable air force and his
strike request and control system easily could handle aircraft of other
services.*®

General Westmoreland strongly defended single management. He
disavowed any intention to revise current joint doctrine or break up the
Marine air-ground team, and he promised that Marine airplanes would
continue to fly missions for Marine ground troops unless urgent tacti-
cal needs dictated otherwise. Citing Seventh Air Force evaluations, he
insisted that the system, after initial adjustment problems, was working
with steadily increasing efficiency. He noted that the Army provided the
Marine divisions in I Corps with helicopter, artillery, reconnaissance,
engineer, and communications support; hence, the marines could not
legitimately object to sharing their airpower with the other services.
Above all, Westmoreland emphasized the need for unified control of
MACV'’s airpower given the intermingling of Army and Marine units
in I Corps, the creation of Provisional Corps, and the need to concen-
trate forces in situations like the defense of Khe Sanh. Under these
conditions, he told Wheeler, “the continuation of dual strike support
systems was operationally unacceptable” to him as “the responsible
commander in Vietnam.” Increasingly irritated at what he considered
the marines’ “parochial inflexibility,” Westmoreland declared in retro-
spect that single management was the only issue during his tenure at
MACYV over which he considered resigning.*

% Typical Marine arguments are in Marine Corps Brief for JCS, Single Management, 9 Apr
68, encl. 1 to CMC Green Ltr 4-68, CMC Green Ltr Book, 1968, MCHC; Msg, CG Il MAF to
COMUSMACY, 20 Feb 68, tab 72, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH; Msg, CG
III MAF to COMUSMACY, 22 Apr 68, in MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, p. 439. The detailed devel-
opment of the marines’ arguments and their campaign against single management can be followed
through the HQMC DC/S (Air) Single Manager File, Jan 68—15 Aug 70, MCHC.

% Phrases quoted are from Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 04266 and MAC 04367 to Wheeler, 29,
31 Mar 68, Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68, CMH. In same files, see Msgs, Westmoreland
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An F-4B Phantom of Marine Attack Squadron 542 completes
a bombing run on a heavily fortified enemy position.

When the issue reached the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Navy, Marine,
and—to Westmoreland’s disgust—the Army chiefs came out against
single management. All were reluctant to upset existing hard-won
roles and missions agreements, and they distrusted Air Force intentions
toward their own air arms. Only General John P. McConnell, the Air
Force chief of staff, along with General Wheeler, upheld Westmoreland.
Wheeler’s support came with qualifications. The chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff late in April advised the secretary of defense against
vetoing single management, on the premise that it was “militarily
unsound to dictate to responsible senior commanders of the level of
COMUSMACYV and . . . CINCPAC, how to organize their forces and
exercise command and control of them.” Wheeler added, however,
that single management in Vietnam should not be seen as a precedent
governing the future control of Marine air units. Instead, it was an

MAC 02674 to Wheeler, 25 Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 02771 to Sharp, 27 Feb 68; Westmoreland
MAC 04545 to Cushman, 5 Apr 68. Memo, Westmoreland for Wheeler, 24 Feb 68, sub: Single
Management . . . , tab 85. Both in Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. Seventh
Air Force views are summarized in MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 437-38. Westmoreland’s anger
at the marines is reflected in Soldier Reports, pp. 343-44.
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“expedient adopted to meet a situation imposed by the enemy,” which
Westmoreland “can and should” adjust as the situation changed.*

Even as Wheeler made his recommendation, circumstances com-
pelled General Westmoreland to modify the workings of single man-
agement. As the time for the first thirty-day review approached, it was
apparent that single management was slower and more cumbersome
than the old system in handling requests for ground force support
and had resulted in the Marine divisions receiving fewer tactical air
sorties—facts that III Marine Amphibious Force and the 1st Marine
Aircraft Wing documented in great detail. Admiral Sharp, increasingly
concerned about III MAF complaints on this point, early in May over
Westmoreland’s protests dispatched a CINCPAC team to Vietnam to
evaluate the system. The team, after consultation with all the concerned
commanders, essentially affirmed the validity of Marine criticisms of
single management’s workings. At the same time, General Wheeler also
expressed unease about single management’s reported unresponsive-
ness to ground commanders.*!

Before the CINCPAC team made its report, Westmoreland and
Momyer, under pressure from all sides, agreed to change single manage-
ment in practice to save it in principle. Following MACV commanders’
conferences on the subject on 2 and 8 May, Momyer, at Westmoreland’s
direction, developed a revised air strike request and control procedure
that went into effect later that month, after thorough review and
approval by Admiral Sharp. Under it, the Seventh Air Force allocated
large blocs of sorties weekly to each corps area commander, who then
could employ them as he saw fit. This meant in practice that III Marine
Amphibious Force regularly received back about 70 percent of the
Marine sorties it turned over to the Seventh Air Force. Other changes at
the same time enhanced the system’s speed and flexibility in respond-
ing to support requests from ground commanders. These alterations
alleviated Sharp’s and Wheeler’s concerns about single management,
though they did not fully satisfy the marines.*

40 Quotation is from Msg, Wheeler JCS 4560 to Westmoreland, 27 Apr 68, Westmoreland
Message files, Apr 68, CMH. In same files for Mar 68, see Msgs, Wheeler JCS 3422 and JCS 3562
to Westmoreland, 27 and 31 Mar 68. Msg, CMC to CG Fleet Marine Force, Pacific (FMFPAC),
26 Mar 68, McCutcheon folder, Memos for the Record, 1966-68; Ltr, McCutcheon to Brig Gen
Earl E. Anderson, USMC, and Maj Gen Norman J. Anderson, USMC, 9 Apr 68, box 20. Both in
McCutcheon Papers, MCHC. General Westmoreland later referred to General Johnson’s vote against
him as “an amazing thing.” See Interv, Maj Paul L. Miles, Jr, with William Westmoreland, 6 Mar 71,
Paul L. Miles Papers, MHI, p. 14.

4 Msg, National Military Command Center to COMUSMACY, 30 Mar 68, tab 64, Westmoreland
History file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68), CMH; Msg, CG FMFPAC to CMC, 3 May 68, HQMC Message
files, MCHC; Ltr, Hutch to McCutcheon, [May 68]; CINCPAC Evaluation Team, Draft Report, sub:
Single Management of Air Support, HQMC DC/S (Air) Single Manager File, Jan 68—15 Aug 70.
Both in MCHC. Msg, Wheeler JCS 5196 to Westmoreland info Sharp 13 May 68, Westmoreland
Message files, May 68, CMH; Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 2 May 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers,
Hoover Institution.

42 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 6075 and MAC 6343 to Sharp, 9 May 68, 15 May 68; Kerwin
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Not coincidentally, the Office of the Secretary of Defense issued
its final decision on single management only after these changes were
under way. On 15 May, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul H. Nitze, acting
for Secretary Clifford, endorsed Wheeler’s view that COMUSMACY, as
the unified commander on the scene, must be allowed to organize his
own forces as he deemed necessary to meet the threat. Nitze, how-
ever, also repeated Wheeler’s dictum that single management was not
a precedent for centralized control of airpower under “other combat
conditions”; and he declared further that MACV should “revert to
normal command arrangements for III MAF when the tactical situation
permits.” Taking note of Marine Corps complaints about the workings
of single management and of the changes MACV was making, Nitze
directed General Wheeler to continue to review “personally” the oper-
ation of the system and to determine, in conjunction with Sharp and
Westmoreland any additional revisions needed to “minimize delays
between requests for air support and their execution.”*3

Nitze’s ruling represented a partial victory for both sides.
Westmoreland and Momyer gained the principle, and to a degree the
reality, of centralized Seventh Air Force direction of fixed-wing airpower.
MACYV also ended the dual air control system in I Corps, an action that
even General Cushman acknowledged in retrospect had been necessary.
The marines, if only for doctrinal reasons, continued their campaign
for formal termination of single management. Nevertheless, under the
May revisions of the system and through later incremental changes,
they were assured of the availability of their airplanes to support their
own ground troops. Army forces throughout South Vietnam perhaps
benefited most from single management. The changes the Seventh Air
Force made in its strike request and control system to defuse III Marine
Amphibious Force complaints made the Air Force system work more
like that of the marines, ensuring Army division commanders highly
responsive close air support. As a result, the Army in Vietnam became
a strong defender of single management.**

to Westmoreland, Abrams, et al., 11 May 68; Sharp to Westmoreland info Momyer and Cushman,
11 May 68; Westmoreland MAC 6342 to Wheeler info Sharp, 15 May 68; Sharp to Wheeler info
Westmoreland, 25 May 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, May 68, CMH. Westmoreland
History Notes, 1-31 May 68, tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 32 (1-31 May 68), CMH; Msgs,
CG III MAF to CMC, 4 May 68; CG FMFPAC to CMC, 22 and 26 May 68. All in HQMC Message
files, MCHC.

4 Quotations are from Memo, Dep Sec Def Paul H. Nitze for CJCS, 15 May 68, sub: Opcon of
III MAF Aviation Assets, HQMC DC/S (Air) Single Manager File, Jan 68-15 Aug 70, MCHC; in
same file, see Memo, CJCS for Dep Sec Def, 15 May 68, sub: Single Management . . . , and Msg,
CJCS to CINCPAC and COMUSMACY, 20 May 68. Wheeler transmits Nitze’s ruling to Sharp and
Westmoreland in Msg, JCS 5378, 17 May 68, Westmoreland Message files, May 68, CMH. MACV
History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 439-40.

“ The marines’ continuing campaign against single management can be followed through the
HQMC DC/S (Air) Single Manager File, Jan 68—15 Aug 70 and HQMC Message files for the same pe-
riod, all in MCHC. Ltr, Cushman to McCutcheon, 10 Jul 70, box 12, McCutcheon Papers, MCHC, con-
tains the III Marine Amphibious Force commander’s acknowledgement of the need for air command
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By the time the single management controversy was resolved,
the question largely had lost its urgency. During March, the North
Vietnamese, battered by American airpower, gradually abandoned their
siege of Khe Sanh. Army units employing airmobile tactics and Marine
units advancing along Highway 9 linked up with the defenders on 6
April. Similarly, the Communist threat to overrun Quang Tri and Thua
Thien withered under allied counterattacks. Greater changes in the
war also were in progress. Generals Westmoreland and Momyer and
Admiral Sharp, three principals in the airpower controversy, were pre-
paring to end their tours at MACV, Seventh Air Force, and CINCPAC.
A partial cessation of the bombing of North Vietnam, ordered by
President Johnson on 31 March, reduced demands on MACV’s airpower
resources. When Secretary Nitze issued his ruling, the United States
and North Vietnam were preparing to begin peace negotiations. These
events stemmed largely from the political and psychological impact
of the Tet offensive in the United States, an impact MACV'’s actions
inadvertently intensified.*

Losing the Battle of Perceptions

Besides repairing physical damage and trying to recover the mili-
tary and pacification initiative in South Vietnam, MACV and the rest
of the U.S. mission struggled to counteract the psychological devasta-
tion the Tet offensive had inflicted in the United States. Of all their
post-Tet efforts, this one proved the least successful. The nationwide
Communist attacks, coming as they did after months of optimistic
reporting from MACV and the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, profoundly
shocked the American press, public, and government. The more than
600 reporters in South Vietnam, and their editors in the United States
and around the world, generally portrayed the offensive as a disastrous
allied defeat. Their stories emphasized the death, destruction, horror,
and confusion of the post-Tet fighting; their commentaries presented
the setback as probably irreversible and the war as unwinnable by the
United States.*¢

changes in I Corps. Brig Gen Henry W. Hise, USMC, Comments on Draft History of U.S. Marines
in Vietmam 1969, 3 Sep 86, Vietnam Comment File, MCHC; Ltr, McCutcheon to Lt Col C. G. Dahl,
USMC, 18 Jul 68, box 20, McCutcheon Papers, MCHC.

45 The relief of Khe Sanh is summarized in Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, pp. 164, 186—
87, and Shulimson et al., Marines in Vietnam, 1968, pp. 283-90. General Momyer’s replacement
is discussed in Msgs, McConnell to Westmoreland, 22 Apr 68, and Westmoreland MAC 05392 to
McConnell, 23 Apr 68, Westmoreland Message files, Apr 68, CMH.

46 General Wheeler expresses anxiety over the state of U.S. public opinion in Msg JCS 2721 to
Westmoreland and Sharp, 8 Mar 68, Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68, CMH. News media cover-
age of Tet is analyzed in great detail and its defeatism criticized in Peter Braestrup, Big Story: How
the American Press and Television Reported and Interpreted the Crisis of Tet 1968 in Vietnam and
Washington, 2 vols. (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press and Freedom House, 1977). The impact of the
offensive on both official and unofficial America is well summarized in Hammond, Military and the
Media, 1962—1968, chs. 15 and 16, and Oberdorfer, Tet! chs. 5 and 7.
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Among American officials and political leaders, the Tet crisis pro-
vided ajustification for long-term doubters to break with administration
policy; and it turned many supporters of the war into new doubters. A
flow of undigested, often alarmist, early reports from lower echelons
of MACV and the U.S. mission intensified official concern and under-
mined the credibility of General Westmoreland’s and Ambassador
Komer’s assessments. Reflecting the gloom of the time, the secretary of
defense’s systems analysis office, in its February Southeast Asia report,
pronounced that the offensive had “killed” the pacification program
“as currently conceived.”#’

From the first day of the offensive, General Westmoreland and
his senior staff worked to get their version of events over to the news
reporters in Saigon. Following his impromptu press conference at the
U.S. Embassy the morning of the thirty-first, Westmoreland held a
more extended formal session on 1 February. Thereafter, the MACV
commander, Ambassador Komer, and members of the senior staff met
frequently with reporters individually and in groups. General Chaisson
wrote to his wife on 2 March: “More reporters. Every day now I have
one. [Brig. Gen. Winant] Sidle [the MACV chief of information] is my
booking agent.” Besides trying to sell the press MACV’s assessment of
the offensive, the command also enforced more strictly its rules on
release of military information, especially concerning casualties and
damage from rocket and artillery bombardments, so as to deny the
enemy knowledge of the effects of their attacks. Westmoreland, as
had been his pre-Tet practice, used selected visitors to the command
as conduits for his views. Although the Defense Department curtailed
trips to South Vietnam in response to the enemy offensive, Generals
Wheeler and Westmoreland arranged for a previously scheduled visit
by retired General Bruce C. Clarke to go forward in hopes that Clarke
would “report his impressions in appropriate channels and media.” In a
new departure, Westmoreland, with Generals Chaisson and Davidson,
on 21 February briefed the assembled foreign ambassadors to Saigon
in order, as he put it, “to counter misimpressions based on rumors or
extreme press reports.”48

47 Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, p. 334, retrospectively claims the administration lost its nerve
after Tet. Low-level reporting is denounced in Memo, Komer for Bunker, 9 May 68, Bunker—Memos
to RWK (1967-68); quotation from Southeast Asia report is from Msg, Komer MAC 4188 to Alain
C. Enthoven, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Systems Analysis, 26 Mar 68, Backchannel file
(1967-68). Both in DepCORDS files, CMH. Other official expressions of pessimism about pacifica-
tion can be found in United States—Vietnam Relations, sec. 4.C.6.(c), pp. 26, 33.

4 Transcript, Gen Westmoreland’s Press Conference, 1 Feb 68, tab 3, Westmoreland
History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. Amb Komer’s Press Backgrounder, 24 Feb 68,
Chronological File: Komer (1968), DepCORDS files, CMH. Chaisson quotation is from
Ltr to Mrs. Chaisson, 2 Mar 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution. Information
control: Msgs, Sharp to Westmoreland info Wheeler, 24, 29 Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC
02766 to Sharp info Wheeler, 27 Feb 68; Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH;
visits: Msgs, Wheeler JCS 1304 and JCS 1315 to Sharp and Westmoreland, 3, 4 Feb
68 (quotation from latter message); Westmoreland MAC 01625 to Wheeler and Sharp,
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The tone of MACV'’s public relations became more restrained early
in March, as the result of guidance from newly installed Secretary of
Defense Clark Clifford. Concerned lest overoptimistic statements pro-
duce another public backlash if the enemy attacked again in force,
Clifford instructed the Military Assistance Command through General
Wheeler to be “conservative” in assessing the situation and avoid deni-
grating the enemy, forecasting his plans, and predicting allied victory.
The command instead should “express the view that there is tough
fighting ahead and that the enemy has residual capabilities not yet
committed”—a view Westmoreland had been expressing all along.
Westmoreland pointed out to Wheeler that he needed to maintain
an optimistic tone to keep up the morale of his own and the South
Vietnamese forces. Nevertheless, he privately passed Clifford’s instruc-
tions on to his staff and senior commanders.*’

Within the government, MACV and the U.S. Embassy used every
available channel to reassure their superiors in Washington that all was
far from lost in Vietnam and that the enemy was taking a severe beat-
ing. Yet their reports met much official skepticism. MACV'’s statistics
on enemy casualties, for example, came into question, especially as
the claimed number of enemy killed and wounded approached the
estimated total strength of the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Tet
attack force. After a review of unit reports by his inspector general,
Westmoreland defended the accuracy of MACV’s body counts. Enemy
sources that subsequently became available indicated that Communist
losses were indeed extremely high, 50 percent or more in some battal-
ions. Nevertheless, controversy and recrimination over the estimates
of enemy casualties and strength persisted within the government and
indeed within the MACYV J-2 section, where junior intelligence officers
continued to claim that the command was understating the enemy’s
numbers and overstating his losses.*°

After Tet, the Central Intelligence Agency revived its longstanding
order-of-battle controversy with MACV. In September of the previous

4 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. Final quotation is from
Westmoreland History Notes, 1-29 Feb 68, tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 29
(1-29 Feb 68), CMH.

4 Quotation is from Msg, Wheeler CJICS 2721 to Westmoreland and Sharp, 8 Mar 68; see also
CICS 2626, 5 Mar 68; Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 03280 to Wheeler info Sharp, 8 Mar 68; Sharp to
Wheeler info Westmoreland, 10 Mar 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68, CMH. Chaisson
Diary, 9 Mar 68, box 9, Chaisson Papers, Hoover Institution; Hammond, Military and the Media,
1962-1968, pp. 367-68.

3 Msg, Sharp to Westmoreland info Wheeler, 23 Mar 68, Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68, CMH;
and Memo, Komer for Bunker, 8 Apr 68, Chronological File, Komer (1968), DepCORDS files, CMH.
Casualties: MFR, Bryan, 3 Feb 68, sub: CIIB Meeting, 3 Feb 68, tab 17, Westmoreland History file no.
29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. Msgs, Wheeler JCS 1439 to Westmoreland and Sharp, 6 Feb 68; Westmoreland
MAC 01754 to Wheeler info Sharp, 7 Feb 68; Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68; Jones, War Without
Windows, ch. 17; Msg, COMUSMACY MAC 11551 to Address Indicator Group 7055, Director National
Security Agency (DIRNSA), et al., 24 Apr 68, tab 59, Westmoreland History file no. 31 (1-30 Apr 68);
and CIA Intelligence Information Report, 13 Aug 70. Both in CMH.
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year, after a lengthy and acrimonious controversy, the agency and
MACYV had reached a compromise on the Communist order of battle.
In the compromise, the CIA representatives agreed to delete from
the order of battle the 150,000 or so part-time Viet Cong self-defense
troops and to accept a strength of about 300,000 for the remaining
military categories. Many CIA analysts regarded this arrangement as a
sellout of their agency position, and they took the Tet offensive as an
occasion to renew the fight for what they considered to be the truth.
During February, the agency asserted (and leaked to the press) that the
Communist force in South Vietnam in fact numbered between 400,000
and 600,000 men, nearly double the earlier agreed-upon total. CIA
analysts added back into the order of battle the irregular categories ear-
lier excluded at the insistence of MACYV, claiming that those elements
had played a major role in the Tet assaults. The Military Assistance
Command and CINCPAC rejected this estimate on the same substan-
tive and public relations grounds they had used the previous year.
Westmoreland argued in addition that no members of the contested
enemy categories had been captured during the offensive and that the
enemy units contacted in the fighting all previously had been listed in
the MACV order of battle.>!

In contrast to the compromise reached in 1967, this time neither
side in the controversy was willing to alter its position for the sake of
presenting a public united front. In mid-April, an interagency order-of-
battle conference at CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia, ended in
deadlock, with the CIA and State Department supporting an estimate of
480,000-615,000, MACV and CINCPAC holding to 278,000-328,000,
and the Defense Intelligence Agency and the Joint Chiefs of Staff vainly
trying to promote a compromise. Early in May, the directors of the
CIA and Defense Intelligence Agency agreed not to publicize any new
enemy strength figures until interagency differences could be resolved.
At the same time, the Office of the Secretary of Defense launched a
review of the entire order-of-battle issue. Despite these efforts, the dis-
pute dragged on without resolution.>?

51 Memo, Enthoven for Sec Def, 26 Apr 68, sub: Differences in the Estimates of Enemy Forces in
SVN, CMH. Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 5301 to Sharp and Wheeler, 22 Apr 68; Sharp to Wheeler,
26 Apr 68. Both in Westmoreland Message files, Apr 68. Memo, Sidle for COMUSMACY, sub:
Release of 1st Quarter 1968 Enemy Strength Figures, 11 Apr 68, CMH, illustrates the public relations
element of the argument. For other views, see Davidson, Vietnam Secrets, pp. 51-53; and Graham
Interv, 30 Mar 82, sess. 1, p. 16, and 30 Jun 82, sess. 2, pp. 34-36. Cosmas, Years of Escalation,
1962—-1967, ch. 13, describes the 1967 debates.

52 Msgs, Davidson MAC 04572 to Westmoreland, 5 Apr 68; Wheeler JCS 4816 to Sharp and
Westmoreland, 4 May 68; Westmoreland MAC 06055 to Wheeler and Sharp, 9 May 68; Sharp to
Wheeler info Westmoreland, 11 May 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Apr—-May 68, CMH.
Memos, Thomas L. Hughes, Bureau of Intelligence Research for Sec State, 29 Apr 68, sub: Conflicting
MACY and CIA Assessments of Enemy Strength in South Vietnam; Enthoven for Sec Def, 26 Apr
68, sub: Differences in the Estimate of Enemy Forces in SVN; and Nitze for CJCS, 3 May 68, sub:
VC/NVA Order of Battle, and for Director CIA, 6 May 68, same sub; all in CMH.
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Well before the order-of-battle dispute reached its inconclusive
denouement, senior American officials in Vietnam realized that, all their
public and private efforts notwithstanding, they were losing the war of
perceptions. General Abrams, just returned from a trip to Washington,
told a MACV commanders’ conference on 31 March that “while the
enemy failed in RVN, he won in the U.S. This is manifested by the
loss in political support suffered by the President in recent weeks.” In
a memorandum to Ambassador Bunker soon thereafter, Robert Komer
was even more direct:

Despite our efforts, official Washington (not to mention the Congress and the public) has
totally misread the real situation here. Washington has focused on our own losses, not on
the enemy’s. It has been swayed far more by the press than by our own reporting. It has
counseled with its fears rather than its hopes. As a result, all too many see cutting our losses
as the only way out of a painful impasse. . . .%

Reinforcement Request and Policy Decision

The Military Assistance Command and the Joint Chiefs of Staff unin-
tentionally intensified the administration’s defeatist mood. They did
so by reopening during the Tet offensive the issue of further American
troop deployments to Vietnam and its companion question of mobiliz-
ing the reserves. In mid-1967, the administration, in its reinforcement
Program Five, in effect leveled off MACV’s American troop strength at
the highest point sustainable without a reserve call-up. In addition, by
year-end, President Johnson was well on the way to adopting a policy
of holding both ground force strength and the bombing of the north
at existing levels while gradually turning the fighting over to the South
Vietnamese. General Westmoreland accommodated himself to the
policy that he saw taking shape, expressing confidence that he could
accomplish his mission with the troops that he had and announcing his
intention to begin shifting the war’s burden to Saigon’s forces. However,
he continued to assert that with more men and broader authority to
attack the enemy’s Laotian and Cambodian bases and supply routes he
could prevail in much less time. General Wheeler and the Joint Chiefs
of Staff were even less satisfied with the Program Five decision. They
persisted in advocating a more aggressive strategy in Southeast Asia
and viewed with increasing dismay the effects of failure to mobilize for
the Vietnam War on America’s worldwide military posture.>*

3 Abrams quotation is from MFR, Chaisson, 5 Apr 68, sub: MACV Commanders’ Conference,
31 Mar 68, tab 68, Westmoreland History file no. 30 (1-31 Mar 68), CMH. Komer quotation is from
Memo for Bunker, 8 Apr 68, Chronological File: Komer (1968), DepCORDS files, CMH.

54 Earlier debates and decisions on reinforcements are recounted in Cosmas, Years of Escalation,
1962-1967, chs. 12 and 13.
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By early 1968, in General Wheeler’s view, the mobilization issue
had reached the crisis stage. Influenced by the apprehension that the
Tet offensive had created in Washington, the Joint Chiefs of Staff chair-
man viewed the situation in South Vietnam with less confidence than
did Westmoreland, Bunker, and Komer. Wheeler was even more pessi-
mistic about the ability of the American armed forces to deal with any
additional threats that might develop. In February 1968, the strategic
reserve in the United States consisted, aside from divisions earmarked
for NATO, only of the 82d Airborne Division and parts of two Marine
divisions and aircraft wings. All American forces, including those
deployed overseas, had been stripped of skilled specialists and subjected
to constant personnel turnover to sustain the units in South Vietnam,
with deleterious effects on combat readiness. Even with these sacrifices,
the services, especially the Army and the Marine Corps, could barely
maintain their strength in Vietnam; and they faced new demands for
men to replace heavy Tet casualties. From the Joint Chiefs’ viewpoint,
immediate mobilization was necessary to restore worldwide American
military strength. General Wheeler sought to use the Tet emergency to
bring it about.>

To do this, Wheeler needed a request from General Westmoreland
for substantial reinforcements. Such a request, however, was not imme-
diately forthcoming. Westmoreland was confident that he could defeat
the Tet offensive with the troops on hand and knew that he already
had or had been promised most of what the United States could pro-
vide without mobilization. Hence, he regarded further reinforcements
as desirable but not essential. His only major concern was the possibil-
ity that the South Koreans, if the Pueblo crisis worsened, might want to
withdraw their two divisions and marine brigade from South Vietnam,
which would require their replacement “man for man” with American
or other non-Vietnamese troops. Beyond his immediate situation, the
general knew that President Johnson wanted to top off the American
commitment and had publicly endorsed that position.>¢

Westmoreland’s immediate post-Tet requests were modest. On 3
February, in response to a presidential inquiry, he asked only for addi-
tional air transport squadrons and air drop equipment for resupply of
Khe Sanh; for accelerated issue of M16 rifles, M60 machine guns, and

55 Wheeler’s concerns are summarized in Herbert Y. Schandler, The Unmaking of a President:
Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1977), pp. 107-09. The
Army’s difficulties are summarized in Col Reamer Argo, Talking Paper, 12 Aug 69, sub: The World
Situation Dec 67-Feb 68 vs the U.S. Army’s Capability to React, tab 94, Westmoreland History file
no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. The problem of casualties and replacements is addressed in Msg, Palmer
ARV 393 to Gen Johnson, 16 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH.

% Quotation is from Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01599 to Sharp info Wheeler et al., 4 Feb 68;
see also Msgs, Sharp to Wheeler et al., 31 Jan 68; Westmoreland Message files, Jan—Feb 68, CMH.
Westmoreland outlines his tactical and strategic concerns in paper, “The Origins of the Post-Tet 1968
Plans for Additional Forces in RVN,” 18 Apr 70, passim, copy in CMH. See also Westmoreland,
Soldier Reports, pp. 352-53.
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mortars to the South Vietnamese Army; for replacement helicopters
and reconnaissance aircraft; and for early shipment of a Navy Seabee
battalion already part of Program Five. He also urged the administra-
tion to do its utmost to prevent any Korean withdrawals and to speed
up negotiations with Seoul, begun before Tet, for an additional Korean
light infantry division. Finally, in a supplementary message on the
seventh, Westmoreland suggested that the administration reduce or
slow down the effort, initiated under Program Five, to replace 12,000
military logistic personnel with Vietnamese civilians. He claimed that
the Tet offensive had demonstrated that local workers could not be
relied upon in emergencies, such as the Viet Cong attacks on the cities
and American bases.>’

With Westmoreland slow to request additional troops, General
Wheeler took the initiative. Besides moving immediately to meet
Westmoreland'’s equipment requirements, Wheeler on 8 February, via
a personal backchannel message, asked the field commander: “Do you
need reinforcements?” Wheeler told Westmoreland that the admin-
istration could provide the bulk of the remaining national reserve,
namely the 82d Airborne Division and about half a Marine division. He
also declared that if Westmoreland considered reinforcements “impera-
tive,” he “should not be bound by earlier agreements.” “In summary, if
you need more troops, ask for them.” Reinforcing Wheeler’s question,
Admiral Sharp at about the same time suggested to Westmoreland that
this might be an opportune moment to ask for additional men and
equipment. Both Wheeler and Sharp directed Westmoreland to keep
his replies within the backchannel, presumably to allow orchestration
of the military’s approach to the president and secretary of defense.®

On 8 February, responding to these proddings from his superiors,
General Westmoreland submitted both a short-range reinforcement
request and a statement of possible additional requirements, over and
above Program Five, for the rest of 1968. He asked that the 82d Airborne
Division and the Marine division be prepared for deployment in the
unlikely but possible event of the fall of Khe Sanh or other important
positions in northern I Corps, which would require MACV to counter-
attack to regain the lost ground. To ease the strain on allied logistics
in the area, Westmoreland suggested that the units, if deployed, come

57 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 01586 and MAC 01717, to Wheeler info Sharp, 3 Feb 68 and 7 Feb
68, Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. Negotiations between Washington and Seoul about
the light infantry division are summarized in MACYV History, 1968, vol. 1, pp. 346—47. See ibid., vol.
1, pp. 228-29, for background on civilianization.

8 Schandler, Unmaking of a President, pp. 95-99, emphasizes Wheeler’s role in eliciting rein-
forcement requests from MACV. Quotation is from Msg, Wheeler JCS 01529 to Westmoreland info
Sharp, 8 Feb 68; see also JCS 01303 (same addressees), 3 Feb 68; Sharp to Westmoreland, 5 Feb
68; and Westmoreland MAC 01718 to Sharp, 7 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68,
CMH.
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in over the beach near Quang Tri City in April when weather and sea
conditions would permit such an operation.>

In a second message, Westmoreland furnished Wheeler a prelimi-
nary list of “the additional resources required in the coming year if we
are to achieve our national purpose in South Vietnam,” predicated “on
the assumption that the 525,000 force structure ceiling will be lifted.”
Westmoreland accorded “number one priority” in this list to provide
still more equipment for the South Vietnamese armed forces, including
helicopters and armored personnel carriers, to accelerate their mod-
ernization so that they could assume “a greater share of the burden of
defeating the enemy.” Next in importance came securing the Korean
light infantry division or a U.S. equivalent for deployment in northern
IT Corps and early dispatch of the remaining Program Five forces, fol-
lowed by mention of the need for another jet airfield near Hue and
Phu Bai. Turning finally to “restoration of items eliminated by the
525,000 force structure ceiling,” Westmoreland stated a requirement
for an additional American infantry division “particularly if operations
in Laos are authorized,” a four-battalion engineer group to help with
post-Tet reconstruction, enough helicopter units to convert one of his
infantry divisions into a second airmobile division, more air transport
and fighter squadrons, and vessels to expand the Mobile Riverine Force
that operated in the Mekong Delta. He also repeated his request for
reduction of the civilianization program.®

These requests were still not immediate and urgent enough for
Wheeler’s purposes. Observing that the administration could handle
only one major problem at a time, the Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman
on 9 February instructed Westmoreland to delay formal submission of
his supplementary program until early March and concentrate instead
on “your immediate requirements stemming from the present situa-
tion in South Vietnam.” Wheeler made clear to Westmoreland that the
immediate requirement should be for the earliest possible deployment
of the 82d Airborne Division and the marines to insure against the
chance that the South Vietnamese Army might “falter here and there”
and to “assist in defense or pursuit operations.” He concluded:

Please understand I am not trying to sell you on the deployment of additional forces which
in any event I cannot guarantee, and I do not want to minimize the problems which would
be encountered and the difficulties of all kinds associated with such a decision. However,
my sensing is that the critical phase of the war is upon us, and I do not believe that you
should refrain from asking for what you believe is required under the circumstances.®'

% Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01810 to Sharp and Wheeler, 8 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Feb 68, CMH. Westmoreland, “Additional Forces,” pp. 3-9, CMH, retrospectively summarizes
the rationale for this request.

0 Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01812 to Wheeler info Sharp, 8 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Feb 68, CMH; Westmoreland, “Additional Forces,” pp. 11-16.

1 Msgs, Wheeler JCS 01589 and JCS 01590 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 9 Feb 68, Westmoreland
Message files, Feb 68, CMH.
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Responding to Wheeler’s guidance, Westmoreland promptly
deferred his longer range request and asked for immediate dispatch of
elements of the 82d Airborne Division and part of a Marine division.
This request itself required careful shaping by General Wheeler. In a
series of exchanges with Sharp and Westmoreland, Wheeler between 9
and 12 February guided the MACV commander from a statement that
he would “welcome” additional troops to a “firm request” for immedi-
ate dispatch to I Corps of a brigade of the 82d Airborne Division and
a Marine regimental landing team (roughly equivalent in size to an
Army brigade), a total reinforcement of about 10,500 troops. He asked
that the remainder of the 82d Airborne Division and of a Marine divi-
sion be prepared for possible later deployment.®?

With an “emergency” reinforcement request from Westmoreland at
last in hand, Wheeler then led the Joint Chiefs of Staff in a paradoxi-
cal maneuver aimed at forcing a reserve call-up. On 12 February, the
Joint Chiefs warned McNamara, then in his last days as defense secre-
tary, that dispatch of the additional troops would dangerously deplete
the United States’ combat-ready strategic reserve. The Joint Chiefs
suggested that the emergency deployment be “deferred at this time,”
although the 82d Airborne Division and two-thirds of a Marine divi-
sion and air wing should be prepared for possible later movement to
Vietnam. They urged in addition that any further deployments to South
Vietnam be compensated for by an equivalent or larger mobilization of
reserves and by an extension of active-duty terms of service, for both
of which the administration immediately should seek congressional
authorization. The Joint Chiefs thus linked the supposed urgent need
for more troops in Vietnam to the rebuilding of the strategic reserve so
as to push the president into precisely what he so long had avoided: a
national mobilization.®?

President Johnson declined to be pressured. On 12 February, at a
White House meeting with his senior civilian and military advisers,
Johnson directed the dispatch to Vietnam of Westmoreland’s emer-
gency reinforcements. At the same time, the president, at Secretary
McNamara’s recommendation, postponed a decision on calling the
reserves and directed further Defense Department study of the issue.
Wheeler’s maneuvering had resulted to this point only in further
reduction of the already inadequate strategic reserve.®

2 Msgs, Wheeler to Westmoreland info Sharp, JCS 01633, JCS 01691, and JCS 01695, 9, 11,
12 Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 01849, MAC 01858, and MAC 01975 to Wheeler and Sharp, 9, 12
Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 01924 and MAC 02018 to Wheeler info Sharp, 11, 12 Feb 68; Sharp
to Wheeler info Westmoreland et al., 10, 11, 12 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68,
CMH.

% The JCS recommendation is reproduced in United States—Vietnam Relations, sec. 4.C.6.(c), pp.
2-6. See also Schandler, Unmaking of a President, pp. 99-101.

 United States—Vietnam Relations, sec. 4.C.6.(c), p. 6; Schandler, Unmaking of a President, p.
101; Msg, Wheeler JCS 1725 to Sharp and Westmoreland, 12 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message files,
Feb 68, CMH.
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Deployment of the reinforcements went forward without delay.
Air and sea movement of the 3d Brigade, 82d Airborne Division, and
the 27th Marine Regimental Landing Team began on 14 February and
was completed by the end of the month. The 27th Marine Regimental
Landing Team bolstered defenses south of Da Nang and freed other
III MAF units to reopen Hai Van Pass. The 82d Airborne Division’s
brigade, after assembling at Chu Lai, moved to Phu Bai to round out
the 101st Airborne Division, which had left one of its brigades behind
in IIT Corps when it moved north. Reflecting the parlous state of the
nation’s strategic reserve, the new units entered Vietnam in what
General Westmoreland described as “marginal shape.” For example,
the 3d Brigade had been hastily brought up to strength by reducing the
other two brigades of its parent division almost to cadre level. Although
containing a large contingent of Vietnam veterans, the brigade had to
undergo a shakedown period, a period of refresher training and other
preparations, at Chu Lai before it could enter combat.

With the “emergency” reinforcement question decided, President
Johnson, faced with continued agitation from the Joint Chiefs for a
reserve call-up, sent General Wheeler to South Vietnam to assess the
longer term military requirements. The Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman
arrived in Saigon on 23 February with minimal public fanfare, accom-
panied by Philip C. Habib of the State Department, Maj. Gen. William
E. DePuy, the chairman’s assistant for counterinsurgency, and a small
staff. Wheeler’s purpose, he told General Westmoreland, was to “get a
comprehensive view of where we stand today,” including results of the
Tet offensive, the state of friendly and enemy forces, and the capabil-
ity of MACV’s combined forces to accomplish their basic tasks under
current conditions. The administration, Wheeler declared, “must face
up to some hard decisions in the near future regarding the possibility
of providing you additional troops, recouping our strategic reserves in
CONUS [continental United States], and obtaining the necessary leg-
islative support in terms of money and authorities.” He implied that
President Johnson and Secretary McNamara would base those decisions
largely on his findings.%¢

% Sharp and Westmoreland, Report, p. 184. Quotation is from Westmoreland History Notes,
1-29 Feb 68, tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH. Msgs, Abrams PHB
083 to Cushman info Westmoreland, 16 Feb 68; Abrams PHB 046 to Westmoreland, 13 Feb 68; Lt
Gen Robert H. York, CG XVIII Abn Corps, BRG 158 to Westmoreland, 19 Feb 68; Westmoreland
MAC 02454 to York, 21 Feb 68. All in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. The 27th Marine
Regimental Landing Team’s deployment problems are described in Shulimson et al., Marines in
Vietnam, 1968, pp. 572-74.

% JCS pressure for mobilization is covered in United States—Vietnam Relations, sec. 4.C.6.(c),
pp. 612 and Schandler, Unmaking of a President, pp. 102-03. Quotations are from Msg, Wheeler
JCS 1974 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 17 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. In
same file, see Msgs, Wheeler JCS 1695, JCS 02087, and JCS 02113 to Westmoreland info Sharp, 12,
21 Feb 68; Westmoreland MAC 02018, MAC 02381, and MAC 02512 to Wheeler info Sharp, 12,
20, 22 Feb 68.
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Wheeler’s visit was brief and informal, infused with a sense of
urgency. The Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman, recovering from a severe
heart attack suffered the previous year, seemed to Westmoreland and
others at MACV to be haggard, nervous, and close to exhaustion, his
view of the Vietnam situation heavily colored by Washington and
media pessimism. On the night of his arrival, a Communist rocket
fell near Wheeler’s Saigon lodgings, inducing him to move in with
General Westmoreland who was still living at MACV headquarters.
At Wheeler’s request, MACV during his two-day visit dispensed with
much of the customary ritual of formal briefings and trips around the
country. Except for a flight to Da Nang to meet with Generals Abrams
and Cushman, Wheeler and his entourage spent all their time in Saigon
conferring with General Westmoreland, his senior commanders and
staff, and President Thieu, Vice President Ky, and General Vien.®’

The discussions centered on development of a large reinforcement
request intended to serve several purposes. The request would provide
MACYV with reserves to counter a possible second wave of nationwide
Communist attacks. It would make available troops for what General
Westmoreland hoped would be expanded, more decisive operations in
Southeast Asia. Finally, the request would advance General Wheeler’s
purpose of strengthening the national reserve. According to General
Chaisson, who accompanied Wheeler and Westmoreland on their trip
to Da Nang, the Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman emphasized that “we
have to mobilize to handle long term small wars . . . and multiple con-
tingencies” and declared that “the President must act or we are all in
trouble.” Westmoreland, for his part, “wants what he thinks he needs;
no more discount jobs.” The two generals agreed to request forces
adequate for the worst contingency: complete collapse of the South
Vietnamese Army, a renewed and expanded enemy offensive, and a
South Korean pullout from Vietnam. They also agreed to request forces
for the best contingency: continued South Vietnamese stability and
military improvement plus authorization for ground attacks on the Ho
Chi Minh Trail, the Laotian and Cambodian sanctuaries, and enemy
bases in North Vietnam above the Demilitarized Zone. Both generals
believed that the administration, in the crisis atmosphere created by
Tet, would be receptive to proposals for such actions, especially with
Clark Clifford, a man of supposedly hawkish views on the war, due to
replace the de-escalation-minded McNamara as secretary of defense.
Each for his own reasons, the two commanders wanted what General

7 Msgs, Westmoreland MAC 02366 to Wheeler info Sharp, 19 Feb 68; Wheeler JCS 2024 to
Westmoreland info Sharp, 19 Feb 68. Both in Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH. Msg,
Kerwin to Abrams, Komer, Momyer, et al., 22 Feb 68, Abrams Papers, CMH. For atmosphere and
incidents of visit, see Westmoreland, Soldier Reports, p. 354; Davidson, Vietnam at War, pp. 501-02;
Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, p. 68; Westmoreland History Notes, 1-29 Feb 68,
tab 1, Westmoreland History file no. 29 (1-29 Feb 68), CMH; Interv, LBJL with Earle G. Wheeler, 7
May 70, pp. 2-3 (hereafter cited as Wheeler Interv).
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Westmoreland later called “reserves in the rack,” and they designed
their reinforcement plan to obtain them.%®

In its details, the troop request was a hasty improvisation. It had
some basis in MACV’s 8 February supplemental requirement for 1968,
which had called for two additional divisions and many support units,
and in lists from the component commands of troops needed to fill out
Program Five and support the emergency reinforcements. Beyond these
specifics, however, the request appears to have been based more on the
need to come up with a certain overall number rather than a careful
unit-by-unit justification. According to General Davidson, the MACV
chief of intelligence, “the staff was just getting together two hundred
thousand troops; for what they were going to be used I don’t think
even the Chief [of Staff] knew. . . . There wasn’t any great foresight to
it.” In contrast to the usual procedure with reinforcement requests,
this one was developed without consultation with Admiral Sharp;
although General Westmoreland on the twenty-fifth, after the end of
the meetings with Wheeler and his group, sent an officer to Honolulu
to brief CINCPAC on the proposal. On his way back to Washington,
Wheeler discussed the plan at length with Sharp during a stopover in
Honolulu.*

The troop request, as outlined in General Wheeler’s trip report,
which he and General DePuy drafted en route to Honolulu, added
up to 206,700 men over and above Program Five and the brigade and
regimental landing team dispatched in February. These forces were to
be deployed in three packages. The first, dubbed Immediate, Priority
One, consisted of a brigade of the 5th Infantry Division (Mechanized),
the Sth Marine Division less one regimental landing team, an Army
armored cavalry regiment,’® eight Air Force tactical fighter squadrons
(three previously part of Program Five), and various support units, all
to reach Vietnam before 1 May 1968. The second package, Immediate,
Priority Two, to arrive in Vietnam by 1 September, was built around

% Quotations are from Ltr, Chaisson to Mrs Chaisson, 26 Feb 68, box 7, Chaisson Papers, Hoover
Institution. See also Schandler, Unmaking of a President, pp. 109-11; Wheeler Interv, 7 May 70,
pp- 3-6. Westmoreland retrospectively explains his thinking in “Additional Forces,” pp. 17-20, 22.
“In the rack” phrase is taken from Interv, Charles B. MacDonald with Gen William Westmoreland,
19 Feb 73, in MacDonald Notes, CMH. Westmoreland’s continued interest in operations in Laos
and Cambodia is indicated in Msg, Westmoreland MAC 2962 to Wheeler info Sharp, 2 Mar 68,
Westmoreland Message files, Mar 68, CMH.

% Memo, Lt Cdr B. A. Robbins, III, for Commander, Naval Forces, Vietnam (COMNAVFORYV),
22 Feb 68 sub: Additional Force Requirements, Ltr Chronological File, Jan—Mar 68, box 471,
COMNAVFORYV Records, Naval Historical Center (NHC), Washington, D.C.; MACV History, 1968,
vol. 1, pp. 225-26; Davidson Interv, 30 Mar and 30 Jun 82, sess. 1, pp. 65-68; quotation is from pp.
67-68. Wheeler Interv, 7 May 70, pp. 6-7; Sharp Interv, 19 Feb 71, pp. 587-88; Msg, Westmoreland
MAC 2658 to Sharp, 25 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message files, Feb 68, CMH.

0 Westmoreland, after consultation with General Abrams, decided to ask for an Army mecha-
nized division instead of the 82d Airborne Division, because the mechanized unit would add mobility
and firepower in northern I Corps without further straining MACV’s limited helicopter resources.
Msg, Kerwin MAC 2629 to Abrams, 24 Feb 68, Abrams Papers, CMH.
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the remainder of the 5th Infantry Division and four fighter squadrons.
It also would include the South Korean light division, if it could be
obtained. The third package, dubbed Follow-on, consisted of a U.S.
infantry division, three fighter squadrons, and more support units, to
be in Vietnam by the end of 1968. Wheeler and Westmoreland under-
stood that provision of these units would require a major activation of
reserves. According to General Palmer, the USARV deputy commander,
even with such a mobilization, the forces contemplated could not have
deployed before 1969 or even 1970, because the Army would have
encountered delays in procuring necessary equipment. Wheeler and
Westmoreland agreed between themselves that only the first package
definitely would go to Vietnam. The others were to deploy only if the
situation worsened or the president expanded the war; otherwise, they
would rebuild the strategic reserve in the United States.”!

In retrospect, General Westmoreland declared that, from his point
of view, this request was a “contingency plan,” not a demand per se for
the deployment of additional forces.” He considered it a statement of
“forces that would be required to accomplish approved military objec-
tives”—those of the expanded strategy he and Wheeler had discussed.
“In other words,” according to Westmoreland, “the requirements would
actually materialize only if certain objectives keyed to a new strategy were
approved.” For his part, Wheeler echoed Westmoreland’s characterization
of the proposal as a “contingency plan.” He declared that “the only firm
request that Westmoreland really made was for the first increment; the
second and third increments would have been deployed only on the deci-
sion of the President, in the light of circumstances that prevailed at that
time.” The administration, however, and eventually the American press
and public came to perceive the proposal in quite a different light.”

General Wheeler cabled his report ahead of him to Washington on
the twenty-seventh and the following day elaborated on it in person at a
White House meeting with President Johnson and his senior advisers. The
Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman’s report differed significantly in emphasis
from his discussions with General Westmoreland. Wheeler made no men-
tion of reconstitution of the national reserve or expanded operations in
Southeast Asia. Instead, he gave the impression that the Military Assistance
Command needed all 206,000 additional troops merely to defeat the
enemy offensive and to restore the allies’ pre-Tet position. Wheeler pic-
tured the enemy as damaged in the initial Tet attacks but recovering rap-

"I Wheeler’s proposal is reproduced in United States—Vietnam Relations, sec. 4.C.6.(c), pp. 12—
16 and summarized in Westmoreland, “Additional Forces,” p. 21. For its preparation, see Schandler,
Unmaking of a President, pp. 109-11; MACV History, 1968, vol. 1, p. 226. General Palmer’s com-
ments are in his USARV Exit Interview, reproduced in his 1975 Interv, p. 273.

2 Quotations are from Westmoreland, “Additional Forces,” pp. 21 and 23; and Wheeler Interv, 7
May 70, p. 9. Contemporaneous expressions of this view are lacking in the sources, but Westmoreland’s
8 February estimate of force requirements over and above Program Five has a similar contingent fla-
vor; see Msg, Westmoreland MAC 01812, to Wheeler info Sharp, 8 Feb 68, Westmoreland Message
files, Feb 68, CMH.
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idly and likely to renew his nationwide assaults in great force. The South
Vietnamese government and armed forces were holding on but shaken
physically and psychologically, largely driven from the countryside, and
of uncertain staying power. MACYV, with its U.S. units stretched thin pro-
tecting the cities, defending northern I Corps, and trying to revive paci-
fication, “does not have adequate forces at this time to resume the offen-
sive . . ., nor does it have adequate reserves against the contingency of
simultaneous large-scale enemy offensive action throughout the country.”
Wheeler thus rested his case for the huge reinforcement, and the reserve
mobilization it would require, entirely upon an alleged military crisis in
South Vietnam rather than the new contingencies and opportunities that
Westmoreland was contemplating. In fact, under the proposed schedule,
none of the reinforcements could have reached Vietnam in time to help
defeat a second enemy offensive if it followed soon upon the first. (The
enemy’s second wave actually came in early May and was weaker than the
Tet assault.)”?

Wheeler’s report struck the president and his advisers like the
proverbial bombshell. Some officials, notably Secretary of State Rusk,
were skeptical of the Joint Chief of Statf chairman’s basic premise: the
need for large reinforcements to cope with the Tet offensive. Most
were dismayed by Wheeler’s gloomy assessment of the Vietnam situa-
tion, as well as by the size of the troop request and the