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Foreword

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

EriN R. MaHAN
Chief Historian, OSD



Preface

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

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

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

* Galeazzo Ciano, The Ciano Diaries, 1939-43, 521, entry for 9 Sept. 1942. President Kennedy is quoted as
having made a similar remark in the wake of the Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961.
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exerted great influence far beyond the doors of the Pentagon. Both men were in-
volved, at presidential direction, in the major economic, diplomatic, domestic, and
political issues of the day. Both were closely involved with national and interna-
tional crises of the time. And, while both left their imprint on the Department of
Defense (DoD), without question McNamara’s legacy, both for good and for ill, is
the more enduring. McNamara’s long tenure made it so, but besides mere longevity
McNamara set DoD on a new course and made OSD the unquestioned authority
in the Pentagon.

The volume treats a wide variety of subjects from OSD’s perspective, many of
them overlapping. For those reasons, I have grouped chapters topically and con-
nected them with both the broad policy themes of the period and specific areas
where redundancy affected DoD decisions and policies. Chapter I sets the scene
by describing DoD’s senior leadership, OSD officials, and the workings of the De-
fense Department and the national security policymaking apparatus. The next eight
chapters treat Vietnam policy formulation and its effect on ground and air opera-
tions in Southeast Asia as well as DoD budget development because this financial
process was closely related to, indeed eventually dominated by, the far-away Asian
battlefields. Next follows a discussion of the turmoil on the home front, particularly
during 1967 and 1968, which frayed the national consensus over the war, race rela-
tions, and military service. OSD’s role in the Dominican Republic crisis of 1965 is
covered in chapter XI. Individual chapters on nuclear non-proliferation, strategic
arms control, and two on the North Atantic Treaty Organization (NATO) provide
the wider context for OSD’s often controversial decisions on strategic issues involv-
ing nuclear weapons initiatives and European allies. Chapter XV1 is devoted to the
Middle East War, 1967, while the succeeding chapter examines the fundamental
shifts in military assistance policy that occurred under McNamara. Chapter XVIII
relates the multiple crises of 1968 to Vietnam policy and budget considerations.
Chapter XIX evaluates the effects of the McNamara tenure on the U.S. military
establishment and the concluding chapter analyzes the performance of OSD and
the respective secretaries of defense during the period.

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

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

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

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

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

EpwaARD J. DREA
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CHAPTER |

MOVERS AND SHAKERS

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

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

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

1
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crisis in 1962, but Castro persisted in his energetic efforts to export communism
throughout Latin America, much to Washington’s concern. In a further act of defi-
ance the Cuban leader had cut off water supplies to the U.S. base at Guantanamo
in February 1964.

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

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

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

*
NOA is the sum of all new budget authority granted by Congress for a specific fiscal year.

TAlthough the Air Force reduced its number of combat air wings, it increased its aircraft inventory and the

number of combat air squadrons.
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DoD’s Senior Leadership

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The new office, assistant secretary of defense for systems analysis, had been
the comptroller’s former directorate of systems analysis. Upgraded and formally
chartered on 17 September, the office, under Alain C. Enthoven, produced ana-
lytical reports, cost estimates for forces and weapon systems, and special studies as
directed by the secretary. Just turned 35, Enthoven, by the fall of 1965 had already
emerged as a lightning rod for congressional and military discontent with OSD.
Providing the quantitative data that “proved” the cost-effectiveness and strategic
soundness of the secretary’s plans and decisions, Systems Analysis, in the words of
a McNamara aide, furnished the “numbers to back up his [McNamara’s] position.”
Attesting to Enthoven’s clout, one congressman labeled him “the most dangerous
man we have in Government today.”1?

Enthoven and his stable of “whiz kids,” exuding cocky assurance about the
objectivity and efficacy of their methodology, often ignored military expertise and
opinion, dismissing service dissent as a product of parochialism and resistance
to both civilian authority and change. Not given to compromise, they sought to
reshape programs through rational, quantifiable decisionmaking. But however sci-
entific and sophisticated the new methodology, it had its limitations and biases.
Critics pointed to subjective factors such as McNamara’s favoring missiles over
bombers and administration ceilings on troop strength that narrowed options and



MOVERS AND SHAKERS 7

rendered the number-crunching less independent and less objective than Enthoven
proclaimed. Further, rational analysis often clashed with empirical reality. Paul Ni-
tze, McNamara’s first assistant secretary for ISA and subsequently secretary of the
Navy and deputy secretary of defense, later declared that he had no confidence in
the organization because each analyst “saw himself as being the top strategist and
secretary of defense.” George Elsey, who served as special assistant to McNamara’s
successor Clark Clifford, complained that his boss would “never get an objective
view from present [Systems Analysis] Staff. All are emotionally bound to defend S.
A. as totally correct in a// it does.”!!

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

Much of the day-to-day management functions of the department fell to
the ASD (Administration), a position established on 1 July 1964 after McNa-
mara combined several separate administrative elements within OSD under Solis
Horwitz, a Harvard-trained lawyer, former counsel to Lyndon Johnson’s Senate
Defense Appropriations Subcommittee, and since 1961 director of Organization-
al and Management Planning in OSD. Beyond the functions it inherited, the
new office supervised development of improved managerial practices to promote
economy and eliminate duplication of effort. Additionally, Horwitz managed the
national communications system and a newly created (15 July 1964) inspection
service to conduct investigations within OSD, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and other
DoD components, including assessing the operational readiness and efficiency of
military units, previously an exclusive prerogative of the military.!3

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

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

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

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

Jack L. Stempler, assistant to the secretary of defense for legislative affairs,
occupied the position from 13 December 1965 to 4 January 1970, advising the
secretary and other top officials on congressional actions and issues relating to
DoD legislative programs. The office served as liaison with Congress, keeping it
informed on defense matters, replying to its inquiries and requests for informa-
tion, and scheduling DoD witnesses for hearings.!8

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

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

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

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

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

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

and mid-1967.

The Civilian-Military Divide

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

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

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

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

After holding important staff and command positions, General John P. Mc-
Connell headed the Air Force between February 1965 and July 1969. As deputy
commander of the European Command he had favorably impressed McNamara
and came recommended in 1964 by General Taylor, then chairman of the Joint
Chiefs. In mid-1964, the president interviewed McConnell before naming him
Air Force vice chief of staff with the understanding that he would succeed General
Curtis LeMay as chief of staff.26

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

General Wallace Greene served from 1 January 1964 to 31 December 1967
as commandant of the Marine Corps. A staff planner for operations in the Pacific
during World War II, Greene gained extensive high-level staff experience in the
postwar era. He chafed at the micromanagement of President Johnson and Mc-
Namara. Like his JCS colleagues he suspected that the OSD staff civilians would
dump Vietnam on the generals as they happily returned to private life “where they
can sit and kibitz and watch the JCS straighten out this mess.” The selection of his
successor, General Leonard E Chapman, Jr., proved complicated. In mid-August
1967, Greene recommended Chapman, the assistant commandant and preferred
choice of a majority of Marine generals. A few weeks later, however, Wheeler pro-
posed General Victor H. Krulak, and McNamara endorsed the selection. In mid-
September Nitze recommended Krulak to the president. Johnson procrastinated
over the conflicting advice; finally, in mid-December, he selected Chapman. Nei-
ther flamboyant nor political, the new commandant, a straightforward, common-
sense officer with a reputation as an effective manager, later said that the president
never regretted his decision.?8
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The five officers comprising the JCS in 1965 all possessed recognized staff
abilities, experience, and political savvy; they professed support for the reforms and
policies instituted by McNamara even as they often disagreed with the secretary.
Accustomed to following orders once a decision was reached, they promoted their
respective service interests by working within the system, keeping their frustrations
with DoD civilians private rather than airing them publicly.??

Despite the Chiefs' dutiful acquiescence and the long, constitutionally in-
grained tradition of military deference to civilian authority, in the view of some
Chiefs President Johnson had an innate distrust of the JCS and of the military gen-
erally. His guarded attitude toward the professional military mirrored McNamara’s
own misgivings. The defense secretary harbored special disdain toward the JCS as a
corporate body, later calling it “a miserable organization” intent on protecting indi-
vidual service interests and acting collegially only when expedient. The description
was severe but unfortunately not far from the mark in the 1960s, when, under
the pressure of tight budgets, interservice rivalry and competition even more than
usual hampered consensus. The Air Force clamored for a new advanced bomber
that the Army looked on as rendered obsolete by missiles; the Navy sought more
aircraft carriers, which the Army and Air Force believed had a limited role; and the
Army wanted more ground divisions, which the Air Force found archaic. Unsur-
prisingly, sharp differences surfaced also over what military options—both tactical
and strategic—to pursue in Vietnam.30

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The National Security Policymaking Apparatus
Over the course of his presidency (1963-1969), Johnson met with the Na-

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

On the subject that mattered most, Vietnam, neither the White House nor
DoD followed a smoothly integrated policymaking process. The exclusion of the
JCS from key OSD and White House deliberations, particularly during 1965,
marginalized a principal stakeholder and knowledge base. McNamara did meet
with the Joint Chiefs weekly, but by mid-September 1965 Wheeler had concluded
that the last few meetings were not only “sterile,” but had degenerated almost to
the point where McNamara appeared to be hazing the military officers. To im-
prove communication, Wheeler initiated regular Monday afternoon executive ses-
sions between the Chiefs and the secretary, but by mid-1967 these too had become
increasingly infrequent and somewhat pro forma affairs.40

* Kennedy met with the NSC 15 times during his first six months in office and about once a month thereafter
for a total of 49 meetings.
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McNamara’s departmental staff meetings began as occasions to exchange
ideas, provide guidance, and shape Pentagon policy. By late 1964 the meetings, at-
tended by the secretary, his deputy, the JCS, service secretaries, assistant secretaries
of defense, and military assistants to the secretary, had become more sporadic and
usually involved single-issue briefings related to long-term service-related interests,
not current policy concerns. No meetings occurred, for example, from 21 June
through 6 September 1965, arguably the period during which the administration
made its most fateful decisions on Vietnam. True, McNamara would still occa-
sionally use the gathering to assign responsibilities, perhaps most notably in early
December 1965 regarding Vietnam projects after his November visit there and
again in mid-February 1966 after a major conference in Honolulu.” In between,
the conferees heard a discussion on naval mine warfare. The usual agenda included
a set briefing about such varied topics as the military sales program (21 November
1966), spending for Defense research (24 October 1966), Navy pilot requirements
(17 October 1966), and DoD space programs (12 December 1966),4! important
issues but not crucial. After succeeding McNamara as secretary of defense on 1
March 1968, Clifford rejuvenated the staff meeting to encompass a substantive
exchange of opinions, guidance, and information more focused on matters of im-
mediate DoD concern requiring resolution.

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

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

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

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



MOVERS AND SHAKERS 17

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

The so-called Tuesday luncheon at the White House, the epitome of this high-
ly personalized and makeshift policy process, did not necessarily meet either on
Tuesday or over lunch. The luncheons began in February 1964, met periodically to
March 1965, and then became routine through the summer months. They lapsed
during the fall of 1965, resumed sporadically between January and May 1966,
then met regularly through October. Dropped again, the luncheons recommenced
in January 1967, occurring regularly until Johnson left office two years later. Hav-
ing used a similar luncheon format as Senate majority leader to manage affairs in
the upper house, Johnson adapted it to the White House. Attended mainly by the
president and his three top civilian advisers—McGeorge Bundy (after April 1966,
Walt W. Rostow), McNamara, and Secretary of State Dean Rusk—Johnson in
large part relied on these informal brainstorming sessions among his “inner circle”
to shape national security policy and manage the Vietnam War, particularly the
bombing campaign. As Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, Jr., commander of U.S. forces
in the Pacific (PACOM), acidly pointed out, “no professional military man, not
even the Chairman of the JCS, was present at these luncheons until late in 1967.”
Wheeler became a regular at the luncheons only in October of that year.44

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

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

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

McNamara always briefed Wheeler on the results of the luncheon delibera-
tions; sometimes he reported the outcome to the Joint Chiefs as a body. However,
when the president’s decision ran contrary to McNamaras advice, which he at
times had shared with the JCS in advance, he typically announced the result with-
out further elaboration, leaving the Chiefs in the dark as to how the recommended
position got changed and why.4” The secretary’s firm belief that the president was
entitled to confidentiality left even senior OSD staff members frustrated, much
like their JCS counterparts, because, according to Warnke, McNamara never told
them “what he said to the President or what the President said to him.” Frequent
discrepancies between McNamara’s public and private utterances added to the
general confusion. One critic complained there was McNamara’s public position,
his classified position, his personal views expressed privately to the president, his
views disclosed to friendly journalists, his position with peers, “his daytime views
as war manager at the Pentagon, and his nighttime views” with the Kennedys or
Washington society.48

Mastering the Pentagon

Whatever clarity or coordination the overall policymaking process lacked,
once a decision was made, McNamara took pains to enforce unanimity within
DoD. He strove to ensure that “there would be no way that the press or anybody
else could drive a wedge between the President and me.” McNamara believed that
indications of policy disagreement at the top level, particularly in writing, could
“be disastrous.” For example, should discussions about a draft memorandum be
leaked, “you would have evidence of conflict in the upper echelons of the adminis-
tration and it would reduce the effectiveness of the administration.”4?

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

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

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

Although too detailed for presidential use—“completely useless for the Presi-
dent’s purposes in view of their length and complexity,” as one top NSC staffer
wrote—DPMs were more than guidance for DoD agencies. The standard DPMs
served as the basis for McNamara’s lengthy annual January statement to Congress
on the world situation as it related to DoD’s budget request and his projection of
costs over the next five years. This annual statement, usually prepared by Henry
Glass, was popularly known as the Posture Statement, although McNamara did
not like the term and would not use it. On Vietnam, as well as the antiballistic
missile program, NATO, and other major policy issues, McNamara often commu-
nicated directly with the president through “out-of-cycle” memoranda—ultrasen-
sitive DPMs seen by only a small handful of people, and very occasionally by only
McNamara and the president.>3

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

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



CHAPTER II

VIETNAM:
EscAarLaTiION WITHOUT MOBILIZATION

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

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

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

21
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their attention to Vietnam, Johnson, McNamara, Rusk, and others in the civilian
leadership were distracted by other matters of importance. Johnson in particular
was engaged in fashioning and securing approval of his Great Society vision, to
which he gave as much priority as the national security challenge.

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

Pondering Escalation

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* General Johnson’s group included McNaughton and Goodpaster, who had been part of Bundy’s inspection
team of the previous month, as well as U.S. Information Agency Director Carl Rowan. They left Washington
on 3 March, arrived in Vietnam on 5 March and departed on the 12th, and arrived back in Washington on the
14th. (Ed note, FRUS 1964-68, 11:395-96.)
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McNamara’s trusted aide, John McNaughton, returned to Washington on 9
March, ahead of the rest of General Johnson’s team, in a gloomy, even defeatist,
mood. Before his departure McNaughton had looked on the ground war as a large-
ly Vietnamese affair to be augmented by American air support within South Viet-
nam; a few U.S. ground troops plus sea and air patrols to seal Vietnam’s coastline
and rivers, combined with psychological operations, would serve to hamper VC
effectiveness. The “grim prognosis” he heard in Vietnam, particularly at MACV
headquarters, however, changed McNaughton’s views. He now proposed three al-
ternatives: pressure the North; sustain the South, which would require “lots of
U.S. and if poss[ible] Allied troops”; or “get out with limited humiliation.” Invited
to attend the 9 March Tuesday luncheon, McNaughton repeated his assessment,
causing the president, after much discussion, to remark, “I'd much prefer to stay in
SVN—but after 15 mo[nths] we all agree we have to do more.”10

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

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

The next day, 15 March, McNamara’s disinclination to do so notwithstand-
ing, the president brought the Joint Chiefs to the White House to make certain
they did not “feel left out” of the process. He carefully reviewed General John-
son’s report with the JCS, McNamara, and Deputy Secretary Vance, after which
he approved “in principle” the general’s 21 measures but withheld an immediate
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decision on the proposed large-scale combat division deployments. Marine Corps
Commandant Greene described the president as “‘desperate’ to do something in
South Vietnam.”13

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

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

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

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

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

At the meeting, the president agreed to the deployment of approximately
20,000 logistical troops plus the additional marines and the authorization for U.S.
ground forces to participate in offensive counterinsurgency operations in South
Vietnam, thus allowing them to engage officially in a shooting war. The next day
the NSC was briefed on these decisions, ones that significantly altered the mission
of U.S. ground forces, but was not asked to affirm them. NSAM No. 328, 6 April,
codified the policy but, at the president’s insistence, minimized “any appearance of
sudden changes in policy.”2°

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

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

In this, as he later lamented, McNamara failed. His aggressive management
style, his passion for personal scrutiny of projects, and his proclivity to “concen-
trate on what could be quantified” immersed him in day-to-day details better left
to others and left him little time to ponder an effective strategy or long-term plan
for the forces required to carry it out. Still, in his view, everything had a solution.
“If we can learn how to analyze this thing,” he said of Vietnam, “we’ll solve it.”
To that end he marshaled a dazzling array of facts and figures that only tended to
obscure the larger issues. Unfortunately the president’s policymaking style exacer-
bated the defense secretary’s own blind spots. Instead of developing a coordinative
national strategy to inform and integrate the administration’s diplomatic, political,
military, and economic policies in Vietnam, Johnson compartmentalized the cat-
egories, held off making decisions as long as he could, and frequently changed his
mind after apparently deciding on a course of action. As late as September 1966,
White House Press Secretary Bill D. Moyers warned Johnson that though now at
war in Vietnam, “the Government is not really organized for war”; consequently it
was “fighting a war on a part-time basis.”?3

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

On the eve of McNamara’s departure for Honolulu, the Joint Chiefs gave the
secretary a deployment proposal in answer to his 5 April request. It was based
largely on a CINCPAC plan for a three-division force, plus the 173d Airborne Bri-
gade, to execute a four-stage operation: (1) securing coastal enclaves; (2) conduct-
ing offensive operations from the enclaves; (3) securing highland (inland) bases;
and (4) launching offensive operations from the inland bases. The secretary was
unenthusiastic about committing that many troops even though he had originally
suggested a two- or three-division basis for the study.30
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Two executive sessions held on 20 April in Honolulu aired fundamental dis-
agreements between the participants. The military wanted two divisions and two
brigades dispatched to Vietnam. The civilians, while accepting the need for re-
inforcements, generally opposed committing the two divisions. Taylor found his
position opposing large-scale combat troop deployments generally untenable,
undermined by South Vietnamese military incompetence. The participants com-
promised by proposing the two-brigade Army deployment plus three additional
Marine battalions, less than half the Joint Chiefs’ recommendation, plus numer-
ous logistics support units. McNamara reported to the president that all conferees
had agreed that another 48,000 U.S. service personnel should be deployed, raising
the total in Vietnam to 82,000, with still more to follow, if needed.” He advised
Johnson to notify congressional leaders of the contemplated deployments and the
changed mission of U.S. forces and indicated that it might take at least six months
and perhaps a year or two to demonstrate VC failure in the South. The compro-
mise at Honolulu served to defer consideration of comprehensive future military
requirements in favor of providing forces immediately to avoid defeat.3!

At a White House meeting on 21 April the president listened to the pros and
cons of McNamaras proposals for reinforcements. Several participants voiced
skepticism. Under Secretary of State George W. Ball vigorously favored negotia-
tion over military escalation; McGeorge Bundy wanted assessment of likely Soviet
and Chinese reactions to large ground deployments; Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) Director John A. McCone, not a favorite of the president and due to leave
office the following week, feared the incremental deployments “would drift into a
combat situation where victory would be dubious and from which we could not
extricate ourselves.” Later that day in an interdepartmental intelligence report Mc-
Cone warned that U.S. troops might get bogged down in Vietnam; on the other
hand “intervention and military success” might convince the communists to opt
for a temporary political settlement.3?

The president made no decision, but the next day Rusk notified Taylor that
Johnson was “inclined” to approve the deployments and, at the president’s direc-
tion, added that the administration did not intend to publicize the entire program
but rather to “announce individual deployments at appropriate times.” This ap-
proach established a pattern of behavior about troop deployments that persisted
throughout Johnson’s tenure. First, formal military requests were severely pared or
ignored when initially submitted, then eventually got fulfilled in piecemeal incre-
ments. Second, by not releasing news of the latest reinforcement, apparently to
avoid public debate that might prove detrimental to his Great Society objectives,
Johnson withheld from the American people information about the scope of his
Vietnam commitment.33

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

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

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

McNaughton found the 30 April numbers proposed by the JCS, adding 56,000
to the 82,000 figure agreed on in Honolulu, far in excess. He advised McNamara
to scale them back and approve the JCS proposal solely for planning purposes. On
15 May McNamara notified the Chiefs that there would be “continuing high-level
deliberations” on the matter. Meanwhile, on 30 April the president approved the
pending deployment of the Army brigade and three Marine battalions after Taylor
assured him that the South Vietnamese prime minister agreed to the introduction
of more U.S. forces.3¢

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

On 11 May the Viet Cong launched the long predicted general offensive to
split South Vietnam in half. The incompetence of Army of the Republic of South
Vietnam (ARVN) forces during a prolonged battle (29 May—4 June) for Ba Gia
painfully exposed the possibility of South Vietnam’s early military collapse. All
during June the president and his advisers wrestled with adjusting the size of the
force to be sent to assist South Vietnam. The numbers varied greatly depending
on the source of the estimate. From Saigon Taylor warned on 5 June that further
VC victories might lead to a complete collapse of the ARVN and require addi-
tional U.S. ground troops. The assessment caused many of the administration’s
top civilians to meet the same day at State and, unexpectedly, the president joined
them. They reached no decisions but the president foresaw “great danger” and the
arrival of “a big problem any day.” It arrived two days later in the form of a cable
from Westmoreland. The MACV commander saw no alternative course of action
but to bring in additional U.S. and allied forces as soon as possible. He wanted
more marines, an army airmobile division, a Korean division, all with supporting
units—an overall total in Vietnam of 123,000 Americans and possibly more to
fight a large-unit war against the Viet Cong and the growing number of infiltrat-
ing North Vietnamese soldiers. McNamara later described the cable as the most
disturbing he received during his seven-year DoD tenure. In starkest terms this
meant the administration had to decide on war or withdrawal.38 Characterized by
agonizing indecision, the process would involve intensive study and daily or more
frequent meetings before a choice was made some seven weeks later.

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

The Joint Chiefs wanted to meet Westmoreland’s troop request and augment
it with a more punishing air campaign against the North. They differed with West-
moreland on the placement and use of the reinforcements, preferring coastal en-
claves instead of the central highlands that he favored. An NSC meeting on 11
June aired the overall deployment subject but reached no decision. Taylor returned
to Vietnam with the understanding that the president would further review the
differing recommendations at his ranch over the weekend.40
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On 16 June during a televised press conference, McNamara announced that
the 54,000 U.S. personnel in Vietnam would soon be increased to 70,000-75,000.
However he did not say that the decision for this increase had been made more
than two months previously and the president was already considering even larger
additions. The troop mission, as defined by McNamara, was to protect U.S. bases,
but Westmoreland could use them in combat if requested by the Vietnamese. He
failed to mention that the president had made that decision in early April. At his
17 June press conference, the president vigorously defended his actions, asserting
that the August 1964 Gulf of Tonkin resolution gave him the authority as com-
mander in chief to take all necessary steps to protect American forces and counter
aggression. 4!

Johnson tended to support McNamara’s recommendations to send just enough
forces to perhaps save South Vietnam but provoke neither Chinese intervention
nor congressional scrutiny. By holding on through the summer and not irrevers-
ibly committing the United States to a major ground war, they hoped to keep U.S.
options open, but what that policy meant in terms of future reinforcements the
president neither spelled out nor decided. Johnson admitted to McNamara that he
was “just praying and gasping to hold on during monsoon [May through October]
and hope they’ll quit.”42 Events in South Vietnam, however, outpaced the policy-
making process in Washington.

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

Secretly commissioned surveys to test public reaction to larger deployments
indicated that half or more favored such action. Would the respondents have been
as supportive of the president if he had informed the public about the precarious
condition of South Vietnam and the likelihood of a drawn-out war? McNamara
certainly did not intend to tell the American people that the administration’s evolv-
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ing strategy sought a military stalemate in South Vietnam accompanied by limited
bombing of the North to produce at length a negotiated settlement, because he did
not judge Americans tough enough to see such a policy through.44

McNamara’s 180-Degree Turn

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

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

McNamara second-guessed his earlier decisions at a 25 June session with the
Joint Chiefs. He wondered aloud if a major commitment a year earlier might have
turned the tide. This “180 degree turn” convinced Greene that the president and
his “small coterie” of advisers, including Wheeler, were taking steps to address
the Vietnam predicament while leaving the Chiefs “out of the stream of military
actions,” consulting them only after the civilians had made the decisions. Yet the
JCS also remained divided over a military strategy for Vietnam. In a meeting of the
service chiefs the same day, McConnell argued that they would be “criminally re-
sponsible” if they sent more ground troops to the South before “completely knock-
ing out the North Vietnamese with air power.”4”
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On 26 June McNamara circulated for comment a draft memo prepared by
McNaughton. In a radical policy shift, he proposed to increase the number of U.S.
troops in South Vietnam to 200,000, mobilize 100,000 reserves, conduct intensi-
fied naval and air attacks on the North and, in an attempt to stop the shipment of all
war supplies into North Vietnam, mine harbors, wreck all rail and highway bridges
between China and North Vietnam, and destroy the enemy’s warmaking supplies
and facilities, airfields, and surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites. An intensified politi-
cal effort to gain a negotiated settlement would accompany the expanded military
campaign. McNamara later attributed his conversion to a troubling message on
24 June from Westmoreland that predicted a protracted war of attrition requiring
numbers of U.S. combat troops well beyond those requested in his 7 June cable.*8

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

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

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

On 1 July McGeorge Bundy presented the McNamara memorandum and
three other documents (one each from Rusk, Ball, and William Bundy) to the
president in preparation for a White House meeting with them the next day. Bun-
dy regarded McNamara as deadly serious about his hawkish recommendations for
troop increases, but flexible on the bombing and blockade issues. A few hours be-
fore the meeting McNamara discussed his hardline approach with the president by
phone. Johnson wanted some assurance that the United States could win and that
domestic support for the war would remain solid in the absence of further congres-
sional authority. He remarked that McNamara’s proposal to commit large numbers
of ground troops and to call up the reserves “makes sense.”2

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

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

*Ons July the White House announced that Taylor would step down. Taylor had accepted the assignment in
June 1964 with the understanding that for personal reasons it be limited to about one year. See Taylor, Swords

and Plowshares, 313-14.
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mara obviously wanted, Westmoreland stated, “We cannot now give SecDef the
definitive answer he seeks. There are simply too many unknowns at this juncture.”>4

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

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

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

McNamara planned that after his return from Vietnam (scheduled for 22 July)
there would be discussions with the State Department and White House concluding
with a presidential decision about Vietnam on 26 July, followed two days later by
a request to Congress for enabling legislation. As part of his legislative package, the
secretary wanted authorization for the president to call up reserves and extend tours
involuntarily as well as provision for budget supplements or amendments. He asked
also for a program of public statements to prepare the American people for the grave
commitment their leaders were about to undertake in Vietnam.>8

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

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

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

The Goodpaster report also foresaw U.S. troops fighting large enemy units in
South Vietnam away from population centers and it proposed greatly increased
air attacks against North Vietnam on the assumption that China and the Soviet
Union would stay out of the fighting. The study concluded, however, that there
was no reason the United States could not win (defining victory as the destruction
of at least 75 percent of the organized communist battalions), provided the will ex-
isted to sustain a considerable enlargement of the commitment. Goodpaster later
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remarked that McNamara took no “explicit action” on the study, and indeed the
defense secretary never endorsed the report. McNamara did support recommen-
dations for aggressive offensive operations to “locate and destroy” VC and NVA
forces in South Vietnam.62

On 15 July Vance presided at the initial meeting of the service secretaries and
OSD assistant secretaries, working against a 19 July deadline. At subsequent meet-
ings the participants drafted a presidential statement and sent it to Saigon so that
McNamara, Lodge, and Wheeler might review it before returning to Washington.
Warning orders for possible deployment to Vietnam had already been issued to
the airmobile division and its supporting units, a total of about 28,000 troops. To
ensure confidentiality, only OSD Public Affairs personnel were to reply to media
questions about any planned buildup. Vance issued guidance to the military ser-
vices for their respective reserve mobilization and active force expansion in what
came to be known as Plan 1.63

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

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

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

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

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

Funding the war without asking for an alarming amount of money presented
a special problem. To preserve his Great Society programs the president further cut
the already radically reduced service requests for supplemental funding. It did not
help that in an assessment requested by State at the insistence of Vance, the CIA on
20 July concluded that larger U.S. ground forces and increased air attacks would
not sway Hanoi from its course in the South. The Soviets and the Chinese Com-
munists would remain adamantly opposed to U.S. intervention and “there would
still be increased apprehension among non-communist countries.”%8

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

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

By any measure the war would have to be won in South Vietnam where all sta-
tistical indicators—rising desertion rates, mounting losses of weapons, increasing
terrorism and growing inflation—pointed to an ARVN defeat. Over the past year,
the Saigon government had steadily lost control over territory, population, and
transportation networks while the military had lost the initiative to the commu-
nists and the people had lost confidence in their leaders. The minimum strength
deemed necessary to reverse the current losing trend was more than 176,000 al-
lied troops, predominantly U.S. ground forces (about 155,000) in Phase I, which
would continue through 1965. Phase II, to convince the North Vietnamese that
they could not win, would require an additional 95,000 personnel, again most of
them ground troops, for a total of almost 271,000 allied personnel in Vietnam by
the close of 1966.7°

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

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

McNamara had listened carefully to what others told him; he forced officials to
address difficulties squarely; and after gathering the data he analyzed the possible
solutions. His 20 July report to the president minced no words when recounting
the grave status of the Saigon regime and the conditions it faced. The situation
was worse than a year ago, when it was even worse than the year before that. The
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VC had the government forces on the run, and the Ky regime would likely not
last out the year. Nor had U.S. airpower made Hanoi receptive to talks. Three op-
tions lay open to the United States: (1) a humiliating withdrawal; (2) holding on
at current levels; or (3) escalating U.S. military pressure. Only the third alternative
seemed acceptable, but it involved increasing the U.S. force of 75,000 in Vietnam
to 175,000 men by October, contemplating another large deployment (perhaps
100,000 troops) that might be necessary in early 1966, and, depending on devel-
opments, sending in even more thereafter. To achieve this expansion, McNamara
recommended an increase of 375,000 in the armed forces, a call-up of 235,000
from the Reserve and National Guard, and an expanded monthly draft. He also
listed the need for a supplemental FY 1966 appropriation of a yet to be determined
amount. The major participants in the Saigon meetings—Taylor, Lodge, Deputy
Ambassador to Vietnam U. Alexis Johnson, Wheeler, Sharp, and Westmoreland—
endorsed McNamara’s proposal, which incorporated the DoD-produced Plan 1.73

Assuming an imminent large deployment of U.S. combat forces to Vietnam,
escalation and mobilization became central topics of discussion at a series of presi-
dential meetings held between 21 and 27 July. Gathering once, twice, and even
three times a day, the president’s senior advisers reviewed the available options.
The agenda, or “Checklist of Actions,” closely followed McGeorge Bundy’s and
McNamara’s scenarios for stretching out the policy deliberations to avoid giving
the public the impression of a hastily made decision.”4

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

Meeting on 22 July with McNamara, Vance, the Joint Chiefs, and other top
Pentagon officials, the president reviewed McNamaras recommendations and
sought the participants’ views. Withdrawal did not constitute an option because,
as McNamara contended, and others agreed, South Vietnam’s loss would start the
dominos falling. President Johnson expressed concern that the North Vietnam-
ese would simply match U.S. reinforcements, but Wheeler assured him that they
could not match a U.S. buildup and, “from [a] military view,” the United States
could handle both North Vietnam and China. Greene told the president the mili-
tary effort would take 500,000 troops and five years, and McNamara placed the
cost of increased intervention at $12 billion in 1966. When the president sug-
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gested that hundreds of thousands of troops and billions of dollars might provoke
China and Russia to intervene, General Johnson doubted either would enter the
fighting. But what if they did? “If so,” replied the general after a long silence, “we
have another ball game.” The president reminded him, “But I have to take into
account they will.”76

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

On 23 July, the president, McNamara, Rusk, Wheeler, Ball, Bundy, Press Sec-
retary Moyers, and Special Presidential Assistant Horace Busby, Jr., assembled at
the White House for a lengthy session. McNamara laid out three alternatives: the
previously mentioned Plans I and II as well as a Plan III. The last would deploy
the same numbers of forces but without a reserve call-up; request an immediate
supplemental of only $1 billion; and in January request another $6 billion for
FY 1966. It would meet the need for reinforcements and, hopefully, do so with-
out provoking China or the Soviet Union. McNamara preferred Plan I, deploying
100,000 additional men in 1965 and another 100,000 in 1966, calling up the
reserves, and adding $2 billion to the appropriations bill pending in the Senate.
The president opted for Plan II1.78

The President’s Decision

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

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

After the 23 July decision, McNamara instructed the service secretaries to pre-
pare a revised deployment and augmentation plan by the following morning. With-
out a reserve call-up, Plan III depended on higher draft calls to increase Army and
Marine Corps end-strength. That evening the Joint Chiefs learned there would be
no reserve call-up, with additional funding in the supplemental limited to $1 bil-
lion. Admiral McDonald, furious that the Joint Chiefs were “being four-flushed”
by McNamara, speculated that the secretary was simply following the president’s
orders. McDonald observed that the absence of a call-up or large supplemental
would only buttress the “national apathy” about Vietnam,8! apparently what the
president desired.

At his 24 July meeting with the Chiefs, McNamara discussed the implications
of the president’s decision. He explained there would be no reserve mobilization in
order to reduce the “political ‘noise level’” that might provoke China and the So-
viet Union. When McDonald objected that it would “reduce [the] political noise
level at home,” McNamara “smilingly” replied that mobilization would create a
divisive debate and give the communists the wrong impression. General Johnson
recalled being “tongue-tied” because all Army contingency plans required a reserve
call-up. He regained his voice to tell McNamara that the decision would erode the
quality of the Army.8?

On 26 July, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower Norman S. Paul
(Paul preceded Thomas Morris) notified McNamara that Army draft calls would
rise significantly to obtain the 318,500 needed to fill the expanding ranks over
the next 12 months, with increases from 16,500 in August 1965 to 27,400 the
next month and then to 31,000 between November 1965 and January 1966. Paul
provided the secretary with separate data regarding increased cost of readiness for
selected reserve components plus associated costs.8?
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Meanwhile at Camp David on 25 July, Clark Clifford, a close friend and
adviser to the president, restated his May warning that Vietnam could be a quag-
mire “without a realistic hope of ultimate victory” and counseled not deeper
involvement but withdrawal. McNamara, however, insisted that without a rapid
U.S. buildup South Vietnam would fall and, in turn, hurt the United States
throughout the entire world.84 Alone, Johnson pondered all that he had heard in
recent days and apparently made his decision that evening at Camp David.

The NSC meeting of 27 July, expanded to include many other top adminis-
tration leaders, merely affirmed what the president had already decided. Initially
Rusk examined the international political scene and McNamara followed with a
review of the alarming military situation in Vietnam, concluding that without
additional armed support for the South a Hanoi triumph loomed inevitable. The
president then summarized his alternatives: all-out aerial bombing; withdrawal;
“hunker up,” that is, just stay put at the current level; go on a war footing by
calling the reserves, increasing the draft, and asking Congress for great sums of
money; and, finally, “give our commanders in the field the men and supplies they
say they need.” Having stacked the deck, the president decided in favor of the
last of these options, to the surprise of no one in the Cabinet Room. However,
he promised to review the whole matter again in January. According to Johnson’s
account, when he asked each attendee if he agreed with his choice, each said “yes”
or nodded approval.8>

Ten minutes after the NSC meeting, Johnson, Rusk, McNamara, and others
met with the joint congressional leadership, and the president recapitulated the
alternatives. Johnson told them that he preferred to defer any major decision un-
til January when the monsoon period would be over and the situation might be
clearer; in the meantime he would consider several smaller reinforcement pack-
ages instead of a single large one. None of the legislators indicated opposition,
although several implied their support rather than giving outright approval.8¢

McNamara had told NSC participants of plans to add 350,000 men to the
armed forces over the next 15 months, almost double the troop commitment in
Vietnam, but he made no mention of specific future deployment plans because
the president had not approved any. Johnson spoke to legislators of perhaps send-
ing three increments of 30,000 men each. McNamara’s deployment scenario—
originally known as the “July Plan” and later as Phase I—significantly modified
the JCS recommendations of 2 July, added units from MACV’s “shopping list”
(about 7,000 men), and went to the president as an incremental buildup to about
195,000 U.S. troops (34 battalions and supporting units in Vietnam and another
17,000 troops in Thailand) by the end of December 1965. Although Johnson
mentioned such an approach to congressional leaders on 27 July, he never for-
mally approved MACV’s and McNamara’s recommendations as a single program.
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While McNamara’s Phase I proposal became the basis for DoD budgetary plan-
ning, he never furnished a copy to the Joint Chiefs.” Instead, following the
president’s preferences, McNamara would fill Westmoreland’s requests directly
and incrementally, bypassing the Chiefs and CINCPAC.87

At his press conference the next day (28 July), the president announced his
decision to dispatch 50,000 more troops to Vietham immediately, raising the
authorization to 125,000, and promised to send additional forces as needed.
Although draft calls would more than double, from 17,000 to 35,000 a month,
he saw no need at this time to call up reserve units. He extended the olive branch
to Hanoi, recalling his pledge “to begin unconditional discussions with any gov-
ernment, at any place, at any time.”3 North Vietnam’s leader Ho Chi Minh was
not swayed by Johnson’s overtures.

Scarcely had the president spoken when on 30 July the Joint Chiefs pre-
sented McNamara with Westmoreland’s request for 20,000 more troops during
1965. On 23 August, after another deployment planning conference in Ha-
waii earlier in the month, the Chiefs raised the troop requirement for Phase I
to 210,000. To stay within the president’s currently authorized 125,000 troop
limit announced on 28 July, McNamara either had to request authorization
for additional forces or halt scheduled movements to Vietnam by 1 September.
On 1 September, McNamara requested 85,000 additional troops for a total of
210,000. The president did not approve the entire request for 210,000, but
McNamara authorized, on an incremental basis, deployment of specific combat
units as the Chiefs had recommended.3?

Thus, three weeks later, on 22 September, the defense secretary tried again
with a request for presidential approval of deployment of troops to the level of
210,000, describing this as “essential to our effort.” After Johnson balked at ex-
ceeding 200,000, McNamara requested an interim deployment authorization of
20,000 beyond the total of 175,000 recommended in July (for an overall figure
0f 195,000) with the understanding that he would return in mid-November for
the remaining 15,000 men. Johnson grudgingly agreed to the arrangement on
29 September, remarking that “he had no choice but to approve the increase.””?
Moreover, in keeping with current policy, there was no public announcement
about the increase. Thus while the Joint Chiefs never received overall approval
for their 23 August program of 34 battalions and 210,000 men, McNamara
eventually gained presidential authority for such a commitment, albeit on a
piecemeal basis.

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

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

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

50,000 troops

16,000 above)

(projected 1 Sep 65)

20 Aug 1965

JCS request 210,000
total U.S. troops

210,000 (projected -
most by 31 Dec)

1 Sep 1965 McNamara recommends | President approves 50,000 Toop ceiling 100,100 2 Sep
85,000 more troops 50,000 (7 Sep) of 175,000
29 Sep 1965 President approves 35,000 Toop ceiling 131,700 30 Sep
35,000 of 210,000
TOTAL 217,000 210,000 131,700

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

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

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

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

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

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



CHAPTER 111

THE AIR WAR AGAINST
NORTH VIETNAM, 1965-1966

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* Originally the JCS forwarded copies of the proposals to State and the White House, but in October 1965

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

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

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

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

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

Rolling Thunder

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

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

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

Within three days, the JCS proposed an eight-week air campaign of attacks
against low-risk targets south of the 19th parallel designed to persuade Hanoi to
reduce its support of the Viet Cong by inflicting what the Chiefs deemed would
be unacceptable levels of damage on the North. They conceded that the increas-
ing severity of the strikes would probably bring Chinese “volunteers” into the war
and oblige Moscow to equip North Vietnam with modern air defense systems,
including surface-to-air missiles (SAMs). The CIA estimated Hanoi would likely
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try to secure respite from sustained air attacks by reducing, but never abandoning,
its support of the Viet Cong. State’s intelligence bureau declared the North would
absorb the punishment and still carry on the fight. Others also questioned the
Chiefs’ strategy. Taylor believed the campaign unfolded too slowly, and Admiral
Sharp at CINCPAC thought that it overemphasized “getting a message to Hanoi.”
Conversely, Rusk thought Hanoi got the message from previous raids that it could
not expand the war into the South with impunity.!8 The president and McNamara,
like Rusk, continued to worry about widening the war.

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

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

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

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

On 29 March, Taylor, then in Washington for consultations, met with McNa-
mara and the Joint Chiefs to review recent developments in Vietnam. The ambassa-
dor endorsed the gradually expanded bombing effort against the North. McNamara
expected that the mining of Haiphong harbor would be “politically feasible” in 4
to 12 weeks. Anticipating also approval to destroy the two main bridges connecting
North Vietnam with China at about the 12-week point in the campaign, he grant-
ed these actions would “bring very strong pressure” on Hanoi’s leaders.24 As the
military situation in South Vietnam deteriorated and U.S. Marines landed at Da
Nang, it seemed appropriate, the secretary’s misgivings notwithstanding, to ratchet
up Rolling Thunder to increase the cost of the war to the communists.

Rolling Thunder 9, launched 2 April, inaugurated the LOC interdiction phase
south of the 20th parallel. The next day, after the loss of three U.S. planes to anti-
aircraft fire and the “intrusion of MIGs” (an inevitable consequence as the air cam-

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

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

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

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

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

Sustained bombing, however restricted, had already produced international
appeals for restraint. In the United States stirrings of the peace movement had be-
gun. In early April Canadian Prime Minister Lester Pearson, in a speech at a large
American university, called for a bombing halt as a first step. U.S. military inter-
vention in the Dominican Republic, ordered on 28 April, sparked another public
outcry. Amidst mounting criticism, McNamara convinced a reluctant president to
authorize an unpublicized bombing pause as part of an overture to Hanoi via the
U.S. ambassador in Moscow, as much to defuse administration critics as to prepare
the way for escalation of the war if Hanoi, as expected, rejected the gesture. Knowl-
edge of the highly sensitive peace feeler, code-named Mayflower, was confined
to the president’s closest advisers. Regarding only Wheeler and Westmoreland as
sufficiently “broad gauged” to appreciate the subtleties of the administration’s posi-
tion, the civilian leadership kept the information from other flag officers and did
not share it with or deliberately misled even officials normally in the loop out of a
concern over possible press leaks.30

On 11 May, the State Department attempted unsuccessfully to notify Ha-
noi privately through the Soviet ambassador in Washington and the North Viet-
namese embassy in Moscow of the bombing pause. The message urged the North
Vietnamese to respond by reducing their own military activities. The same day
McNamara rather vaguely informed Sharp, who was calling for round-the-clock



Tue AR WAR AGAINST NORTH VIETNAM, 1965-1966 61

bombing, about the suspension, but stated the purpose was to “observe [the] reac-
tion of DRV rail and road transportation systems.” The negotiating ploy was never
mentioned, although the president had earlier informed Taylor about it. Sharp was
left in the odd position of knowing less than Moscow or Hanoi about Washing-
ton’s diplomatic adventure, which likely reinforced his opinions about the naiveté
of civilian leadership when dealing with communists.3!

The 12-17 May bombing pause, overshadowed in the United States by the
Dominican Republic crisis, came across in Hanoi as a charade, a smoke screen
to divert attention from the continuing U.S. military buildup in South Vietnam.
North Vietnam’s refusal even to receive the proposal and its public denunciation
of the overture left an unusually emotional McNamara sputtering, “Hanoi spit on
our face.”3? Johnson, never comfortable with the pause for fear the North would
use it to advantage and concerned that a longer delay risked losing public sup-
port, on 17 May ordered bombing resumed the next day. The combination of
Washington’s equivocation and Hanof’s intransigence also would hamper future
negotiating initiatives.

Following the May pause, whether out of pique or frustration, McNamara
moved to expand the air war. Rolling Thunder sorties gradually increased as pilots
struck north of 20 degrees for the first time on 22 May and above the 21st parallel
on 15 June. Although intensifying air operations against the North, McNamara
still carefully controlled them by minimizing attacks against fixed targets on the
JCS list—bridges, factories, barracks, etc.—and increasing armed reconnaissance
sorties against vehicles, trains, and watercraft, so-called targets of opportunity dis-
covered by the pilots. The stepped-up air campaign made it more difficult for
North Vietnam to move men and supplies southward, but it reduced neither the
regime’s overall military capability noticeably nor its determination to persevere.33
At this very time, communist military success in South Vietnam was forcing the
administration to consider committing additional U.S. ground units to prop up
the Saigon government.

To accompany any buildup of ground forces, the Joint Chiefs wanted an in-
tensified air war against “militarily important targets” in the North. Confronted
with an alarming military deterioration in the South Vietnamese forces, at a 23
June White House meeting McNamara also advocated applying greater force se-
lectively against North Vietnam coupled with more serious negotiating overtures
than those to date. His follow-up position, drafted at the president’s request and
formally submitted on 1 July, outlined, in addition to a buildup of ground forces,
an expanded air war that now included destroying rail and road bridges leading
from China to Hanoi, mining North Vietnamese harbors, destroying warmaking
stockpiles and facilities, interdicting the enemy LOCs into South Vietnam, and, as
required, knocking out enemy airfields and air defenses.34

Both McGeorge Bundy and the CIA demurred. Bundy informed the presi-
dent that to triple air strikes against the North when the value of the air effort was
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sharply disputed and to mine the harbors regardless of the risks of further escalation
seemed excessive. The CIA deemed the upgraded plan not substantial enough “to
warrant the awkward international political complications such action would en-
tail.” The president deferred a decision and sent McNamara, Wheeler, and Lodge,
recently designated as Taylor’s replacement, to Saigon for a military assessment.
During these mid-July consultations Taylor advised against rapid escalation, believ-
ing it was “psychologically unsound to get too far ahead in the air campaign while
the ground campaign is lagging.”3> After returning, McNamara softened his stance
and advised doing what the president was inclined to do—continue the gradually
escalating air campaign against the North. Once U.S. ground troops deployed to
South Vietnam and the air forces had accomplished a major goal in the North, such
as destroying the important railway bridge north of Hanoi, a diplomatic initiative
in the form of a six to eight week bombing pause might be considered.3°

By late July McNamara professed satisfaction with the progress of the air cam-
paign. No one, he explained to the president, had expected the bombing to promote
a settlement until Hanoi recognized it could not win in the South. Interdiction had
made resupply of its units slower, harder, and more costly for the North in terms
of men and resources. The downside of the incremental air campaign was wide-
ranging criticism of the administration, from the right for not bombing enough
and from the left for bombing at all. The latter argued that the air offensive had
damaged the United States internationally, strained U.S.-Soviet détente, and risked
a wider war. Still not inclined to support a vastly more aggressive air war but run-
ning out of options, McNamara urged continued bombing as a bargaining chip in
the bid for a settlement.3”

Throughout August, while the buildup of U.S. ground forces proceeded, Mc-
Namara adhered to a moderate course, displaying on the one hand little interest in
a bombing pause until the United States had made progress in the South, and on
the other rejecting Sharp’s proposal to attack POL (petroleum, oil, and lubricants)
dumps at Hanoi and Haiphong. After appearing to have edged closer to the JCS
position, he again took to rebuffing the Chiefs’ recommendations for a more robust
air campaign, deferring to RusK’s sensitivity over civilian casualties and his own
trepidation about extending strikes northeast of Hanoi.3® As the firewall between
the Joint Chiefs demanding escalation and a president reluctant to make irrevocable
decisions, McNamara took the heat for deteriorating civil-military relations.

By early September the policy of tightly controlled and limited air attacks
embroiled McNamara in an ongoing debate with the Joint Chiefs, who wanted
to bomb SAM sites, Phuc Yen airfield, LOCs in the northeast, and POL targets
around Haiphong. On 2 September, Wheeler urged immediate approval of the
strikes because the enemy grew stronger by the day and inaction would only in-
crease U.S. losses. He requested that McNamara inform the president of the Chiefs’
views “without delay,” which he did. With the president’s approval McNamara re-
jected the JCS proposals on 15 September because, he remained convinced, the
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military and political risks associated with the raids, especially the possibility of a
U.S.-Chinese confrontation, outweighed any possible military advantages.3®

The Joint Chiefs may have minimized the possibility and even the consequences
of Chinese intervention, but as early as mid-April 1965 the fear of such action had
become “gospel” among the administration’s civilian leadership. Anxiety over Chi-
nese intentions heightened after 1 June when Peking informed Washington through
British channels that it supported North Vietnam “unconditionally” and would
enter the conflict if the United States bombed Chinese soil.4? Perhaps intending a
warning to discourage U.S. military escalation against North Vietnam, the Chinese
were deliberately vague about their reaction if escalation did not involve Chinese
targets. As a consequence, after pondering the implications of the Chinese com-
muniqué, no senior American official could determine at what point the Chinese
might move into Vietnam and engage in open hostilities with the United States.4!

This latest signal from China was consistent with Chinese military deployments
to North Vietnam and a buildup of air defenses on its own border that began in
late 1964, moves American intelligence deduced indicated China’s determination to
stand up to the United States. The loss of an F-104 near Hainan Island on 20 Sep-
tember 1965 and Chinese newsreel claims of destroying another American aircraft
on 5 October were the kind of incidents, according to Thomas Hughes, director
of State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, that reinforced Rusk’s “neuralgic ap-
prehensions” about China.42

McNamara had no intention of risking a wider conflict by expanding the air
war to the degree sought by the Chiefs; except for an occasional minor concession,
he consistently tamped down JCS recommendations. In early October the Chiefs
forwarded CINCPAC’s proposals for Rolling Thunder 36/37, two weeks of opera-
tions targeting the northeast quadrant of North Vietnam, its most populous and
industrialized area. With the exception of four bridges, McNamara deleted the pro-
posed targets, directed that armed sorties be kept at current levels, and forbade them
within 25 nautical miles of the Chinese border, 30 of Hanoi, and 10 of Haiphong.
These restrictions persisted through the remainder of 1965, leaving the vital north-
east quadrant virtually off limits to U.S. aircraft.43

Working Toward an Extended Bombing Pause

As the inconclusive air offensive continued, McNamara searched for other ways
that might induce North Vietnam to negotiate. He tended to focus on evidence
favorable to his position on the bombing campaign and dismissed or downplayed
contrary information. He questioned the Special National Intelligence Estimate of
22 September that maintained attacks on key targets such as airfields, SAM de-
fenses, and road and rail routes leading to China—that is, directed at the northeast
quadrant—might move Hanoi toward negotiation. Repeated negotiating probes
and pauses and avoidance of the northeast quadrant, the estimate stated, likely stiff-
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ened the North’s resolution by creating doubts about U.S. determination to see
the war through to a finish. The transparent criticism of OSD’s management of
the air war was troublesome enough, but McNamara insisted that by making its
estimate “without the benefit of advice from experts” the intelligence community
concluded wrongly that a hardening attitude in Hanoi resulted “largely because
we were not rough enough in our bombing.” At his urging, the president on 30
September appointed “experts”—all of them escalation opponents—to study the
effects of the bombing campaign on North Vietnamese behavior.44

The resultant Thompson Report of 11 October, prepared under the direction
of Ambassador at Large Llewellyn E. Thompson, Jr.,* predictably concluded that
escalation would not affect Hanoi’s will to continue the war and recommended
leveling off the rate of attacks. Rather than increased bombing, the group sug-
gested a second, more pronounced pause might bring about negotiations. State’s
William Bundy presented a plan that addressed the subject not only in a U.S.-
North Vietnam context but considered the effect also on U.S. and North Viet-
namese allies. Bundy proposed numerous domestic and worldwide political, dip-
lomatic, and publicity measures to employ during a bombing suspension. Review
of Bundy’s “second pause” scenario was broadened the next day (23 October) to
include discussions of MACV’s plea for reinforcements and Ambassador Lodge’s
views on how negotiations with Hanoi might affect the weak South Vietnamese
government, with the objectives of providing the president with policy choices for
the next four to six weeks on the nature and length of any cessation and steps for
swaying world opinion.4>

Aware of the Thompson group’s work as early as September, the Joint Chiefs,
who viscerally opposed any letup in the air war, were certain that Hanoi would take
advantage of any respite to reconstitute its air defenses to make future attacks more
costly. They insisted on an immediate “sharp blow,” an all-out air campaign against
the North’s airfields, LOCs, POL facilities, and air defenses.4¢ For their part, the
intelligence community (CIA and DIA) on 27 October again claimed that bomb-
ing to date had had little effect on the North because the attacked targets were not
located in areas of major economic activity, and that it would be difficult to reduce
North Vietnam’s capabilities significantly so long as the most desirable targets—
ports, POL facilities, power plants, airfields, and railroads—remained off limits.47

JCS and intelligence agency recommendations to continue and expand the
bombing of North Vietnam notwithstanding, on 3 November McNamara draft-
ed for the president’s consideration several alternative plans—a soft-line pause,
a hard-line pause, or no pause and either a graduated or a sharp-blow bombing
program. His own preference was for a four-week pause followed, if necessary, by
a graduated five-month Rolling Thunder campaign culminating in the mining of

" The report was largely put together in the State Department but reviewed by Taylor and McNaughton before
its release. See FRUS 1964—68, 3:442 n1.
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Haiphong harbor. McNamara declared that such a course did not assure success;
in fact, “the harbor-mining aspect of Rolling Thunder” might cause “the Chinese
or Russians to escalate the war.” Nevertheless, he thought the proposed alternative
provided “the best chance of achieving our objectives, and of avoiding a costly
national political defeat.”8

An important factor in McNamara’s strong call for the bombing pause stemmed
from his July 1965 briefings in Saigon. At that time he had learned that the com-
munists needed only about 14 or 15 tons of supplies to meet their daily opera-
tional requirements in South Vietnam. Though the JCS questioned McNamara’s
subsequent use of the number, a Joint Staff study confirmed the figure. Stepped-up
enemy operations and additional reinforcements might require as much as 165
tons per day, but McNamara believed the North Vietnamese capable of carrying
that amount on their backs, if necessary. The small numbers convinced him that
the North’s infiltration system, even under constant bombing, could supply suf-
ficient materiel to sustain combat operations in South Vietnam.#? Accordingly, a
bombing pause would not adversely affect U.S. military operations in the South
and might jump-start negotiations with the North.

A consensus slowly emerged among OSD’s senior civilians, White House ad-
visers, and top-level State Department officials that a temporary cessation of the
air attacks might lead to negotiations and a way out of Vietnam. President John-
son, however, still smarting from the Mayflower fiasco, remained skeptical, fearing
the enemy would regard the pause as a sign of weakness and that a subsequent
resumption of the bombing would further diminish domestic support for the war.
Determined to seek a pause, after a one-and-a-half day trip to Vietnam on 28-29
November (along with Wheeler and Sharp) McNamara restated the pro-pause po-
sition in another lengthy memo to the president.>? On the other hand, Taylor,
now a special consultant to the president,” feared the communists would trap the
United States into prolonged cease-fire negotiations as had happened during the
Korean War. He also worried that a pause might create new domestic divisions
rather than heal current ones.

McNamara informed the Joint Chiefs of his views, expressed in 3 and 30 No-
vember presidential memoranda, and of the slowly evolving consensus for a hiatus.
The Chiefs, however, expected North Vietnam to exploit any pause and demanded
heavy raids against industrial targets before any cessation. Perhaps for this reason,
in early December the president approved attacks against a power plant and a
highway bridge near Haiphong, in the words of an Air Force historian “two sensi-
tive targets hardly calculated to make Hanoi more amenable to negotiations.”!
Johnson’s balancing act thus set a pattern of heavy air attacks immediately preced-
ing bombing pauses.

*On1 September 1965, Johnson announced Taylor’s appointment as a part-time presidential special consul-
tant effective on or about 15 September (Johnson Public Papers, 1965, 2:962).
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On 2 December McNamara again privately urged the president to endorse a
bombing halt, cease-fire, or negotiations to defuse what was rapidly tending to-
ward “further and further escalation, higher and higher risks, and a more and more
uncertain outcome.” To his colleagues the secretary reiterated the point that the
air campaign could never completely prevent sufficient supplies from reaching the
communists in South Vietnam; he promised that “qualified experts” would testify
“that bombing the North doesn't help militarily.”5?

During a morning meeting at the White House on 17 December, with no JCS
member present, McNamara, strongly supported by Ball and somewhat less by
Rusk and McGeorge Bundy, pressed for an extended bombing pause. The presi-
dent remained dubious, pointing out, “the Chiefs go through the roof when we
mention this pause.” McNamara agreed that “nothing will change their views”
but suggested that “we decide what we want and impose it on them.” Should the
president concur on the pause, McNamara claimed, “I can deliver” the Chiefs. In
the late afternoon of the same day, Johnson met with Wheeler and discussed the
proposed scenario for an extended bombing pause while complaining about the
pressure on him to order the cessation even though he was still unconvinced it
would do any good.>3 The next day, the 18th, again with only his civilian advisers
present,* after some four-and-one-half hours of discussion and deliberation John-
son agreed to extend the previously approved 30-hour across-the-board Christmas
truce beginning at 6:00 p.m. on 24 December 1965 for several additional days.
The same day Wheeler departed on his scheduled two-week Far East inspection
tour without informing the service Chiefs about his White House meeting and the
likely imposition of an extended pause. Also unbeknownst to them, the president
had asked Wheeler to become his personal emissary to privately sound out Lodge
and Westmoreland in Saigon about the proposed extended pause; both joined
Wheeler in vehemently opposing any extension; their views were sent to the presi-
dent through the Wheeler-Goodpaster back-channel communication.” Not until
his return to Washington on 5 January 1966 did Wheeler inform “the disturbed
and angry Chiefs” of his additional mission on the administration’s behalf.>4

Also feeding the Chiefs’ resentment was Deputy Secretary Vance’s cable of 24
December notifying Lodge, Sharp, and Westmoreland that the president forbade
the restart of combat operations, including Rolling Thunder, until there were sig-
nificant and confirmed instances of communist violence. Vance had drafted the
message, sending it as a JCS message even after the acting JCS chairman, General
McConnell, refused to sign and forward it. Vance also turned down McConnell’s
concurrent request to meet with the president on the matter.>

* At the request of the president, Abe Fortas, recently appointed to the Supreme Court, and Clark Clifford,
“two old and trusted friends from outside the Executive branch,” joined the meeting (Johnson, Vantage Point,
235).

 General Goodpaster was assistant to the chairman of the JCS.
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Numerous Viet Cong violations of the truce in the South and obvious de-
ployment of communist forces there and within the North convinced the Chiefs
that they had been right all along. On 27 December Westmoreland called for a
resumption of bombing against North Vietnam, which he labeled the “nerve cen-
ter of direction, supply and manpower” for the war in the South. Sharp vigorously
supported Westmoreland, stating that U.S. forces “should not be required to fight
this war with one arm tied behind their backs.” Rusk, Thompson, and William
Bundy, among others at State, also favored immediate resumption with a longer
pause coming later. To counter this sentiment, McNamara used his personal access
to the president to outmaneuver those in favor of resuming the bombing. On 27
December he interrupted his Colorado vacation and, as earlier agreed to by the
president, traveled to Johnson’s Texas ranch, where he persuaded him to continue
the bombing halt for an indefinite period.>®

During the afternoon of the 28th, McNamara returned to the Pentagon where
Admiral McDonald, dissatisfied with earlier Vance explanations, confronted him
and laid out the Chiefs’ case for opposing the pause. Possibly fearful that the mili-
tary reaction to the pause might become public and embarrass the administration,
McNamara immediately notified the four service chiefs of the indefinite extension
as well as Westmoreland, Sharp, and Wheeler (now in Taiwan), explaining that it
was meant to show that Washington was making “an honest attempt” to test Ha-
noi’s willingness to enter into negotiations. If, as anticipated, North Vietnam failed
to respond, the temporary cessation would serve to marshal public support for a
huge increase in defense spending for ground operations in South Vietnam and
an expanded air campaign against the North. Furthermore the pause would gen-
erate favorable world opinion and thus reduce the likelihood of a Soviet military
response to such large-scale escalation. He concluded: “If at any time you believe
the pause is seriously penalizing our operations in the south, please submit to me
immediately the evidence backing up your belief.” The next day, McNamara met
with the disgruntled chiefs to explain again the rationale for the bombing halt and
the curious handling of its extension. He appeared to cater to McDonald (perhaps
attempting to divide the chiefs) by announcing he had put the Navy’s sought-after
construction of a nuclear carrier back into the FY 1967 budget. The promises and
extra money failed to mollify them.>”

A burst of diplomatic activity accompanied the pause: Rusk on 28 December
issued a 14-point peace proposal; U.S. diplomats contacted at least 113 countries
to demonstrate Washington’s sincerity; and actual diplomatic contact with the
North Vietnamese occurred the next day through their consul general in Rangoon,
Burma. Dismissing the highly publicized U.S. search for a settlement as a ruse,
China pressured the North Vietnamese leaders not to bargain with the Americans.
Further undermining the peace initiative was the simple fact that although the
bombing may have stopped, U.S. buildup of ground forces in South Vietnam
continued, while, predictably, North Vietnam took advantage of the bombing halt
to rush troops and supplies southward.>8
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Resuming Rolling Thunder

In the early days of the prolonged bombing hiatus over North Vietnam, dur-
ing a White House meeting on 3 January 1966, McNamara reported that the Joint
Chiefs still had not replied to his offer of 28 December to resume the bombing
if they showed him that its absence affected U.S. operations in the South. He
deemed the lack of a response “very encouraging.” But five days later the JCS
did reply. Based on aerial reconnaissance, they claimed that Hanoi was using the
pause to increase infiltration, repair bomb damage, and strengthen its air defense
network, nullifying the results of the pre-suspension strikes. The JCS recommend-
ed resuming intensified bombing within 48 hours of a visiting Soviet dignitary’s
scheduled departure on 12 January from Hanoi.?

At a 10 January White House meeting Wheeler, perhaps more assertive after
the contretemps over the Vance message, disputed McNamara’s contention that a
few more days without bombing made little difference. On the contrary, Wheeler
insisted, “every day makes a difference” because the North Vietnamese were work-
ing around the clock to improve their transportation network and air defenses.
Taylor also thought the pause had about run its unsuccessful course. Two days later
McConnell proposed that Rolling Thunder operations be resumed “dramatically
by attacks more forceful than any heretofore.” Field commanders were pressing for
a renewed and much expanded bombing offensive against the North.0

McNamara preached patience, but as Hanoi remained unresponsive he, too,
finally advised the president on 17 January and again a week later to resume an in-
tensified bombing effort against North Vietnam to blunt the communist military
buildup in the South. He assured the Joint Chiefs on 24 January that despite lag-
ging public support the air attacks would begin soon. The following day the Chiefs
proposed three alternatives for the renewed campaign: (1) a “maximum” surprise
strike on perishable targets along the lines of communication, followed by the ex-
panded campaign against POL and other targets recommended the previous week;
(2) strikes beginning in southern North Vietnam and proceeding progressively
northward; and (3) (which they favored) an all-out attack on the LOCs coupled
with strikes against the POL system over a 24- to 72-hour period. The defense
secretary took no immediate action, informing Wheeler later that the recommen-
dations would receive full consideration as Rolling Thunder continued to evolve.0!

After a series of daily White House meetings with top administration officials,
congressional leaders, and civilian advisers between 24 and 28 January, and follow-
ing Radio Hanoi’s broadcast on the 28th of Ho Chi Minh’s letter to several world
leaders denouncing the “so-called search for peace” as a fraud, a frustrated Johnson,
convinced the United States had done all it could to seek negotiations, declared, “I
am not happy about Vietnam but we cannot run out—we have to resume bomb-
ing.”%2 Clark Clifford concurred, insisting that bombing and airpower were the
“most important weapons we have” to convince the North Vietnamese that they
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could not win militarily; he endorsed heavier bombing to show the world U.S.
determination to see the conflict through. On 29 January the president ordered the
bombing to resume as of the 31st, Saigon time, and he publicly announced it. Rusk
summed up the pause and the elaborate diplomatic endeavor in this fashion: “The
enormous effort made in the last 34 days has produced nothing—no runs, no hits,
no errors.”%3

Bombing over North Vietnam resumed on 31 January 1966, after 37 days in
all, but heavy rain and low visibility, along with a Washington-imposed lower level
of sorties, thwarted Sharp’s plans for a massive surprise air assault against the en-
emy’s road network. Caution in Washington, specifically State’s uneasiness over the
international impact of a spectacular resumption of bombing, stymied the renewed
air offensive that began slowly and without any new targets. Not until the president
approved Rolling Thunder 49 on 26 February did the bombing plan return to the
pre-pause level, but the target-rich northeast quadrant still remained forbidden to
U.S. pilots.64

The POL Debate

Since the summer of 1965 Admiral Sharp had been recommending without
success air attacks on North Vietnam’s POL storage and distribution system. Early
in November he received strong support from a Joint Staff study. Deprived of fuel,
the staff argued, the enemy’s transportation system would grind to a halt, choking
off the southward flow of troops and supplies. The critical segment of the POL stor-
age system, some 40 percent of total capacity, lay close to Haiphong and was there-
fore exempt from attack. In a 10 November memorandum to McNamara the Joint
Chiefs explained that as the North grew ever more dependent on trucks to move
supplies to its growing forces in the South, destroying the POL installations would
be a crippling blow, more destructive than “an attack against any other single target
system.” In a second memo they urged an expanded air campaign starting with an
“immediate sharp blow” against POL and electric power installations.®>

These ill-timed JCS proposals came while the president’s advisers were deep
into exploring the merits of a temporary bombing cessation and in no mood to ex-
pand the air war. However, with the Joint Chiefs, in McNamara’s words, “coming to
a boiling point on bombing Haiphong,” the secretary as a concession arranged for
Wheeler to meet with the president. Contrary to McNamara’s expectations Wheeler
emerged from the 19 November meeting with the impression that Johnson favored
the POL bombing. After learning this from Wheeler, McNamara advised the presi-
dent to withhold a decision pending Rusk’s return from abroad and a diplomatic
and political evaluation of such attacks.¢®

McNamara’s case against expanded bombing drew strength from a late No-
vember intelligence assessment he had requested from the CIA’s Board of National
Estimates and another issued on 2 December. The first explicitly stated that strikes
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against POL targets would represent “a conspicuous change in the ground rules,”
that is, attacking industrial rather than strictly military targets; the shift in target-
ing would probably not alter North Vietnam’s policy but would cause considerable
numbers of civilian casualties. In the second, the board also believed that heavier
bombing alone would neither force Hanoi to quit nor stop infiltration southward
because the communist regime was prepared for a long war and believed time was
on its side.%”

Wheeler strongly disagreed, claiming that the destruction of North Vietnam’s
POL facilities would drastically affect the enemy’s military operations and signifi-
cantly hamper a buildup of forces in South Vietnam. McNamara countered by
asking for still another intelligence study—this one to estimate the effect of attacks
on POL sites at Haiphong alone and on Haiphong plus other storage sites. The
resulting study of 28 December slightly favored heavier air attacks because analysis
indicated they would exacerbate economic difficulties in the North and the enemy’s
logistic problems in the South. Two days later, the Chiefs again pressed McNamara
to authorize strikes against the POL system, initially near Haiphong and subse-
quently elsewhere. They reiterated that successful attacks would produce important
military benefits, a conclusion ISA civilian officials disputed.®8

After the bombing pause produced no tangible results, McNamara and Mc-
Naughton found themselves under enormous pressure to expand Rolling Thunder.
Both harbored serious doubts that a renewed air campaign short of massed air at-
tacks on North Vietnam’s cities—a course they rejected as much for humanitarian
reasons as for fear of provoking World War III—could halt infiltration into South
Vietnam. Both looked on the war as stalemated. By late January 1966, after months
of resistance, they finally considered a stepped-up offensive that included destruc-
tion of the POL network. McNaughton feared that any lowering of U.S. objectives
would only give the communists the “smell of blood” and encourage them to finish
off the decrepit Saigon regime. McNamara seemed to think that heavier bombing
in conjunction with the massive U.S. troop reinforcement then under way might
bring Hanoi to the conference table. He had also anticipated renewed pressure for
escalation if the bombing suspension proved fruitless. Previously he had assured the
president that in that event he would preempt the hawks by personally recommend-
ing attacks on POL targets and the mining of Haiphong harbor.®?

The Joint Chiefs clamored to take out the POL system, but McNamara pro-
posed only to double interdiction sorties. The secretary hoped that a six-month
period of added thrust, together with a rapid increase in ground forces, might break
Hanoi’s will. When Johnson did not agree to bomb POLs, McNamara backed away
from the idea. By early 1966, with preparations in motion to commit 400,000
American troops to South Vietnam, the administration needed to keep the pressure
on the North by bombing or risk a public backlash for not supporting U.S. forces.
McNamara remained preoccupied with focusing the expanded air campaign away
from cities and lessening the risk of igniting a flash point that might bring China
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into the war. This approach disturbed the Chiefs, who wanted to destroy targets
in the northeast quadrant that would reduce the North’s ability to carry on the
struggle.”? Their position, now backed by the intelligence community, directly
challenged McNamara’s conduct of the air war.

CIA analysts in late February 1966, taking a more sanguine view of the ap-
plication of airpower than the Board of Estimates had the previous fall, deter-
mined that with “drastically revised ground rules,” particularly removing target
and geographic restrictions, an air campaign against North Vietnam “could play
an important role” in achieving U.S. objectives. Continuing the bombing under
the existing restrictive “and militarily irrational” rules of engagement, however,
“would result in a virtually ineffective air attack program.” A revised estimate sub-
mitted in March took an even dimmer view of straitjacketing constraints, damn-
ing “self-imposed restrictions” that in effect granted immunity to the most lucra-
tive targets in North Vietnam. The latest assessment conceded that concentrated
and punishing attacks against Hanoi and Haiphong to destroy oil and industrial
targets, mine harbors, and cut rail lines from China would not end the flow of
infiltration southward, but noted they would make North Vietnam pay a steeper,
and perhaps prohibitive, price. DIA generally concurred with the CIA’s findings,
adding that it supported the Joint Chiefs” position for an expanded air campaign
with fewer restrictions.”!

Beyond internal agency criticism of the air war’s management, the admin-
istration had to take sober account of growing public disenchantment with the
U.S. involvement itself. Johnson’s centrist approach satisfied neither hawks who
wanted him to do more to defeat the communists quickly nor doves who ques-
tioned the entire rationale for intervention. Those in between remained ambiva-
lent. One poll conducted in late February and early March 1966 discovered the
same majority who approved the president’s handling of the war also favored
deescalation. The president also suffered from a growing credibility gap largely of
his own making. As New York Times pundit James Reston put it, “The impreci-
sion—to use the polite diplomatic word—of the Administration’s statements on
this whole Vietnamese business is astonishing.””?

The seeming disarray plus news reports that military officers in Vietnam an-
ticipated the loosening of air war restrictions and favored attacking POL targets
near Hanoi and Haiphong put McNamara on the defensive when he testified
before the Senate Appropriations Committee in February 1966. Senator Rus-
sell remarked that civilian direction of DoD was fine, but the secretary should
let professional soldiers run the war. He urged McNamara to reconsider POL
targets because of the heavy reliance that the president placed on his judgment.
McNamara understandably played down the disagreements between himself and
the Chiefs over bombing POL facilities and mining Haiphong harbor. Still his
attempt to obscure his differences with the JCS on the conduct of the war by
claiming the bombing of North Vietnam was “in itself only a minor part of the
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program,” only served to widen the credibility gap.”? The air campaign became the
most controversial aspect of a war that grew more problematic each passing day.

On 10 March the Chiefs resurrected the “sharp blow” strategy, proposing an ex-
panded air campaign in the northeast quadrant, designated Rolling Thunder 50, to
destroy POL storage. McNamara had previously promised his support to Wheeler
and seemed sympathetic to the expanded air campaign and destruction of POL
storage. A week later on 17 March, Westmoreland, worried about greatly increased
enemy infiltration through Laos and the western portion of the DMZ, proposed
shifting Rolling Thunder from attacks in northern North Vietnam to infiltration
targets below the 19th parallel and in the Laotian panhandle. Informed of the rec-
ommendations, the president ordered a comprehensive study of how best to check
infiltration.

Wheeler exploded at Westmoreland’s attempt to reorient air operations because
it undercut the case for a POL campaign by reinforcing McNamara’s belief “that our
air campaign against North Vietnam has had relatively little effect. . . . To say that
this attitude disturbs me,” declared Wheeler, “is to put it mildly because this convic-
tion is used to argue against expansion of the air campaign against highly remunera-
tive targets such as the POL system.” He was especially perturbed because Westmo-
reland’s proposal arrived just when McNamara seemed to be coming around to the
JCS view that the destruction of POL facilities could significantly affect the course
of the war. Indeed, after reviewing the Rolling Thunder 50 recommendations with
Wheeler on 21 March, McNamara asked the Joint Chiefs to prepare an ambitious
campaign against LOCs in the northeast quadrant, possibly including a cement
plant and power facility in the Haiphong area and two or three important bridges.”*

Several days later, on 26 March, the Joint Chiefs formally recommended ini-
tiating Rolling Thunder 50 on 1 April. State Department officials acquiesced to
the heavier bombing of North Vietnam provided Washington carefully controlled
any escalation, avoided targets in heavily populated urban areas, and did not mine
Haiphong harbor. With the way now open to seek White House authorization, the
Joint Chiefs relegated previously high-priority targets, such as ports and MIG bases,
to secondary status to ensure nothing would stand in the way of the POL attacks.”>

McNamara discussed Rolling Thunder 50 with the president on 31 March, em-
phasizing more forcefully than in January the need to intensify bombing to counter
the enemy buildup in the South. Persuaded that Hanofi’s ability to wage the war
depended on having sufficient fuel for its growing infiltration effort and expanding
air force, McNamara believed that destroying oil stocks would cause widespread
shortages that would affect morale and “might eventually” aggravate “any differ-
ences which may exist within the regime as to the policies to be followed.” His
target recommendations echoed those of the JCS—seven POL storage facilities in
the Hanoi-Haiphong area; the Haiphong cement plant; and roads, bridges, and rail
lines in the northeast quadrant.
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Coming full circle, McNamara in effect asked the president to approve a major
escalation of the war. Wheeler described the secretary’s apparent reversal as “one
of his complete [flip-] flops,” but in fact he had been moving in that direction,
reluctantly but steadily, for months. But Johnson, as he had in July 1965, opted
again for moderation, probably because of current widespread anti-government
and anti-American activity occurring in South Vietnam.”®

On 31 March the president approved a monthly increase of sorties from 700
to 900 within the northeast quadrant but limited the targets and disallowed attacks
inside a Hanoi 30-mile circle, a Haiphong 10-mile circle, and a slightly enlarged
buffer zone nearest China. Johnson did not reject more intensive strikes outright
but instead deferred them, leaving McNamara with the impression that authoriza-
tion was imminent; for that reason the secretary alerted the Chiefs to plan strikes
in April against POL storage sites and other deferred targets. They in turn notified
CINCPAC to execute, but only when directed. Some at State, however, believed
such escalation risked provoking clashes with Chinese Communist fighter aircraft
as well as causing civilian casualties and property damage that would offset any
military advantage. Likely aware of State’s reservations, Wheeler initially attributed
the delay to a political decision not to escalate the bombing until a Communist
Party world congress adjourned, but he expected presidential authorization soon
after.”7 At this point, rising internal political discontent against the South Viet-
namese government once more gave pause to U.S. decisionmakers.

Popular dissatisfaction with the Saigon military junta, uneasy relations among
senior South Vietnamese officers, religious disaffection, and worsening inflation
provided the tinder for the flareup. The spark was Prime Minister Ky’s Febru-
ary decision to solidify his hold on power by reshuffling his cabinet followed in
March by his firing of a popular military commander. From mid-March through
mid-June internal political turmoil racked South Vietnam. Buddhist uprisings in
Da Nang in May and Hue in June added to the combustion. Armed clashes in
Da Nang during May between pro- and anti-government troops left 150 Viet-
namese dead, 700 wounded, and the ringleaders under arrest. Martial law was
declared in Hue on 16 June to suppress the opposition and quell rioting. A week
later, Vietnamese troops and police rounded up hundreds of dissidents in Saigon
and reasserted government control. Pending resolution of the crisis, the president
withheld any decisions about escalating the air war. Meanwhile, McNamara and
the Joint Chiefs wrestled with the details for the next large U.S. troop deployment
to Southeast Asia, and Rusk explored with international sponsors ways to restart
settlement negotiations.”8

Among the latest peace initiatives, Canadian Premier Pearson’s plan appeared
to hold the most promise. Twice, in March and again in June, he sent retired
diplomat Chester A. Ronning to Hanoi as his personal representative to attempt
to arrange direct talks between North Vietnam and the United States. Both times
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Ronning reported that Hanoi would talk only if the United States unconditionally
ceased bombing. Unsure of the precise meaning of “talk” as opposed to negotia-
tion, Washington remained wary of making any concessions when the situation in
South Vietnam appeared so perilous.”?

Throughout these diplomatic activities the Chiefs continued to press their case
for destroying North Vietnam’s oil reserves. At a White House luncheon on 2 May
with the Joint Chiefs, Wheeler briefed the president on the need to attack the POL
sites, particularly those located within the Hanoi-Haiphong off-limits areas; when
asked his view by Johnson, McNamara concurred. General Greene thought the
president had already made up his mind to strike the POL reserves and used the
occasion to reinforce his determination. Hoping to forestall such attacks with an
assumption that turned out to be unfounded, at a White House meeting three days
later Rusk declared that hospitals, schools, and temples bordered the designated
targets. When queried by Wheeler, DIA reported no such civilian buildings near
the POL facilities.80

The continuing split over bombing policy within the administration showed
lictle sign of resolution. Rusk, apparently influenced by Ball’s aversion to the POL
strikes, believed the attacks would increase international tension, a proposition
recently installed national security adviser Walt Rostow, a strong supporter of POL
bombing, challenged. Averell Harriman labeled any POL attack as ill-advised esca-
lation, given the government’s tenuous hold in the South. McNamara recognized
that Saigon seemed to become weaker by the day but believed Hanoi and the Viet
Cong were hurting as well. In discussions with Harriman he held out the hope that
attacks on oil supplies might help set the stage for a settlement based on a coalition
government in the South. The president thought, as he later explained to British
Prime Minister Harold Wilson, that approving the POL attacks would stem infil-
tration from the North and likely minimize U.S. casualties in the expected heavy
fighting in South Vietnam during the approaching monsoon season.8!

On 24 May McNamara told Wheeler that the single obstacle to attacking the
oil targets was the political turmoil in the South; if this were remedied, the presi-
dent would authorize the POL attacks. On the 27th Sharp called for a quick deci-
sion since the enemy was dispersing POL inventories and the main storage areas
would soon lose their target value. Amidst a growing consensus, three days later
Rusk and McNamara agreed to include seven POL targets “along the edge of the
restricted circles around Hanoi and Haiphong” in the Rolling Thunder package
awaiting presidential approval.82

Sensing the “time of decision” to expand the air campaign against North Viet-
nam was at hand, Wheeler cabled Sharp and Westmoreland on 2 June that only
Washington’s concern over the continuing political disorder in South Vietnam de-
layed the attacks. The JCS chairman now proposed that if the political situation
in Saigon remained stable, in about a week MACV and CINCPAC once again
suggest to Washington inclusion of POL targets within Rolling Thunder. Westmo-
reland obliged with a 5 June cable that predicted the strikes on POL targets would
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inflict “a telling blow against a critical national resource.” Sharp strongly seconded
the general’s recommendations the following day.83

By the time these cables arrived, however, the president had apparently de-
cided he could delay no longer and tentatively authorized strikes against the POL
infrastructure. Johnson thought, as he later recalled, that the serious disruption of
POL supplies would make infiltration much more difficult and might cause Ha-
noi’s leaders to negotiate. Simultaneously McNamara had a military officer brief
British Prime Minister Harold Wilson about the decision. Wilson immediately
urged Johnson not to escalate and warned that his government would have to pub-
licly disassociate itself from the action. Nevertheless, on 6 June, at the president’s
direction, McNamara scheduled the raids to follow a 10 June meeting between
Rusk and Wilson in London. On 8 June, however, at Rusk’s urging, McNamara,
despite his preferences to attack the POL targets, recommended that the presi-
dent postpone the attacks until the results of the previously noted Ronning peace
mission to Hanoi became known. Otherwise Washington risked denunciation for
deliberately sabotaging a peace initiative it had endorsed. To further defuse antici-
pated criticism, McNamara directed Sharp to take precautions to ensure minimal
North Vietnamese civilian casualties during the air strikes.54

At the 17 June NSC meeting the president described the POL attacks as a
choice between accepting higher U.S. casualties and escalating the war. McNamara
declared that while he had previously opposed hitting the POL targets he had
changed his mind: such attacks would limit infiltration from the North, create
anxiety among NVA troops in the South over their supplies, and exert pressure on
the Hanoi regime by displaying U.S. determination. Army Chief of Staff General
Johnson, representing Wheeler, expressed the JCS view that a sustained POL of-
fensive might prove an important element in bringing an end to the war; Rostow
claimed that it would seriously affect the infiltration rate. The president decided to
await Rusk’s retcurn from Europe and Ronning’s return from North Vietnam before
making a final decision.®

Five days later, at the 22 June NSC meeting, the members heard that the Ron-
ning mission had confirmed Hanofi’s unyielding position. POL strikes might not
stop infiltration, said Wheeler, but within a few months they would limit North
Vietnam’s “total infiltration effort.” Retaining public support for the war by forc-
ing Hanoi’s hand and convincing himself that the raids represented no change to
the policy of striking only military targets swayed Rusk. All other attendees, with
one exception, Arthur J. Goldberg, U.S. Representative to the United Nations, in
some degree went along with the proposal to destroy the POL targets. After the
meeting, the president approved the attacks and so notified McNamara; the JCS
then authorized CINCPAC to bomb seven key POL storage installations near
Hanoi and Haiphong, beginning 24 June.8¢

Following Rostow’s tactic of emphasizing policy continuity not change, the of-
ficial rationale for the strikes emphasized the need to support U.S. ground troops
as the enemy shifted to “a quasi-conventional military operation” involving heavy
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equipment and trucks. This would also help to explain why earlier attacks on POL
sites had not been necessary. To deflect any criticism of procrastination, the ad-
ministration instructed Public Affairs officers to admit that the targets had been
considered for many months “but only recently did the JCS determine that they
should be hit without further delay.”8” Then on 23 June (the 24th in Vietnam) bad
weather and news leaks announcing the impending operations caused a postpone-
ment. Infuriated by the leaks, Johnson ordered an FBI investigation. During the
anxious interlude McNamara assured the wavering president on 28 June that the
bombing would keep up morale of U.S. troops in Vietnam as well as among sup-
porters of the war on the home front.88

The same day, after Sharp reported that the weather on 29 June would be ideal
for the attack, Wheeler notified McNamara, who quickly secured the president’s
approval. The defense secretary then directed Wheeler to authorize the attack, but
not to inform the other Chiefs or any government officials and to avoid the normal
Pentagon communications system. Initially only the president, McNamara, and
Wheeler knew of the decision, although on the evening of the 28th McNamara
informed Vance and together they disclosed the impending operation to Acting
Secretary of State Ball and, in order to finalize post-strike announcements, to OSD
press spokesman Sylvester and one of his deputies. The purpose of all this secrecy,
Greene conjectured, was to avoid another leak that might disrupt the operation.8?

After some six months of soul-searching at the highest administration levels,
on 29 June Air Force and Navy aircraft struck POL installations located near Ha-
noi and Haiphong, catching the North Vietnamese flat-footed. Concerned about
domestic and world reaction, both the president and McNamara kept close tabs on
the operation, contacting CINCPAC by secure phone before and during the raids.
In one roughly 75-minute period, Johnson phoned Rostow and Vance 11 times for
mission updates. A spectacular plume of thick black smoke rising more than five
miles into the sky over Haiphong appeared to confirm initial pilot reports of 80
percent destruction of Haiphong’s POL installations. Subsequent photo reconnais-
sance revealed that only 40 percent had been destroyed, thereby requiring another
strike on 5 July. The attack on the Hanoi tanks was far more effective, with about
90 percent of them destroyed.?®

With the long-debated POL campaign finally under way, on 8 July McNa-
mara, Sharp, and their staffs met in Honolulu to discuss future air operations.
McNamara stressed at length the necessity of a sustained strangulation campaign
against POL facilities coupled with destruction of the railroad bridges northeast
of Hanoi leading to China. Returning to Washington, he told the Joint Chiefs
that CINCPAC was placing “insufficient emphasis on destruction of the POLs”
and indicated his willingness to remove restrictions on attacking rail lines run-
ning to China to accomplish the strangulation.?! Wheeler, too, soon believed that
CINCPAC had not sufficiently intensified the effort against the high-prioricy POL

targets. Apprehensive that the secretary might impose a daily sortie quota, an ac-
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tion he deemed “would be regrettable,” on 10 July Wheeler urged Sharp to step up
the POL attacks. For his part, the JCS chairman kept McNamara apprised of the
growing number of strikes against both fixed targets—a total of 225—and mobile
targets—rolling stock, trucks, and watercraft—essential for POL distribution.??

As expected, bombing so close to the enemy’s two main cities elicited loud
protests and charges of escalation from the communist bloc, from neutral nations,
and even from allies. Opponents of the war at home joined the chorus denouncing
the attacks. But the criticism, though initially fierce, quickly subsided. Johnson’s
domestic popularity soared as did support for his Vietnam policy (jumping 12
points to 54 percent), propelled by hopes the bombing would soon end the war. It
seemed that Americans wanted the war to end, even if escalation was the way to do
it. Official intelligence assessments, though, now offered a far bleaker forecast.

On 23 July the CIA concluded that two weeks of expanded air strikes had ap-
parently not weakened North Vietnamese determination to carry on with the war.
A subsequent report covering the period through 11 August judged the strangula-
tion campaign had slowed POL imports and distribution, but communist resil-
iency and expediency allowed North Vietnam to continue its logistical support of
operations in South Vietnam and Laos. About two weeks later DIA issued a similar
assessment that cited North Vietnamese improvisations to circumvent damage at
oil storage facilities and lack of evidence of reduced POL consumption in the
North or indications of any direct effect on military operations in the South.”* On
24 August, Wheeler reported slightly more favorable findings to McNamara but
suggested that increased sorties might be required. No evidence of oil shortages
affecting vital enemy operations appeared by mid-September, at which time forth-
coming arms control talks with the Soviets precluded restrikes of Haiphong POL
targets. After intelligence reports indicated movement of North Vietnamese army
units southward toward the DMZ, CINCPAC on 4 September directed a bal-
anced effort against men and materiel in the North Vietnamese panhandle region
while continuing attacks against POL targets “on a selective basis.” Five days later
a “considerable buildup of enemy forces” in and just north of the DMZ caused
Sharp to divert air strikes into that area.?> The POL campaign thus effectively
ended, with ramifications far greater in Washington than in Hanoi.

McNamara was displeased and disappointed with the failure of the POL cam-
paign. He pointed out to both the Air Force and Navy the “glaring discrepancy”
between their optimistic pre-strike assessments and the gloomy post-strike reality.
“I think that we have proven at least to my satisfaction and I think the satisfaction
of others that we cannot dry up the POL by bombing.” Airpower’s inability to
impair significantly Hanoi’s will and ability to continue supporting the war in the
South led the secretary to consider other options, particularly a barrier proposed by
a special study group in August 19606, as he groped for a long-range aerial strategy
that would get a “big payoff elsewhere” other than the heavily defended northeast
quadrant.?® Conceding that his piecemeal, gradualist approach had failed, McNa-
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mara redirected DoD’s energies into the construction of a network of manned and
electronic obstacles to create a barrier reaching from the South China Sea across
South Vietnam and Laos.” He resisted further aerial escalation until events in 1967
prompted him to advocate an intensification of the bombing once again.

Rolling Thunder: Indecision, Discord, and Escalation

As a follow-on to Rolling Thunder 50 and 51, on 22 August the JCS presented
McNamara with their proposal for Rolling Thunder 52 based on the bombing
plan that Sharp had recommended on 8 August: a formidable series of raids to
destroy POL storage dumps at Phuc Yen and Kep airfields as well as numerous
railroad shops, factories, power plants, and port warehouses. McNamara whittled
down Sharp’s list, which State still found too ambitious. The predilection now by
both secretaries to limit the air campaign resulted in a mid-September decision
by McNamara and Rusk against Rolling Thunder 52. A few days earlier, on 7
September, McNamara had rejected MACV and CINCPAC proposals for B-52
attacks against targets in North Vietnam or north of the demarcation line running
through the DMZ because State believed that “many circles and the press” would
see it as further escalation or even preparation for an invasion of North Vietnam.
The man who had in the end invested so much in the POL attacks now counseled
President Johnson to consider halting the bombing of the North after the fall
congressional elections as part of a leveling off of the U.S. military commitment
to South Vietnam.?”

McNamara had come to recognize that bombing North Vietnam to induce a
comprehensive settlement achieved results in inverse proportion to its intensity:
the more bombing, the less possibility of negotiations. As early as May and June
1966, he had discussed with Harriman the idea of the United States stopping the
bombing in exchange for Hanoi stopping infiltration. This reasoning permeated
his latest assessment following his return from a visit to Saigon on 14 October.
He told the president that Rolling Thunder had neither checked infiltration sig-
nificantly nor cracked Hanoi’s morale. Radical escalation was out of the question,
for neither American nor world opinion would stomach the scale of bombing it
entailed, and it might also draw the United States into war with China. The al-
ternatives were to stop all bombing of North Vietnam or shift the bombing into
its southern panhandle region as part of McNamaras newly requested barrier op-
eration. The Joint Chiefs took sharp exception, insisting on the air campaign as
indispensable to the overall war effort. Past failures, they maintained, resulted from
McNamara’s policy of gradualism, despite contrary military advice. Proper use of
airpower could still overcome this strategic error; recommending approval of Roll-
ing Thunder 52 they requested that their views be forwarded to the president.”®

* The barrier strategy is discussed in Chapter V.
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At a session on 15 October, the president, Vice President Hubert Humphrey,
McNamara, Vance, and Wheeler discussed differences between the JCS and the
secretary over the future course of the war. Wheeler thought Johnson favorably dis-
posed toward Rolling Thunder 52, although some of the proposed targets, not fur-
ther identified, gave the president “great difficulties.” Johnson still opposed reduc-
ing the number of sanctuaries around Hanoi and Haiphong but would hit a few
targets despite McNamara’s advice to scale back the bombing campaign. Wheeler
instructed Westmoreland to emphasize the importance of the air campaign against
North Vietnam when he met with the president during the forthcoming Manila
conference and at Cam Ranh Bay in South Vietnam during the latter’s 23 Octo-
ber-2 November Asian trip.?

Westmoreland subsequently forwarded his recommendations for a change in
strategy through Rostow. The MACV commander called for removal of current
off-limit zones around Hanoi and Haiphong and permission to strike enemy air
bases. He also reiterated what he had already told the president during his visit in
August to the LB] Ranch—pause or no pause, keep on bombing in the southern
panhandle of North Vietnam to divert and debilitate enemy manpower and re-
sources and disrupt enemy plans for a thrust en masse across the DMZ. The Joint
Chiefs and Sharp chimed in, insisting the time had come to hit the enemy harder,
not relax the pressure. On Johnson’s return to the capital, the JCS urged McNa-
mara to brief him, with Wheeler present, on the rationale for reducing restrictions
on attacks against additional POL storage, ports, power plants, waterway locks,
and SAM support facilities around Hanoi and Haiphong.100

A somewhat disparate CIA analysis of Rolling Thunder for the first nine
months of 1966 supported escalation. Its summary declared that the cost-effec-
tiveness of the campaign had diminished in 1966 despite the escalated bombing.
Not only had the North Vietnamese continued to expand their support for the
insurgency, they had also improved their overall capability to support the war ef-
fort because increased Chinese and Soviet military and economic aid had more
than offset bombing losses. The body of the paper, however, reasoned that con-
centrated, repeated air attacks on target complexes, mining of principal North
Vietnamese seaports, and bombing currently restricted targets—some 35 percent
of all JCS-nominated targets—could inflict greater damage and create greater fear
among Hanoi’s leaders without provoking Chinese intervention.!0!

The latest policy debate over the air war pitted the Joint Chiefs and Rostow,
who with certain exceptions favored an expanded bombing campaign, against
McNamara and Rusk, who agreed to some but not dramatic escalation. Johnson
meanwhile postponed any decision until after the 8 November midterm congres-
sional elections. Then, typically, he sought a compromise by approving on 10 No-
vember targets selected by McNamara from the JCS recommendations, as well as
authorizing strikes against a steel plant, a cement factory, and two thermal power
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plants, four targets not chosen by McNamara but on the Chiefs’ list. McNamara
conjectured that the president acted apparently feeling that he had world opinion
on his side, but the next morning the secretary convinced Johnson to defer at-
tacking the four specified targets for at least two weeks.!02 Wheeler attributed the
postponement to an effort not to rock the boat during British Foreign Secretary
George Brown’s impending visit to Moscow and anticipated clearance to hit the
four targets around 25 November, after the foreign secretary departed the Soviet
Union. In any case, constant cloud cover delayed strikes on most Rolling Thunder
52 targets until December.!9

Brown’s visit and bad weather were not the only factors complicating the
strikes. Marigold, an initiative under way for some months to seek negotiations
with Hanoi, involved the Polish representative to the International Control Com-
mission in Vietnam, and Lodge, with the Italian ambassador to Vietnam serving as
an intermediary. As the talks continued, the State Department sent word to Hanoi
that Washington would suspend the bombing if North Vietnam reciprocated with
mutual forms of deescalation.!%* Meantime the JCS and the field forces prepared
for Rolling Thunder 52, still uncertain of its content, timing, and duration.

McNamara worked to convince the president of the futility of increased bomb-
ing, arguing that the North Vietnamese had adapted their transportation system to
life under the bombs. As long as North Vietnam could draw on its allies to make
good its losses, the interdiction effort served no significant purpose. McNamara
now touted the barrier system as holding greater promise, even though untested
and unproved. With these competing and contradictory diplomatic and military
initiatives simultaneously in motion, on 21 November State proposed to spread
out any strikes as much as possible to cushion their effects on Marigold talks. The
White House, preferring to complete Rolling Thunder 52 quickly (except for the
deferred targets) to minimize its effects on Brown’s trip to Moscow, leaned toward
a single massive attack as soon as the weather permitted while insisting the strikes
represented no major departure in policy.10?

The separate diplomatic and military tracks converged on 1-2 December, pre-
dictably at cross-purposes: the first day, the Poles reported the North Vietnam-
ese had agreed to start secret discussions in Warsaw; on the second, weather over
North Vietnam broke, allowing upwards of 200 aircraft to bomb targets, most in
the Hanoi environs. In some of the fiercest battles of the air war, eight planes were
lost to intense SAM and AAA fire; the North Vietnamese had used the respite from
bombing the Hanoi area to reconstitute and improve their air defense network.10
Attacks against Haiphong POL storage facilities continued through 5 December.

Following these air strikes, on 6 and 9 December the president met with OSD,
JCS, and White House advisers to consider the effects of the bombing on possible
negotiations. On 9 December Johnson refused to decide on new targets “because
of certain political problems,” evidently a reference to Marigold, but said he would
reconsider in about a week. Then fearing the North would interpret further delay
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as a sign of weakness, he rejected strong appeals from McNamara, Under Sec-
retary of State Nicholas de B. Katzenbach, Lodge, and Llewellyn Thompson to
cancel additional attacks; instead, he declined to halt strikes against two targets
near Hanoi on 13 December and heavier follow-up raids the next day. Two days of
concentrated attacks cost four more warplanes, including two downed during the
14 December restrike of the Yen Vien railway yard.107

These raids touched off an international uproar alleging that the American
attacks in heavily populated areas had caused great property damage and many
civilian casualties. On the 14th, the North Vietnamese informed Marigold’s Polish
contacts that they were terminating negotiation conversations. At a meeting with
the president the same day, the participants supported suspending repeat strikes on
the vehicle depot and railroad yards because of the “hue and cry” raised by Hanoi
over bombing civilians.108

McNamara later lamented that these attacks deterred some political leaders
in Hanoi who, he believed, favored negotiations, and caused Marigold’s failure.
Soviet Ambassador to the United States Anatoly E Dobrynin subsequently told
him that Moscow interpreted the timing of attacks as Washington’s attempt to
apply further military pressure on Hanoi at the start of any secret talks.10? While
the administration appeared to have bungled a serious peace initiative by failing to
coordinate its military and diplomatic efforts, in fact the intimate group involved
in Marigold knew fully about the proposed raids. Uncertainty also surrounded
Hanoi’s understanding of the Polish initiative, which may have misled North Viet-
namese leaders into believing the United States was willing to stop the bombing
without further military conditions—the fundamental communist demand that
was never the American offer. The administration attempted to revive Marigold,
and in line with this overture on 23 December the president forbade attacks on
targets within 10 nautical miles of Hanoi’s center. Sharp assumed that the White
House’s typical refusal to share with him the rationale for the latest prohibitions
resulted from the enemy’s latest furor over civilian casualties. He complained bit-
terly about the latest bombing ban when “we were just starting to put some real
pressure on Hanoi.”110

Further controversy erupted on 25 December when Harrison E. Salisbury of
the New York Times prepared the first of 15 dispatches from Hanoi implying that
U.S. aircraft regularly bombed civilian areas. Because the administration had al-
ways claimed that the aircrews attacked only military targets, the White House
found itself struggling once again to repair its damaged credibility with the press
and public. Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs Phil Goulding
attributed the reaction to the administration’s unwillingness to explain that bomb-
ing military targets also often claimed civilian lives and destroyed homes.

Despite 81,000 attack sorties, 48,000 other combat support sorties, $184 mil-
lion in economic costs and damage to North Vietnam, destruction of 80 percent
of the enemy’s POL, and the loss of 280 U.S. aircraft, Rolling Thunder operations
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ended 1966 without substantially reducing Hanoi’s military capability or will to
continue the war and with many Americans, not least the secretary of defense,
questioning their worth.!!!

It had taken the inner circle three months to decide to launch Rolling Thun-
der in February 1965, four months to initiate a meaningful bombing pause in
December 1965, and seven months to agree on POL attacks in June 1966—a
pattern of hesitation and indecision stemming from having to choose between sev-
eral unpalatable alternatives but also owing to administration miscalculation and
plain mismanagement. Tentativeness and ambivalence contributed to false starts
and delays that undermined the timely achievement of goals and confused allies
and enemies alike.!1?

The largely civilian direction of the air strategy failed the tests of both con-
ception and execution. From the very first Rolling Thunder missions it became
apparent that the bombing precision demanded during White House luncheon
meetings exceeded the capacity of pilots flying against heavily defended targets.
Aircrews had to contend with a landscape laced with antiaircraft guns and missiles
and with abysmal flying weather over North Vietnam during the northeast mon-
soon season lasting from mid-October into mid-March. Severe weather conditions
could prevent scheduled attacks for two or three weeks at a time.!!3 There existed,
indeed, a fog of war. But military leaders shared the blame, with an inflexibility
and lack of appreciation for the political dimension of the conflict and with their
own miscalculation—overstating the efficacy of airpower in an unconventional
circumstance and hence reinforcing civilian mistrust of their judgment.

Lacking an integrated and coherent political-military strategic foundation, the
air campaign proceeded by fits and starts, sputtering most of the time. Despite the
great courage of the aviators and the expenditure of enormous resources, it proved
inconclusive. Like the steady escalation of the ground war in South Vietnam, con-
tinued expansion of the air war against the North—Rolling Thunder operations
recommenced in earnest in the spring of 1967 and, with further lulls and resump-
tions, would continue through November 1968—defied McNamara’s intentions
to contain the U.S. commitment. The widening intervention inflicted rising unan-
ticipated costs that would render the defense secretary’s methodically crafted DoD
budget yet another casualty of a fatally flawed strategy.



CHAPTER IV

PAYING FOR A WAR:
BUDGETS, SUPPLEMENTS, AND ESTIMATES,

1965-1967

McNamara’s annual budgeting process projected his vision of an efficiently
managed, cost-effective Department of Defense. During the 1960s, the president
transmitted to Congress each January his proposed budget for the 12-month period
beginning the following 1 July. Crafting the DoD portion of the president’s budget
began more than a year before Congress received the final document in January.
The process was guided by the Planning, Programming, Budgeting System (PPBS)
introduced in DoD by McNamara in 1961. PPBS systematically employed cost-
benefit analysis to determine program alternatives; the result became the Five Year
Force Structure and Financial Program (FYFS&FP). The main JCS contribution to
the PPBS, the Joint Strategic Objectives Plan, recommended the force structure and
budgets needed to achieve mid-range (five-year) strategic goals.! The services used
the OSD-approved JSOP force structure in budget planning for the five-year cycle.

Yearly budget planning was based on the secretary of defense’s annual logistics
guidance that provided the military services with a baseline force—the JSOP-de-
rived number of Army and Marine divisions, Navy ships, and Navy and Air Force
aircraft as well as operating and support assumptions—to use in determining fiscal
year requirements. In March the JCS would normally send McNamara their recom-
mended changes to the approved JSOP force. By 1 April, the secretary would issue
tentative force guidance, and by 15 June the military departments would submit
program change proposals (PCPs). These documents detailed cost and manpower
effects of changes to the logistics guidance in the FYFS&FP and to the force struc-
ture in the JSOP as justified by international developments, new technology, or
recent intelligence.

83
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Budget and cost-benefit analysts in Systems Analysis™ reviewed the PCPs to
reconcile them with current force structure, procurement, and financial resource
guidance. These evaluations went to McNamara for approval, after which he issued
his tentative decisions to the services in the form of updated and revised versions
of current Draft Presidential Memoranda (DPMs) prepared in Systems Analysis.?
The Joint Chiefs, the military service secretaries, and OSD agencies used the DPM
guidance for their program and budget reviews and for revisions in their original
proposals as they prepared their budgets. They could also appeal OSD decisions
and, if these were sustained, amend their budget submissions accordingly.

Formal budgeting commenced in mid-summer when the ASD (Comptroller)
issued administrative guidance to the services and Defense agencies for budget
submissions. McNamara initially imposed no monetary ceiling on service bud-
get requests, insisting that he made decisions on the merits of Defense programs
not budget ceilings. The comptroller, however, instructed the services to provide a
basic budget request for those funds needed for approved programs and an adden-
dum budget that contained PCPs not completed at the time the services prepared
their budgets, and also requests not allowed in the basic budget, including those
disapproved by McNamara. For instance, addenda for FY 1966 service budget sub-
missions ran between seven and ten percent of basic budget requests. In practice,
McNamara’s unwillingness to give fiscal ceilings for overall budget totals encour-
aged the services and DoD agencies to inflate their requests for approved, but pre-
viously deferred, programs and to appeal OSD decisions. This accounted for the
large discrepancies between the service budget requests and the final DoD budgets.
The inevitable reductions then enabled McNamara and OSD to take public credit
for reducing the Defense budget to manageable levels, signifying that the services
did not need everything they requested.?

After completion of development of the internal DoD budget in late Septem-
ber, the interagency budget process commenced. In the frenetic period from early
October, when the services and Defense agencies forwarded their revised budget
estimates to OSD, to mid-January when the presidential budget went to Congress,
Systems Analysis as well as Bureau of the Budget' and OSD budget experts care-
fully reviewed, evaluated, and formulated the budget submission for the next fiscal
year.t Whereas previously the BoB had actively helped shape the DoD budget
during its internal formulation in early spring, under its new director Charles L.
Schultze, appointed 1 June 1965, it negotiated with OSD after the DoD budget
estimates were drafted in the fall, but before they were finalized. Besides eliminat-

* Undil September 1965 when McNamara elevated Systems Analysis to the level of Assistant Secretary of
Defense (ASD), it was under the OSD Comptroller’s office.

T The Bureau of the Budget, whose director was an important presidential adviser on expenditures, prepared
the annual budget for the president.

¥ BoB staffers usually commenced their work after federal agencies had completed their internal budget
reviews. The Defense budget was the exception. See Alain Enthoven, “Putting Together the Defense Depart-
ment’s Budget,” nd but likely late 1968, 7, fldr #3, box 11, Enthoven Papers, LBJL.
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ing requests deemed unnecessary, the interagency budget specialists also sought
out “relatively low-priority” programs that OSD could defer in favor of approved
projects that might need additional funding because of price increases, inflation,
work slippages, or technical problems.# During the process, budget analysts pre-
sented recommendations and alternatives to the secretary of defense for tentative
decision. The services also commented on or appealed the recommendations of the
budget programmers.

From all of this information, McNamara drew together a summary statement
of force structure and budget estimates in late November, in effect his decisions on
funding for major Defense projects. He then discussed the budget proposals with
the BoB director; after incorporating any modifications resulting from these ses-
sions and from presidential guidance, he finalized DoD’s budget estimates around
1 December. His approved DPMs, offering OSD’s rationale for the Defense bud-
get and explaining any significant differences between OSD and the Joint Chiefs
over proposed funding, went to the White House where they could be used to
prepare the president for his annual meeting with the Chiefs on the budget.

Between 15 November and 31 December, McNamara prepared his budget
statement and rehearsed for his upcoming congressional testimony. During De-
cember he also drafted the Defense portion of the president’s budget message.
Shortly after Congress reconvened in January, the secretary normally appeared
before four congressional committees to explain and defend the Defense budget.
These appearances alone ate heavily into his time. Between 20 January and 5 Oc-
tober 1966, for instance, McNamara spent more than 100 hours testifying before
congressional committees, almost a third of that time related specifically to budget
issues discussed during nine appearances early in the year. By McNamara’s own
estimate, one hour of congressional testimony required four hours of preparation,
and he believed the time devoted to Capitol Hill business took about 20 to 25
percent of his working hours.> Nevertheless, he judged his personal involvement
throughout the budget cycle time well spent.

Congress acted on the DoD budget, a major part of the president’s overall
budget request, in two separate procedures—authorization (approval of the pro-
gram) and appropriation (passage of a bill to provide the money). Four appro-
priation titles—(I) Personnel, (II) Operations & Maintenance, (III) Procurement,
and (IV) Research Development Testing & Evaluation (RDT&E)—comprised
the DoD bill. Military construction and family housing fell under the Military
Construction Appropriation Bill, while civil defense and the Military Assistance
Program (MAP) were treated in separate legislation.

Shortly after receiving the president’s budget in January, the House and Sen-
ate Armed Services Committees and subcommittees considered the budget for
defense and held hearings. During the 1960s, the committees were dominated by
highly partisan Southern Democrats who were favorably disposed toward Defense
but increasingly adversarial toward McNamara. Any differences in the Senate and
House versions of a bill were resolved in a conference of members from both com-
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mittees. The full House and Senate then voted to authorize specific amounts for
each of the four appropriation titles. Military construction, civil defense, and
military assistance were authorized separately.

Around June the Senate and House Appropriations Committees reviewed
the approved authorization bill, held hearings, and resolved any differences in
their respective versions of the legislation. The full House and Senate voted,
usually during September, on the appropriation bill for procurement, person-
nel, operations and maintenance, and research and development. The president
then signed or vetoed the DoD appropriation bill. Appropriations for military
construction, civil defense, and the military assistance, as with the authorization
actions, required separate legislation.

The appropriation act gave the government authority to obligate and pay out
money from the appropriated funds. This was called New Obligational Authority
(NOA): the sum of all new budget authority granted by Congress for a specific
fiscal year and the amount that DoD could legally commit during the fiscal year 1
July—30 June, designated by the calendar year in which it ended. NOA, however,
always included obligations for such long-term, multi-year projects as aircraft car-
rier construction; thus some NOA funds appropriated in one fiscal year carried
over into successive fiscal years. These unspent balances, together with transfers,
unused budget authority, reappropriations, and other moneys were added to cur-
rent NOA to create a new category— Total Obligational Authority (TOA), the
entire amount available to DoD to commit. The money DoD actually paid out
in various forms during a fiscal year constituted expenditures. If expenditures
exceeded appropriations, as often occurred, OSD would request a supplemental
budget to cover the shortfall. The same congressional subcommittees or com-
mittees held hearings, and the full House and Senate passed authorizations and
appropriated the additional NOA. Supplemental requests moved quickly; appro-
priations were passed usually within a few weeks.

The FY 1966 Defense Budget

Besides imposing fiscal responsibility on the military departments, McNa-
mara’s insistence on requirement-based budget requests enabled the secretary and
his staff to monitor and control Defense spending closely, in particular to reduce
significantly the amounts sought by the services. For example, the FY 1966 De-
fense budget, submitted to Congress on 25 January 1965, totaled about $48.6
billion dollars (NOA), almost $8 billion less than the services had requested and
an overall reduction in NOA of $1.2 billion from the previous year. President
Johnson trumpeted the accompanying reductions in Defense expenditures as a
tribute to McNamara’s effective stewardship of DoD, and the administration wel-
comed the lower Defense budget also because the Soviets responded by reducing
their defense spending.®
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In the brief period following the president’s submission of the budget and
McNamara’s early February testimony on Capitol Hill in its behalf, however,
events in Vietnam took a turn for the worse. Within days of the Viet Cong attack
against Pleiku on 7 February 1965, the MACV commander requested more U.S.
combat troops and the president authorized the bombing of North Vietnam. The
“growing threat of trouble in Southeast Asia,” to use Florida Democrat Robert L.
E Sikes’s phrase, provoked recurring congressional questions about the adequacy
of the proposed Defense budget which, after all, had been sent to Congress be-
fore the latest eruptions in South Vietnam. George H. Mahon (D-Tex.), head of
the powerful House Appropriations Committee and chairman of the Subcom-
mittee on DoD Appropriations, asked McNamara if he was “morally certain”
that the budget was “reasonably adequate.” For the moment, as McNamara had
explained previously, additional money was unnecessary because the proposed
budget would allow for increased conventional U.S. military strength as well as
improved combat effectiveness and readiness.”

Congressional accommodation did not imply complete agreement with all
of McNamara’s budget proposals. In particular, the Special Training and Enlist-
ment Program (STEP) and OSD’s proposed merger of Army National Guard and
Army Reserve units drew heavy criticism. STEP, a project dear to McNamara,
would correct minor educational and physical deficiencies that otherwise barred a
volunteer from enlisting in the Army. House critics contended the civilian sector
or government agencies such as the Job Corps were better suited to such pur-
poses; the Senate Appropriations Committee unanimously opposed the measure.
The House committee markup of the DoD appropriations bill eliminated STER,
and language inserted into the appropriations legislation of 29 September 1965
excluded any use of appropriated funds for the program. As for merger of reserve
forces, congressionally unpopular in any case, McNamara’s decision to announce
his plan publicly before consulting Congress only fueled lawmakers’ ire over hav-
ing to “read about it in the papers.”8

Congressional committees also questioned the wisdom of reducing the re-
quest for additional nuclear-powered attack submarines from six to four and rein-
stated the original numbers. The Senate and House committee decisions signifi-
cantly reduced the services' total RDT&E requests while inserting funds for an
advanced manned bomber program that McNamara strongly disapproved. But
overall the setbacks were relatively minor; an enthusiastic McNamara informed
the president in mid-June that he thought it “absolutely fantastic” that the De-
fense budget had sailed through the House Appropriations Committee with so
little change.”

The comptroller’s mid-July review of the House report recommended ac-
quiescing to committee action that accepted the funding for submarines and
the advanced aircraft and did not propose appealing the RDT&E reductions.
McNamara grudgingly agreed, though he still tried, unsuccessfully, to resuscitate
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STEP and the reserve merger. He concurred with the RDT&E cuts, but appealed
for flexibility to distribute the reductions throughout Title IV funds to minimize
the detrimental effect on specific programs.!?

When Congress enacted the general appropriation bill totaling more than
$46.8 billion (NOA) for FY 1966, only $86 million less than requested, the legis-
lation reflected the major decisions described above and included the $1.7 billion
for Southeast Asia that OSD requested in an August 1965 budget amendment
that appeared as Title V. DoD got slightly more than it requested in four of the
appropriated titles, although a series of additions and reductions shifted the pro-
curement accounts somewhat. Other separately enacted DoD appropriations fared
poorly: military construction (PL 89-202) down 17 percent to slightly over $1
billion; family housing down nine percent to $665 million; and civil defense (PL
89-128) down 45 percent to $106 million. Finally, Congress also approved $1.17
billion for military assistance on 5 October.!!

The 1965 Supplemental

Even as House and Senate committees deliberated over the FY 1966 budget,
the escalating violence in Southeast Asia demanded additional funds to under-
write the costs of increasing U.S. involvement. During March 1965, McNamara
promised the service secretaries “an unlimited appropriation” to finance assistance
to South Vietnam; he separately reiterated to the Joint Chiefs that they should
not “feel any constraints whatsoever—absolutely none” on proposing funding for
South Vietnam.!? Based on their experience in financing the Korean War (1950—
53), the military services assumed that McNamara had issued them the customary
blank check to pay for the war.

During the Korean conflict procurement on a huge scale proved so imprecise
and prolonged that DoD ended up with over $32 billion in unexpended funds
as of 30 June 1958, almost five years after hostilities ceased, even after spending
almost $19 billion of such excess funds during 1954-1958. And this was after
OSD had slashed initial service requests during the war years by as much as 38 per-
cent. In 1965 the services expected that McNamara would also allow the military
departments wide latitude in financial matters and an open-ended budget to ac-
company it. They were mistaken. The comptroller of the Army was quick to point
out that peacetime restrictions not only limited the use of certain funds, but made
large-scale (more than $2 million) reprogramming of authorizations cumbersome
and required documentation for construction projects over $50,000.13 Although
the secretary of defense adopted certain budgetary techniques used during the Ko-
rean War, he never relinquished tight control over the budgets, believing PPBS as
effective and efficient in time of war as in time of peace.

As war clouds thickened over Southeast Asia, a few senators called for nego-
tiations with Hanoi and a few others urged the president to request new approval
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from Congress if he intended to expand U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Most,
though, were discreetly silent, in part out of respect for the president’s difficult
position and in part because the administration had not informed them about any
recent policy changes on Southeast Asia. If the president remained tight-lipped
about his military strategy, he showed equal reticence to place a dollar figure on the
cost of the steadily escalating war, complicating the job of administration econo-
mists.'4 Concerned that a public debate on his Vietnam policy would endanger his
Great Society agenda, Johnson looked for an opportune moment to raise the issue.
Such an occasion presented itself on 28 April 1965 when U.S. Marines landed in
the Dominican Republic to protect American citizens and prevent an allegedly
imminent communist takeover of its government.”

Faced with this latest international crisis, shortly after 10 a.m. on 4 May John-
son met in the White House with members of the House and Senate Appropria-
tions, Foreign Relations, and Armed Services committees. “Before the day is over,”
his listeners learned, he would request that Congress appropriate a $700 million
supplemental to the FY 1965 Defense budget, primarily to support the increasing
tempo of fighting in Vietnam, but also to cover expenses arising from the recent
intervention in the Dominican Republic. Reference to the Caribbean crisis disap-
peared from the president’s special message to Congress sent later that day. He now
linked the relatively small appropriation request exclusively to the need to halt
communist aggression in South Vietnam, thereby transforming approval of his
call for supplemental funding into a congressional endorsement of his Southeast
Asia policy.1>

McNamara’s testimony that day before the House Committee on Armed Ser-
vices in executive session buttressed the president’s political agenda. The secretary
reminded the representatives that existing legislation enabled the administration
to use its emergency authority to spend beyond authorized budget levels, mak-
ing the amount of the supplemental incidental. What mattered was congressional
reappraisal and endorsement of U.S. policy in Southeast Asia. According to Mc-
Namara, a ringing vote of confidence on the appropriation would “eliminate some
of the confusion of signals which have been given to Hanoi and Peking as to the
intended purpose and will of this country.” Conversely, extended debate might
convey congressional displeasure with the president’s Vietnam policy that in turn
would signal a lack of U.S. resolve. By defining the issue in such terms, McNamara
handed Congress a presidential ultimatum—either take “prompt action or no ac-
tion” on the request, but do not debate it.1¢

A legitimate need for additional money existed because the U.S. presence
in Vietnam had grown far beyond original expectations. American airpower in
Southeast Asia had trebled during the past 90 days, to cite but one example, re-
quiring more funds for airbase construction in Vietnam, ammunition and equip-

" See Chapter XI.
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ment, and unanticipated costs of the U.S. deployments. Still the administration
had no intention of underwriting a military spending spree. Rather than receiving
the blank check they expected, the services discovered that McNamara, in charac-
teristic fashion, had slashed their initial requests for $1.24 billion in supplemental
funds to $700 million.!”

McNamara’s deepest cuts eliminated long-term spending for aircraft for the
Navy and Air Force in favor of purchasing short-term necessities such as ammuni-
tion. He also held new spending to a minimum. Of the $286 million construction
plan submitted by the services, for instance, he canceled $86 million outright,
reprogrammed $20 million from the fiscal year 1965 construction budget, and
financed $80 million from contingency appropriations requested for fiscal year
1966 construction, leaving only $100 million for the emergency supplemental to
fund. He further reprogrammed $94 million for ammunition procurement over
and above the $275 million supplemental request. The final distribution left little
doubt the secretary still controlled the Defense checkbook. The services bought
what he directed.!®

McNamara’s numbers had less to do with military considerations than the po-
litical realities of Johnson’s White House. Determined neither to panic the Ameri-
can people nor disrupt their lives, the president personally proposed a deliberately
low supplemental pegged at $700 million. His subsequent political maneuvering
to minimize supplemental appropriations suggests that he regarded the $1 billion
mark as a threshold which, if crossed, would open a policy debate on Vietnam that
he so desperately wanted to avoid. An eye-catching figure like $1 billion might
provoke questions about the magnitude of the growing U.S. military involvement
in South Vietnam, but McNamara could stay well under the limit because the
$700 million would pay only for those expenses incurred during the remaining
two months of the 1965 fiscal year. Who knew what might happen in Southeast
Asia after that? General Wheeler and the Joint Chiefs agreed the supplemental was
helpful to permit a buildup “you might say, in anticipation of any escalation of
the future.” McNamara also made plain to congressional committees that if the
administration needed more money for the Vietnam conflict he would again ask
Congress for it.!?

As Johnson anticipated, on 7 May Congtess quickly approved the emergency
supplemental by overwhelming majorities, 408 to 7 in the House and 88 to 3
in the Senate, since a “No” vote could be depicted as denying help to soldiers in
combat. After receiving McNamaras official pro forma recommendation on 7 May
for the extra funding, the president made a great show of transferring the $700
million appropriated by Congress for the Southeast Asia Emergency Fund to the
regular DoD appropriation accounts. At a press conference the following day, the
president equated the speedy congressional action on the supplemental with the
American people’s endorsement of the forces in Vietnam. Johnson assured report-
ers those U.S. troops had a “blank check” to draw on the very best support the
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nation could give them. Contrary to the rhetoric, however, the administration had
no intention of allowing the services carte blanche to determine funding require-
ments for the Vietnam War. The president later put it bluntly: “[TThe Joint Chiefs
of Staff . . . were not to receive one nickel without a plan.”2?

The administration’s May supplemental request was a political device, “a
gimmick” according to William Bundy, to mute potential congressional criticism
of the Vietnam policy. In simplest terms, the president wanted much more than
money; he coveted congressional legitimacy for his actions. Nevertheless, this
“gimmick” set the tone for financing the Vietnam conflict. First, domestic po-
litical, not military, concerns exerted the paramount influence over DoD budget
formulation. Second, responding to these political imperatives, McNamara always
held Defense budgets to the lowest possible amount. Third, supplemental financ-
ing became the standard technique to pay for the escalating war. Many argued
then and have argued since that McNamara deliberately used such methods to
misrepresent the true financial cost of the war.?! The actual process of budgetmak-
ing during his wartime tenure became much more complex and reactive to events
in Vietnam. After all, in May 1965 the administration had yet to make its major
policy decisions about Vietnam, much less determine the financial implications
of an expanded war. Johnson could still speak of having both guns and butter,
although others were wondering about the price tag for the conflict.

While the president might vacillate about the size of future troop deployments
to Vietnam, he could not hide the already obvious and expanding U.S. military
presence in the small Asian nation. Wishing to appear supportive of the president
yet wanting to know more about his Vietnam policy, Mahon questioned McNa-
mara on 4 June 1965 about the adequacy of DoD’s FY 1966 budget then before
his committee. Thinking it better to err on the side of strength when providing
funds for Defense, Mahon asked whether DoD was preparing another supplemen-
tal request or considering an extraordinary reprogramming of funds for Vietnam
expenditures. McNamara responded that the Defense budget was divided into
three parts: initial equipment and stocks; peacetime consumption; and wartime
consumption. Requirements for the first two could be determined with great ac-
curacy, but the third depended on whether and to what extent U.S. forces actually
engaged in combat. Without such empirical data, it was better to submit war-
related costs later in the fiscal year when the administration could “determine them
with greater precision.” In the meantime, the basic budget as submitted remained
adequate.?? McNamara’s reply was accurate but incomplete: accurate because he
insisted on identifying expenses in order to control costs and hold defense spend-
ing to a minimum; incomplete because the secretary’s figures applied only to the
current rather than future costs, which he publicly maintained were unknowable,
even as estimates. This meant the budget was adequate—as long as U.S. involve-
ment in Vietnam hovered around its current level.
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Infusions of more money and additional combat troops failed to improve the
military situation in South Vietnam. Barring a dramatic turnaround, during the
early summer of 1965 it became apparent that the United States would have to
do more of the fighting to achieve its goals. No one knew precisely how much an
expanded war might cost, but everyone knew that with each passing day the bill
for Vietnam operations was growing larger. Fiscal conservatives in Congress were
already calling for a supplemental appropriation in the $2 billion range to fund
the enlarged war.?3 Since the president intended to hold down the financial costs
of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, he remained undecided, pending a policy review,
about how large a supplemental to request.

As part of the major reevaluation, McNamara traveled to Saigon in mid-July
1965 for a firsthand examination of conditions in South Vietnam. In his absence,
OSD principals prepared plans to support a greatly augmented U.S. military role
in Southeast Asia. A key working assumption was that the president would approve
a supplemental appropriation of $2 billion to $3 billion to pay for the additional
personnel and materiel costs of the war.24 Johnson, though, was having second
thoughts about asking Congress for such a huge amount of money.

Concerned that such a request might kill the administration’s Great Society
domestic legislative program, on 16 July the president decided that through the
use of the previously approved $700 million supplemental, and a “possible small
current supplemental,” by which he meant between $300 million and $400 mil-
lion, sufficient funds were available to finance operations in Vietnam until January
1966 when more precise cost figures would become available. The plan relied on
public funds obtained by borrowing rather than by taxation. McNamara learned of
the president’s decision on 17 July while in Saigon, when Vance informed him that
he, OSD Comptroller Hitch, and I&L Assistant Secretary Ignatius were already at
work to meet the president’s goals.?>

Two days later, on 19 July, Johnson asked McGeorge Bundy to draft a brief
rebuttal to Senator Stennis’s recent proposal on how to pay for the war. The Mis-
sissippi Democrat, a member of the Senate Appropriations Committee and later
chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, wanted to increase the DoD
FY 1966 budget immediately and handle early in 1966 a supplemental request for
any additionally required funds. Bundy’s memo, sent to Johnson the evening of
19 July, maintained that a billion-dollar appropriation would needlessly provoke
the Soviets, stir worries at home about the health of the national economy, and
engender a “guns or butter” debate harmful to the president’s domestic legislative
agenda. Bundy’s logic intersected neatly with the president’s “cardinal rule,” in the
words of biographer Doris Kearns, of keeping the war “as painless and concealed
as possible,” exemplified by his insistence on a small future supplemental request.
It fell to McNamara to keep the Vietnam War costs at a reasonable level by com-
bining budgetary restraint, reason, and responsibility with the tools of fiscal and
monetary management.2°
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The August Supplemental Amendment to the 1966 Budget”

In planning a larger U.S. role in Vietnam, no matter the political calculations,
OSD had to figure the monetary cost of the commitment. The overall price tag
the services assigned to the buildup was more than $12.3 billion, or considerably
more than 30 times the presidential guidance. In order to align the services’ rec-
ommendations with political reality, Hitch reduced their original requests “to a
minimum” by using the authority of Section 512(c)’ to exclude from the August
supplemental appropriation the military personnel ($1.8 billion) as well as opera-
tions and maintenance ($2.3 billion) accounts, and, where applicable, the equip-
ment procurement associated with the increased strength requirements. Section
512(a) of the same legislation permitted the administration to spend on credit
any money, appropriated or not, to fund these categories. This left only funding
for procurement ($6.8 billion) and construction ($577 million) to consider. By
further heavy use of his hatchet, Hitch arrived at a supplemental figure of about
$1.75 billion—$1.6 billion for procurement and $150 million for construction.?”

Despite all of Hitch’s ingenuity, a supplemental of even that amount far ex-
ceeded the president’s desires. Aware of Johnson’s concern, McNamara had delib-
erately avoided precise figures by assigning an “x” cost to the Vietnam War. He did
so for two reasons: he could not accurately compute the cost of the conflict because
“during my trip to Vietnam, the x kept getting larger,” and he wanted to avoid any
differences over a figure between himself and the president from coming to light.?8
Nevertheless, a cleavage over disclosing the costs and means of financing the war
had opened between Johnson and McNamara.

Realistic estimates of the proposed supplemental were far beyond Hitch’s
numbers and Johnson’s preferences. Vance thought the price around $8 billion.
Assuming more ground troops in South Vietnam, more air attacks on North Viet-
nam, and a reserve call-up, McNamara told the president at a 22 July meeting with
the Joint Chiefs and the service secretaries that the war would cost $12 billion in
1966, but this additional spending would have little effect on the overall economy.
Two hours later at a second meeting with only Wheeler and Vance joining him
from DoD, McNamara passed on the services’ estimates of $12 billion in 1966,
but he informed the president the sum could be cut by half or more. Even Hitch’s
minimalist request would total at least $1.7 billion, or more than four times the
amount that Johnson had set. McNamara concluded that asking for a supplemen-
tal of “another few hundred million” to pay the enormous costs of expanding the
war was not politically credible. The amount required was too huge to conceal for

* Because Congress had not yet passed the FY 1966 appropriation bill (it was approved 29 September 1965
as PL 89-213), DoD had to request the additional $1.7 billion in the form of an amendment to the pending
budget request.

T Reference is to Sec. 512 of the Department of Defense Appropriation Act, 19 August 1964; PL 88-446 (78
Stat 476).
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long. Better, he thought, to ask for a $2 billion supplemental and come back to
Congress for more money later as would have to be done in any event given the
uncertainty of the x factor.??

The long-term financial issue involved taxes. Unless a tax increase raised new
revenue to offset the ballooning costs of the war, inflationary pressures on the
U.S. economy would mount. In July, around the time of his trip to Vietnam, Mc-
Namara had recommended a tax hike to Johnson to cover the expanded military
operations in Vietnam. The president, however, saw no possibility of congressional
support for raising taxes; furthermore he wanted to deny opponents in Congress
any opportunity to shift his ambitious domestic spending to the military expen-
ditures. When McNamara submitted his estimated spending and proposed tax
increase to Johnson in a “highly classified draft memorandum,” bypassing the trea-
sury secretary and the chairman of the Council of Economic Advisors, the secre-
tary’s apparent political naiveté only exasperated the president. In the end though,
Johnson agreed to ask Congress for a $1.7 billion supplemental appropriation,
perhaps heeding his defense secretary’s admonition to avoid appearances of “trying
to pull a fast one.”30

To cultivate legislative support for the extra funds, the president met with
an 11-member bipartisan congressional delegation in the White House on the
evening of 27 July. He discussed with his audience his reasons for requesting a
supplemental appropriation of between $1 billion and $2 billion and, depending
on what happened in Vietnam, coming back to Congress in January for additional
money, “a few billion dollars.” Presidential special assistants Califano and Valenti
remembered things going so well at the meeting that the president opened up to
his former colleagues by telling them there was enough money for now. “Then
when you come back in January, you'll have a bill of several billion dollars.” This
admission may account for Senators Russell and Stennis remarking on national
television that Vietnam might cost an additional $10-14 billion and Sen. Leverett
Saltonstall (R-Mass.) later commenting that a January supplemental would range
between $7 billion and $10 billion, at least.3!

Three days after the White House meeting, McNamara requested that the
Bureau of the Budget forward to Congress, as an amendment to the FY 1966 DoD
budget then in the Senate, a request for an additional $1.7 billion for a new line-
item appropriation—“Emergency Fund, Southeast Asia.” This sum, not intended
to cover the total costs of the buildup, would pay for gearing up production of new
items, accelerating delivery of essential commodities to U.S. forces in Southeast
Asia, and building new facilities in the war zone. McNamara left no doubt that he
would have to return to Congress in January to ask for substantially more money
to cover the larger forces and higher rates of consumption in Vietnam expected by
December 1965.32

Now McNamara was asking Congress for a blank check. He told the Senate
Armed Services and Appropriations Committees on 4 August of the plans to in-
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crease force levels and air operations in Vietnam. Pressed by Senators Stennis and
Henry M. Jackson (D-Wash.) for a rough estimate of the costs, McNamara replied
he expected the buildup, that is adding 340,000 more men to the armed forces, to
be accomplished by September 1966 with a resulting additional annual cost from
that point of $1.7 billion. Beyond that figure, he could not estimate any operation
and maintenance or procurement and construction expenses because the services
were still developing their detailed plans. Precise expenditures depended, he said,
on what happened in Vietnam.33

Although technically correct, the secretary of defense was obfuscating the is-
sue and misleading congressional committees. What happened in Vietnam would
determine future appropriation requests to a degree as yet uncertain. In contrast
to battlefield expenditures, one could estimate the price of expanding the military
base in support of the war effort. Indeed planners had already calculated person-
nel, O&M, procurement, and construction costs for the buildup at close to $3.6
billion during FY 1966. The figures originally accompanied McNamara’s prepared
classified statement for the congressional hearings but got excised from the final
version and replaced with the innocuous sentence, “Detailed costs cannot be de-
termined at this time and will be financed under Section 512.” On 18 August, the
Senate Committee on Appropriations recommended the $1.7 billion appropria-
tion which became part of the 29 September DoD Appropriations Act.34

By August, however, events in Vietnam rather than in Washington were driv-
ing the cost of the United States commitment in Southeast Asia. This reality, as
much as the president’s decision to downplay the financial burden of the war, ac-
counted for the rapidly widening gap between the administration’s projected costs
of the war and the actual spending needed for something no one in Washington
really wanted or expected—a full-scale conventional land war on the Asian con-
tinent.

The August amendment to the FY 1966 budget provided a stopgap solution
for expanding conventional U.S. forces to meet Vietnam requirements. It did not
address how to budget for a war which, by midsummer 1965, cast an ever dark-
ening shadow on the president’s legislative agenda. The chairman of the Federal
Reserve Board hinted about hikes in interest rates to tighten credit, to slow the
economy, and to avoid inflation. On the other hand, Council of Economic Advi-
sors Chairman Gardner Ackley discounted the effects of the war on the nation’s
economy unless its costs neared $10 billion, a possibility he thought remote based
on McNamara’s “super-confidential” explanation to him of a gradual and moder-
ate buildup of military spending and manpower.3>

In mid-August 1965, DoD projected $8.4 billion in additional costs for Viet-
nam, and those numbers held until recalculations in mid-November. Unspoken, as
always, was the assumption that costs were calculated as of the moment and could
increase or decrease depending on what happened in Vietnam. As BoB Director
Charles Schultze later put it, if the war continued, the “budget was understated
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simply on technical grounds, but understated by an amount nobody knew.” Mc-
Namara’s warning at the NSC’s 5 August meeting that the Republicans were “mak-
ing political capital by overstating the effect on the U.S. economy of the cost of the
Vietnam war,”36 suggested that at the time he believed the costs might not reach
the $10-12 billion range.

Even accounting for the “uncertainties about defense needs, private demand,
and Federal civilian programs,” Ackley told the president on 30 July that the econ-
omy could absorb a buildup based on the Defense program Johnson had outlined
to him. While intensified concern about prices and wages was in order, if the ex-
penditures followed the path McNamara believed likely, the additional spending
could provide a major stimulus to the economy during the first half of 1966. The
president’s imposing presence always loomed behind McNamara’s budget num-
bers. Insistent on enacting and funding Great Society measures “without a tax
increase and without inflation” as well as silencing congressional critics, Johnson
directed McNamara to hold the FY 1967 Defense budget to about $60 billion dol-
lars. On 20 August he reminded himself, “McNamara’s got to find ways to drag his
feet on defense expenditures.””

The FY 1966 Supplemental

Without question the secretary strove to meet the president’s desired budget
ceilings. Still, before the ink went dry on the August amendment, others in OSD
were already working the numbers for a much larger January supplemental to the
FY 1966 budget and for the basic FY 1967 budget. These had to go in tandem
because their influence on each other determined budget guidance throughout the
cycle. Vance had already put the FY 1967 budget process in motion on 19 July
when he issued guidance for changes to the FYFS&FP to account for the increased
costs of the Vietham and Dominican Republic operations. He instructed recipi-
ents to assume for planning purposes combat rates of consumption and attrition
in Vietnam through 30 June 1967. Peacetime rates of consumption would apply
thereafter.38 By assigning this arbitrary date for the war to end, McNamara’s de-
tractors asserted, he deliberately manipulated defense spending to conceal the real
costs of the war from Congress and the American people.

Indeed McNamara did drag his feet on the budget but not, as commonly sup-
posed, by assigning an arbitrary date to the end of the Vietnam fighting. Instead
he reduced projected expenses in Vietnam through restrictive budget planning
assumptions. On 27 August, McNamara’s budget guidance for the January 1966
supplemental appropriation provided that only Phase I deployments to Vietnam
(220,000 U.S. troops) and munitions for the ground forces computed at one and
one-half times the expected rates of consumption be the basis for programming
both the January supplemental and the FY 1967 basic budget requests. The secre-
tary of the Army questioned the guidelines by suggesting they might create short-
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ages if Phase II deployments (333,000 U.S. troops), then under serious consider-
ation, were later approved. In response, on 4 October McNamara convened the
service secretaries and Vance to discuss preparation of the upcoming budget on the
assumption that Phase II deployments “are deferred indefinitely.”3?

Apparently as a result of this meeting, the secretary of defense issued formal
budget guidance the following day. The consistent assumption underlying the FY
1966 supplemental and the FY 1967 budget, he stated, was that the war in South-
east Asia would end on 1 July 1967 and that manpower and consumption costs
would return to peacetime levels after that date. Consumption for FYs 1966 and
1967 would be planned at the Phase I rates and the budget built accordingly—
purely an administrative assumption for budget purposes that did “not imply any-
thing, one way or the other, as to when SEA hostilities actually will cease.” Neither
did it suggest any decision regarding Phase II deployments. He reiterated this guid-
ance in his 11 October memorandum on five-year programming assumptions.“0
The cutoff of the war at the end of FY 1967 constituted a budgetary tool that DoD
had experience with, having used it during the Korean War.”

There were two ways to budget for the added war costs. First, OSD could
assume the war would last indefinitely and finance everything, including combat
attrition and consumption, through normal budget lead times. The JCS favored
this method that would fund, for example, combat attrition of aircraft 18 months
beyond the end of FY 1967. With this approach, if the fighting ended on 30 June
1966, DoD would still have funds authorized to replace aircraft combat losses
through December 1968 even with the war long over. Besides being an unnec-
essary expenditure, such an authorization would introduce laxity into the rigor-
ous financial order McNamara had constructed to account carefully for military
procurement. Even for shorter lead-time consumables such as uniforms or small
arms, DoD might end up buying items six months after the end of hostilities. The
result would show surpluses and imbalances—items requiring long lead times, like
aircraft, would be fully financed years in advance while short lead-time articles,
like rifles, only months. Either way the procurement budget, because of gross over-
funding, would replicate the unfortunate legacy of the post-Korean War era.

A second method would account for both long and short lead-time items
uniformly in the original budget. This technique, however, required assumption
of an arbitrary date for ending the war, the end of a fiscal year being the most con-

* During the Korean War, the administration and OSD assumed an early termination of hostilities, and since
combat consumption rates were unpredictable preferred to fund them by supplemental appropriations late in
the fiscal year or in the next year’s budget. The JCS wanted the war funded on a regular fiscal year basis, moving
the war’s termination date year by year, and assuming the fighting would continue through any fiscal year then
being considered. In other words, for the fiscal year 1954 budget submission, combat would be assumed to
continue to 30 June 1954. The unobligated funds for the long lead-time items funded by the huge Defense
budgets of fiscal years 1951 and 1952 would carry procurement for several years past 1953. (Condit, The Test of
War, 1950-1953, 285-87.)
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venient for planning purposes. As the fiscal year progressed, OSD could monitor
expenditures versus requirements and, as necessary, refine the funding process by
amending in mid-year the president’s original budget request submitted in January
or after congressional appropriations by presenting supplemental requests later, of-
ten in January, together with the new budget—as had occurred during the Korean
Wiar. A January request for a supplemental had the extra advantage of giving bud-
get planners six additional months experience with combat-derived data and the
chance to mesh the newly identified requirements with the following fiscal year’s
budget projections. Maintaining a strict financial accounting would avoid the pit-
falls of the Korean War budgeting nightmare. Finally, assuming an arbitrary end to
the Vietnam War became, in McNamara’s words, a device to force Southeast Asia
items into a supplemental that allowed him to retain control of current military
spending, which, unlike in previous U.S. wars, had to compete for funds with the
president’s ambitious domestic budget.4!

Nevertheless critics insisted McNamara used the arbitrary cut-off date as a
means to misrepresent defense spending, and they further denounced Johnson
for manipulating budget figures to ensure passage and funding of his Great So-
ciety plans. For a brief time during the late summer and fall of 1965, though,
it appeared that with luck the war might end sooner rather than later. Between
July and October, McNamara alternated between cautious optimism and grow-
ing skepticism about events in Vietnam. On the plus side, South Vietnam had
survived communist offensives in June and July; Viet Cong activity had slowed;
Washington regarded the marines’ performance in Operation Starlite (18-24 Au-
gust 1965) as “almost too good to be true”’; and the State Department notified
Ambassador Lodge in Saigon that the reinforced U.S. ground strength was forcing
the Viet Cong to avoid large unit actions and revert to guerrilla warfare tactics.
This period of good news from Southeast Asia coincided with McNamara’s bud-
get guidance on 27 August. The Phase I deployments seemed to have turned the
communist tide and offered hope that the war might end by mid-1967. As long as
McNamara had reason to believe the Phase I forces sufficient to achieve U.S. goals
in South Vietnam, he could legitimately claim that its lengthy deployment period
of 18 months would not involve excessive costs. When Rep. Leslie C. Arends (R-
Ill.) asked in early August 1965 if it was “outlandish or reasonable” to think that
the administration might seek an additional $10 billion to $14 billion the coming
January, McNamara described such figures as both outlandish and shocking for the
current program (Phase I).42

Aware that rumors of a major U.S. escalation had swept through Wall Street
in late August, Ackley personally debunked press reports of a $12 billion increase
in defense spending, describing them to the president as “highly exaggerated Viet
Nam numbers.” A week later, based on McNamara’s assurances, Ackley again
scotched such speculation by publicly announcing that Defense spending over the
next 12 months would add only $2 billion to federal expenditures.*3
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Because government commitments to purchase (orders) always preceded ex-
penditures (payment), it was likely DoD would spend (as opposed to order) no
more than $2 billion during the period, although it would have much more on
order awaiting future payment. As long as Phase I assumptions held true, McNa-
mara could bring in budget numbers for Vietnam much lower than $10 billion.
But as summer changed to fall, so too did the military presumptions of August.
By October it had become obvious that Phase I forces were inadequate, and that
more troops and more dollars would be required if the United States intended to
remain in Vietnam. Like so much about the distant war, after today’s successes
came tomorrow’s heartbreak.

Instead of backing off in the face of intensified U.S. air and ground opera-
tions, North Vietnam was apparently matching the American buildup. Surging
infiltration of men and supplies from North Vietnam into the South led Westmo-
reland in mid-October to ask for 35,000 more U.S. troops. If OSD approved the
MACV commander’s proposal, then it also had to find money to pay the addi-
tional costs. Meanwhile on 8 October Johnson underwent a gall bladder operation
that left him convalescing at his Texas ranch until early December, restricting his
face-to-face contact with his senior policy advisers. Voluminous daily cables from
Washington and regular visits to the ranch by his senior staff kept him fully in-
formed of developments, including decisions about Westmoreland’s troop require-
ments for 1966, the so-called Phase II and Phase Ila deployments.4 By virtue of
the president’s confidence in him, his own towering abilities, and, to be sure, his
self-assurance, McNamara had the central role in this process, one that led him to
alter his own views on the Vietnam War.

At the Pentagon on 18 October, Brig. Gen. William E. DePuy, the MACV
J-3 (Operations), presented the Washington civilians a sobering analytical, results-
oriented approach to justify 115,000 additional troops during the course of 1966."
McNamara promptly ordered his Pentagon staff to translate DePuy’s Phase II de-
ployment proposals into personnel, unit, and budget figures. In a discussion fol-
lowing the briefing, the secretary outlined three options for implementing DePuy’s
recommendations. With customary decisiveness, McNamara said he wanted to
know the implications of his alternatives in dollar terms within four days, and he
summoned a meeting in his office early the next morning to mobilize the staff to
obtain the numbers.#>

At that meeting on 19 October, McNamara rescinded his previous budget
guidance and instructed the service secretaries and JCS to assume approval of
Phase II deployments and provide study requirements for the program. Subse-
quent reviews by the JCS and OSD lowered the service submissions for FYs 1966
and 1967 by cutting O&M and procurement requests, by not equipping newly
raised units in the strategic reserve to full authorization, and by disallowing Navy

These events are discussed in detail in Chapter V.
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and Marine requests previously disapproved in force guidance. On 3 November
McNamara recommended the president approve the reinforcements at a cost of
$16 billion ($13 billion for Phase I and $3 billion for Phase II) through FY 1967.4¢
Events in Vietnam, however, quickly outpaced OSD budget planning and forced
continual changes in response to ever-increasing requirements from the field for
more troops and material.

Citing the increased enemy strength figures and lackluster ARVN battlefield
performance, Westmoreland continually pressed for accelerated deployment of
Phase II combat forces. The president had already instructed McNamara to meet
MACV’s requests, and on 12 November, the secretary of defense informed the
service secretaries and OSD principals that in the absence of a firm decision on
Phase II deployments, he had decided “work should go ahead full speed now” to
prepare the FY 1966 supplemental and the FY 1967 budgets to include funds for
the Phase II deployments.

A few days later McNamara handed the service secretaries deployment sce-
narios to use when revising their budgets. Although the FY 1966 supplemental
request and the FY 1967 budget were to be based on Phase II deployment tables,
because of the president’s resistance to large increases McNamara loyally limited
costs by reducing the latest service estimates by 12 percent to stay within the pre-
vious $16 billion projection. In mid-November, the president finally authorized
McNamara to prepare the FY 1966 supplemental and the 1967 budgets on the as-
sumption that the funds to meet Phase II deployments would become available.43
After a month-long reappraisal, McNamara had finally aligned requirements for
the troops needed in Vietnam and the cost of those forces. Then the latest battle-
field estimates arrived at the Pentagon.

Westmoreland’s 23 November request for still more troops obviously required
more money. “The real problem centers on the budget,” Wheeler told the service
chiefs, because “the extent of the budget will horrify the president.” To assess the
situation personally McNamara and Wheeler flew to Saigon, where Wheeler had
already relayed to Westmoreland the secretary’s guidance to include the Phase II
add-ons, known as Phase ITa, in MACV’s briefing, because these extra forces would
significantly influence resulting budget adjustments, funding, and programs for
the increased force levels in Vietnam. During the 28-29 November visit DePuy’s
presentation, heavily laden with cost-benefit analysis jargon, convinced McNa-
mara that more troops were needed in Vietnam.4

On his return to Washington on 1 December, McNamara instructed each ser-
vice to expand its January supplemental to support the Phase Ila forces. The next
day he alerted the president to a possible $11 billion supplemental to pay for Phase
ITa programs. Moreover, DoD expenditures for FY 1967 would total $60-61 bil-
lion, “much higher than any [previous estimate] you've seen before.” Bureau of
Budget estimates of early November had led Johnson to expect a $9 billion supple-
mental, and, although he was distressed, in the end he and McNamara had to give
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in to the inevitable. If they wanted to fight a war they would have to pay for it.
Even so, they continued to struggle against cost escalations. McNamara reduced
the services’ latest revised supplemental estimates of $15.8 billion by more than
$2.6 billion, and still further over the next few weeks, despite their protests about
substantial unfulfilled requirements, lack of Army support troops to meet the ac-
celerated deployments, and degraded flexibility to meet NATO commitments.>°

On 11 December, after canvassing members of Congress about a $10-12
billion supplemental and their views of Vietnam policy, the defense secretary for-
warded a slightly modified Southeast Asia FY 1966 supplemental bill of $13.1 bil-
lion (NOA)" to the president. McNamara’s working premises were: (1) the amount
would support the Phase Ila schedule; (2) withdrawals of men and equipment
from other areas might be necessary to meet the schedule; and (3) the funds would
cover short lead-time items through 31 December 1966 and long lead-time ones
through 30 June 1967. The 31 December date pared the total supplemental re-
quest for ground combat and air operations $4 billion by excluding the cost of six
months (1 January—30 June 1967) worth of ammunition consumption, aircraft
loss replacement, and other incremental costs. If it appeared that the war would
continue beyond 31 December 1966, another supplemental, estimated at $9.8
billion, would be necessary. Also on 11 December McNamara approved, without
public fanfare, speeding up deployment of combat forces to Vietnam as Westmo-
reland had repeatedly requested.!

On 17 January 1966, McNamara publicly announced the administration’s in-
tent to ask Congress for a $12.3 billion in FY 1966 supplemental funding. He has-
tened to add that expenditures, as opposed to new obligational authority, would
increase by only $4.6 billion during fiscal year 1966, thereby allaying fears about
inflation. Several weeks later, McNamara said that $3.9 billion represented the
maximum amount of the $12.3 supplemental that DoD could spend in the re-
maining months of the 1966 fiscal year, although the bulk of the remainder would
be obligated by 30 June 1966.52

On 19 January, the president formally transmitted to Congress his request for
$12,345,719,000 in new obligational authority for DoD for the remainder of FY
19606, a staggering 25 percent increase over DoD’s original and already amended
$48.6 billion budget. Proposed supplemental procurement appropriations totaled
$7 billion. Because budget planning was premised on hostilities ending on 30 June
1967, acquisition of items with a lead time exceeding one year—that is beyond
the normal budget cycle—had to be funded in the FY 1966 supplemental. For ex-
ample, planners estimated a total of 997 U.S. aircraft losses through 30 June 1967.
Replacing so many aircraft had to be done incrementally, and McNamara argued
that orders for the new planes had to be placed in FY 1966 to ensure production
lines expanded sufficiently to meet requirements through June 1967. That, said

* The difference included adjustments of stock funds and a $75 million MAP reimbursement.
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critics, amounted to increasing the FY 1966 budget to hold down the FY 1967
budget. Congressional skeptics also wondered if the process actually accelerated
delivery of much needed equipment.>3

To get defense production lines moving, DoD issued letter contracts, that
is, commitments of intent to purchase as funds became available as opposed to
authorized funds legally obligated to a contractor. In the third and fourth quarters
of 1965 arms production soared because of letter contracts. Although no expen-
ditures were yet involved, companies holding letter contracts moved to expand
their work forces while borrowing money to improve productive capacity using
the letter contract commitments as collateral. The resulting squeeze on the labor
market and increased competition for available resources as well as capital were
already pushing prices upward in the summer of 1965, thereby fueling inflation.
In other words, defense procurement was picking up velocity before the nation’s
economists became fully aware of the effects on a superheated economy, already
performing at near capacity levels, of a considerably larger investment in plant and
equipment than anyone anticipated.>* In part this was a function of the policies of
the so-called “New Economics.”

Just as senior civilians in OSD believed that they could control the tempo of
a limited war in Vietnam, so too the “new economists” in the Johnson administra-
tion believed that they could control the business cycle by the way the government
handled its tax collections and spending (that is, its fiscal policy). In lean economic
times, greater spending by government and lower taxes would promote economic
growth, and in boom times the opposite remedies would limit excessive growth
and inflation. Thus they remained leery about a tax increase late into 1965, in part
because the CEA’s economic forecasts assumed no rapid jump in defense spending,.
Ackley and Schultze also worried about both inflation and recession, but Ackley,
concerned about imposing higher taxes that might choke off economic growth,
remained less sensitive to the dangers of inflation. It seemed that an administration
with no coherent plan to fight a war likewise had no plan to pay for it.>>

Without a comprehensive plan for Vietnam, future operational requirements
were so uncertain that OSD’s policy was to wait until the last possible moment
to fund them, and then only through the end of FY 1967. This tactic, coupled
with the requirement to start procurement immediately of long-term items such
as aircraft in order to ensure their delivery during the next fiscal year, created an
exquisite irony: the FY 1966 budget with amendment and January 1966 supple-
mental exceeded the proposed FY 1967 budget submitted on 24 January 1966.
It also provoked angry charges of duplicity leveled against the administration for
deliberately understating the costs of the Vietnam War. As late as mid-November
1965, however, any estimate of Vietnam costs remained highly conjectural be-
cause the requirement for additional money was tied to DoD’s program of phased
deployments—at that time, of course, still subject to the president’s approval. In
early December the picture became clearer, but even when the budget requests got
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finalized, the president still had made no decision on Phase II or Phase Ila aug-
mentations, so no one could really know how much the Vietnam War would cost.
Recollecting the Korean War’s unrealistic Defense budgets—overestimated by 13
percent in FY 1953 and by 11 percent in FY 1954—economic advisers hesitated
to take projected Vietnam expenditures too seriously.>®

The FY 1967 Defense Budget

The crash effort during December 1965 to adjust and finalize the FY 1966
supplemental request coincided with the last-minute rush to complete the 1967
basic budget for submission to Congress in mid-January 1966. Based on previous
guidance, the services had already submitted their estimates for FY 1967 to OSD
on 1 October 1965. Their projections followed the January 1965 FYFS&FP, with
increases for Southeast Asia included in the submission. OSD budget analysts com-
pleted their reviews in early November and then provided program issues to BoB
Director Schultze for comment and coordination. Extra money for the stepped-up
rate of deployments and additional troops would boost the FY 1967 administra-
tive budget* to more than $115 billion. As of December, the president believed
it impossible to get such a sum in the annual authorization from Congress. He
thought it better for Defense to minimize its January 1967 budget submission and
later go for a $10 billion supplemental instead. To accomplish this, the president
established a $110 billion expenditure target for FY 1967. Both Schultze and Mc-
Namara labored to stay within Johnson’s guideline as McNamara took the lead in
translating the president’s wishes into hard Defense budget numbers.>”

Throughout the fall of 1965, the president had been kept aware that the
economy showed signs of inflation. Late in the year his key economic advisers were
warning him that the added military costs of Vietham on an already near-capacity
economy required stern financial measures—higher interest rates and increased
taxes. Johnsons populist streak made the first alternative unacceptable, and he
repeatedly urged William McChesney Martin, Jr., the chairman of the Federal
Reserve Board, not to raise interest rates. In early October 1965, for instance,
the president told Martin it was impossible to predict war costs. “It could be $10
billion, it could be $3 to $5 billion. . . . McNamara says it very likely will be less
than $5 billion for the rest of [fiscal] 1966.” At this time McNamara’s projections
were likely correct. It is likely also that Johnson believed, and wanted to believe,
that the war would neither last more than a year or two at its current intensive rate
nor hurt the economy. McNamara himself publicly insisted on 8 March 1966 that

* Administrative budget funds covered receipts and expenditures of the federal government subject to annual
congressional authorization. In addition, Congress permanently authorized certain receipts to be set aside in
trust funds for specified payments of programs like Social Security and administered in a fiduciary capacity.
They were not part of the administrative budget. Thus the total budget was considerably larger than the admin-
istrative budget.
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the nation could afford both guns and butter.5® But other signs indicated that the
economy was not running all that smoothly.

In mid-October 1965, Schultze had recommended, with McNamara’s en-
dorsement, that Johnson withhold the traditional fall budget review that would
reveal an additional $4.5 billion in expenditures above the FY 1966 budget until
Congress recessed. Even in late November Ackley saw defense purchases running
below expectations during the first half of 1965, and, aware that the timing and
pace of the buildup could not be precisely measured at the moment, he thought
the uncertainty not of major proportions through mid-1966. By early December
administration economists concluded the economy was overheating but disagreed
about the extent and the cure. The Troika—the chairman of the CEA, the direc-
tor of BoB, and the secretary of the treasury —still regarded the Federal Reserve’s
proposed interest rate hike as premature and advised the president to defer all
decisions on monetary policy, excise taxes, and fiscal policy until the shape of the
1967 budget became known. Johnson’s senior staff assistants likewise counseled
avoiding any dramatic tax increases while pushing the Defense budget as low as
“is consistent with both your basic programs and your ability to withstand charges
of concealment.” Yet the latest figures for plant and equipment spending showed
the rapid growth that outstripped economists’ predictions and possibly created a
strong inflationary strain early in 1966. Johnson reacted by asking selected advis-
ers, including McNamara, Ackley, Treasury Secretary Henry H. Fowler, and Cali-
fano, to consider measures to deal more effectively with the problems of maintain-
ing price stability and checking inflationary pressures.>®

These developments and the Troika’s new economic estimates announced on
17 December changed Ackley’s views. He recommended raising taxes, but quali-
fied his advice contingent upon the amount of the FY 1967 administrative budget.
If it exceeded $115 billion, taxes had to rise; if it came in at $110 billion, higher
taxes were less certain, though probably still necessary because inflationary pres-
sures were already stronger than expected. Califano found Ackley’s prognosis so
gloomy that he recommended, and Johnson approved, that the Troika discreetly
develop specific tax proposals, although he excluded their staffs from the process
for fear of leaks to reporters.®®

Troublesome economic news, compounded by reports from Vietnam, made
the possibility of a short war without inflation seem less and less likely. In Novem-
ber McNamara had seemed to be recommending almost on a daily basis that ever
more troops go to Vietnam. MACYV cables resonated with calls for more troops.
And the JCS always supported these requests. Fighting had intensified, and with
it U.S. casualties. By December the economic competition between the demands

The Troika prepared economic forecasts and provided economic advice to the president. The CEA was
responsible for overall economic forecasting, the BoB for estimating expenditures, and the Treasury for estimat-
ing revenues. (Anderson and Hazleton, Managing Macroeconomic Policy, 47.)



PAYING FOR A WAR, 1965-1967 105

of the Great Society on the one hand and the spiraling costs of the Vietham War
on the other for ever scarcer resources and money was becoming an open secret.
Although the CEA did not have all the facts on the Vietnam buildup, “we knew
what numbers were being talked about,” recalled Ackley, “and we also knew very
well that, whatever those numbers, they weren’t nearly big enough in terms of what
was going to happen to defense expenditures.”!

Johnson’s economic experts could explain the technical reasons for boosting
taxes on their graphs and charts. Their arguments made sense, and Johnson un-
derstood them, but they remained too dry, too lifeless, and frankly too politically
unsophisticated for a consummate politician. To assess what increased taxes meant
to voters, the president drew on his former congressional colleagues. In late 1965,
Rep. Wilbur Mills (D-Ark.), chairman of the formidable House Ways and Means
Committee, simply opposed any tax increase in 1966. Congressional elections
loomed just over the horizon, and no congressman in his right mind wanted to
face the prospect of voting to raise taxes on his constituents. Realizing that a tax
increase had no chance of passage, Johnson feared that even proposing higher taxes
would give his congressional opponents the weapon to slay appropriations for his
authorized Great Society programs. The intense political pressure from Congress
to hold down the federal budget and avoid inflation squared with the president’s
own populist sentiments not to raise taxes or, for that matter, to acknowledge pub-
licly the cost of the war, especially to the business community. Obviously, keeping
the budget within limits meant checking the growth of Defense spending that,
after all, constituted the major portion and greatest variable of the president’s bud-
get. If military costs could be held down, so too could inflationary pressure. This
left McNamara with the task of holding Defense spending in the FY 1967 budget
at no more than $57 billion, or $3 billion below his estimated total to cover the
Vietnam buildup.6?

On 8 November, Schultze forwarded to McNamara an agenda listing pro-
gram issues for discussion at a meeting scheduled for the following afternoon.
BoB’s attention focused on DoD’s strategic, big-ticket requests such as ballistic
missile procurement, numbers of strategic bombers, Nike-X development, and
anti-submarine warfare improvements. McGeorge Bundy, representing the NSC,
and the senior leadership of BoB, the Office of Science and Technology (OST),
as well as DoD attended the meeting. Both the secretary of defense and the BoB
director were working to hold down the FY 1967 Defense budget to meet the
president’s $110 billion expenditure target. To accomplish this, they searched for
ways to reduce costs either by stretching out procurement of such aircraft as the
FB-111 and the Navy EA-6B; cutting fund allocations, as happened with air de-
fense and the Nike-X developments; or deferring work, such as on the Navy’s
nuclear-powered aircraft carrier. BoB also proposed postponing construction of
10 destroyer escorts and building 3 instead of 5 new nuclear-powered submarines.
Issues still unsettled after the meeting—R&D budgets, the Military Assistance
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Program, and the nuclear carrier—were rescheduled for further discussion between
McNamara and Schultze on 13 November. At that session, McNamara agreed to
slip production of the FB-111 from 33 to 10 aircraft for FY 1966, but he insisted
on maintaining stockages to support the planned force in combat, regardless of
cost. OSD stood firm on funding for Nike-X development but accepted a $367
million reduction to hold the RDT&E budget to $6.9 billion. No final decisions
were made about military assistance, but McNamara agreed to defer the nuclear-
powered carrier to the FY 1968 budget. As Bundy later recalled, in such meetings
McNamara’s trump card was not arguing the merits of the issue but saying, “This is
the smallest I can defend in the Congress.”®3

McNamara had to juggle the proposed supplemental and the FY 1967 budget
until January. His proposed $59.8 billion FY 1967 Defense budget had trimmed
almost $13 billion from service requests. He justified the reductions by assuming
that combat support for Southeast Asia would cease on 30 June 1967, a point Mc-
Namara emphasized to congressional committees early in 1966. Using the same
rationale, the secretary made additional and larger reductions in aircraft, missile,
and ammunition procurement on the grounds that a high level of production in FY
1966 had achieved the desired stockages for combat operations. He judged the ser-
vice estimates excessive and likely to result in the vast surpluses characteristic of the
post-Korean War period. The secretary had already programmed combat consump-
tion of short lead-time items, like ammunition, only through December 1966, but
long lead-time items through June 1967, and he had advised the president that if
the war went beyond either date, additional funds would become necessal‘y.64

Although warned by McNamara that the technique, while a “fair and square
way,” might leave the administration open to charges of sleight of hand and would
damage credibility, Johnson was receptive because he wanted to keep the budget,
inflation, and any deficit “as low as I can” to avoid a tax hike. Financing military
personnel and operations and maintenance costs only through 31 December 1966
was the only way for McNamara to get a lower FY 1967 Defense budget aside from
deliberately underestimating costs. That option, he admitted, would of course be
far more difficult to explain to Congress.®

In this manner, cuts in the Army’s budget requests came mainly in downward
adjustments to personnel costs ($439 million), O&M ($926 million), and procure-
ment ($1.756 million). The Air Force saw $278 million eliminated from its person-
nel account, $498 million from O&M, $2.486 million from aircraft and missile
procurement, $461 million from munitions, and $639 million from research and
development. The Navy, including the Marine Corps, took reductions of slightly
more than $100 million in personnel accounts, $538 million from O&M, $350
million from shipbuilding, $584 million from procurement, and $104 million
from research and development projects. Construction funds for the services de-
clined $1.25 billion as McNamara delayed every project “that could possibly be
postponed.”® Nevertheless the Defense budget still hovered around $60 billion,
which BoB deemed excessive.
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McNamara incorporated the results of his discussions with BoB into his 9
December 1965 memorandum to the president on budget issues. Also finding
expression in the document, albeit in muted tones, were the budgetary concerns
of the JCS and service secretaries. The Joint Chiefs deemed the proposed budget
insufficient at two levels. First, on a conceptual plane, they particularly objected
to McNamara’s assumption that the United States could fight a European war for
six months and simultaneously continue operations in Vietnam. To the contrary,
they claimed, funding was inadequate to support Southeast Asia operations and
concurrently meet other U.S. global commitments. Furthermore, without a partial
mobilization, the Chiefs asserted, the demands of the Vietnam War were eroding
the general purpose forces, diminishing the training and rotation base, and creat-
ing shortages in certain types of ammunition, spare parts, and aircraft, further
reducing overall capabilities.®”

Second, the Chiefs desired more military hardware than the budget allowed.
They wanted to delay the phaseout of B-52s in favor of slower production of the
FB-111s; buy more SR-71 aircraft; and develop the advanced manned strategic
aircraft (AMSA). McNamara did withdraw his projected FY 1967 reductions in
the B-52 force, although this probably came more from the higher demand for
B-52s in a tactical role over Vietnam than from the Chiefs’ urgings and his inabil-
ity to field the F-111Bs quickly enough to replace the aging bombers. On other
programs he proved intractable, rejecting JCS arguments on the SR-71 and AMSA
programs and refusing money for greater development of the Nike-X system as
well as the Navy’s shipbuilding program, including the construction of a nuclear-
powered carrier in FY 1967.68

On 3 December the Joint Chiefs had requested McNamara to allow them to
meet with the president and appeal among other issues, the Nike-X, the overall
posture of conventional forces, and the Navy’s shipbuilding program. Aware of the
Chiefs’ opposition to many of the budget decisions, McNamara and Vance had al-
ready arranged a meeting for 10 December at the president’s Texas ranch to discuss
the JCS budgetary requirements. They deliberately timed the session to ensure that
Wheeler, who was leaving for Vietnam before Christmas, would be available to
exert “a salutary influence on the Chiefs.” On 8 December McNamara and Vance
met with the Chiefs, explained the president’s budget difficulties, and told them
that McNamara intended to argue for his budget priorities at the Texas meeting.
McNamara’s memorandum the following day alerted Johnson to the major topics
on the Chiefs’ list. The same day, Admiral McDonald gave McNamara an advance
copy of his proposed remarks before the president with particular reference to the
need for the nuclear-powered carrier. A separate 9 December memo from McNa-
mara to the president proposed a FY 1966 supplemental of $12.8 billion (NOA)
and a FY 1967 Defense budget of $61.3 billion (NOA), the latter subject to fur-
ther downward revision. The accompanying rationale for these figures served the
president as background material for his meeting with the Chiefs.®?
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Although Johnson flattered the Chiefs by telling them how much he valued
their advice, General Greene left convinced that the president either had already
made up his mind on the Defense budget or he would rely, “as he normally ap-
pears to,” on McNamara’s recommendations. The president did appear troubled
by the large Defense budget and its potential impact on his Great Society pro-
grams. He repeatedly mentioned his willingness to provide whatever was necessary
in Vietnam, but he thought the proposed budget too high and wanted it reduced.
Yet Johnson did force McNamara to reconsider the nuclear-powered carrier that
McDonald deemed essential for the Navy. Indeed, as the admiral was leaving the
president put his arm around McDonald’s shoulder and whispered to him not to
worry about the carrier.”? The president’s potent combination of remorse, flattery,
and inveigling defused much of the Chiefs” resentment over the budget.

Still displeased with McNamara’s budget, BoB’s Schultze wanted Defense
expenditures held to $57 billion. Together with McNamara, he devised two al-
ternatives in mid-December to cut FY 1967 spending. Assuming the war would
end on 31 December 1966 (not 30 June 1967) could reduce expenditures to $57
billion in FY 1967. Alternatively, McNamara could impose a two-week slippage
on everything in the Defense budget, thereby reducing expenditures to $58 bil-
lion. Johnson felt uncomfortable with both approaches, but he favored the lower
amount, agreeing with McNamara’s observation that opponents would attack the
higher figure to gut his Great Society. Schultze then proposed that if a large FY
1967 Defense supplemental request became necessary, accompanying it with a
tax increase in May or June 1966 could make up any shortfalls. Not accepting
Schultze’s lower figure, McNamara insisted that only a higher figure of $60 billion
would preserve the administration’s “credibility both in budget terms and in terms
of Vietnam.” Despite Schultze’s reservations, Johnson accepted McNamara’s pro-
posal for the higher amount. In so doing the president broke his self-imposed $110
billion expenditure ceiling and ultimately submitted total estimated expenditures
of $112.8 billion (Defense coming in at an estimated $60.5 billion) and a total
budget request for $121.9 billion (NOA), with $59.8 billion for Defense, includ-

ing military assistance.”!

Vietnam Spending and the Economy

McNamara had managed to keep his proposed FY 1967 budget expenditures
close to the $60 billion target, but the ripple effects of the increased defense spend-
ing to date were beginning to appear as unsettling strains in the nation’s economy.
A mid-December memorandum from economist Walter W. Heller, a White House
staff member, recommended the president switch from an expansive to a restrictive
fiscal policy to ward off inflation, best accomplished by imposing a surtax specifi-
cally tied to Vietnam. On 27 December Ackley emphatically recommended that
Johnson seek a tax increase that politically might come later but from an economic
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standpoint “needs to be done as soon as possible.” The same day, also reacting to
fears of inflation as demand outstripped available supply, Schultze informed the
president that Defense expenditures in the $60 billion range necessitated a tax
increase. For budget purposes, he again advised Johnson to assume expenditures of
$57 billion in the January budget premised on U.S. forces returning from Vietnam
by December 1966. Schultze estimated the cost of the war at $16 billion to $18
billion for fiscal year 1967, but advised the president to request $10 billion rather
than ask for the full amount. If the fighting continued, the administration could
then ask for a supplemental appropriation. This was consistent with Mills’s advice
to Fowler to keep the FY 1967 budget submission as low as possible by reflecting
the current rate of expenditures for the war and, if need be, ask for a supplemental
appropriation later. Schultze’s originality lay not in the notion of a supplemental,
which DoD had been planning since July, but in his “two-stage” strategy linking
any tax increase to a supplemental Vietnam appropriation, not to the basic bud-
get’s expansion of Great Society programs.”?

By early 1960, the president’s overall budget forecast expenditures of $112.8
billion offset by revenues of $111 billion, a “mildly deflationary” and pleasantly
surprising $1.8 billion deficit. Defense spending, McNamara now hopefully an-
ticipated, would come to $58.3 billion, and he played down any fears of infla-
tion before Congress, reasoning that Defense expenditures would increase over
FY 1965 only marginally as percentages of GND, by 0.4 percent in FY 1966 and
0.5 percent in FY 1967. Because the $12.3 supplemental would increase FY 1966
expenditures only $4.6 billion, McNamara estimated in January 1966 that the
adjusted FY 1966 Defense expenditures would be $54.2 billion and those of FY
1967 $58.3, for what the New York Times termed “a relatively modest $4.1 billion”
increase in federal spending.”? Upon closer inspection, the amount of money avail-
able for Defense coffers far exceeded the $4.1 billion addition.

A month later, McNamara estimated that of the $12.3 billion (NOA) FY
1966 supplemental, DoD would likely spend only $3.9 billion during FY 1966
and obligate the remainder. That meant DoD would spend much of the 1966
supplemental during FY 1967, although it would not appear in that year’s budget.
Put another way, combining the “relatively modest” $4.1 billion spending increase
to the FY 1967 budget with the $8.4 billion carryover from the FY 1966 supple-
mental added a potential $12.5 billion in new defense spending to the economy
during FY 1967. Some of those additional defense dollars would get pumped into
an overheated economy. To add to the inflationary pressure, although the admin-
istration projected the costs of the Vietnam War at $10.2 billion during fiscal year
1967, later estimates almost doubled that—$19.4 billion.74 McNamara might
possibly juggle the DoD budget figures; he could not control the spiraling costs

of the war.
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Did McNamara deliberately mislead Congress and the nation’s economists
about the cost of the war? The argument has persisted that the upward revision
of his original projections proved the administration knew all along that the costs
would go much higher than their initial estimates.”> But budget planning guid-
ance stayed fluid during the second half of 1965—that of July 1965 differed from
that of November 1965, which in turn differed from that of December 1965. Re-
vised deployment schedules to meet the changing circumstances in Southeast Asia
occasioned new tables from which budget experts and cost analysts calculated the
added price of the conflict. The voracious demands of the Vietnam War ran up the
bill faster, and longer, than McNamara or anyone else had anticipated. Actual costs
consistently outpaced DoD’s constantly readjusted estimates. DoD’s December
1965 projections of $22.6 billion still fell $6.5 billion short when compared to its
October 1966 forecast.

TABLE 2

SouTHEAST Asia CosT Escaration: DoD Estimates, FY 66 anDp FY 67
(IN BILLIONS)

Date Event Add-On Costs
13 Aug 65 FY 66 Amendment Estimate $1.7
13 Aug 65 FY 66 Supplemental Estimate $6.7
13 Aug 65 Subtotal (1) $8.4
21 Nov 65 Preview forecast, 1967, Phase I $5.1
21 Nov 65 Phase II, 1966 and 1967 Estimated $24
13 Aug-23 Nov | Miscellaneous Growth Estimated $1.0
23 Nov 65 Subtotal (1+2) $16.9
4 Dec 65 Phase Ila Estimated $2.8
4 Dec 65 Military Assistance Program $0.7
23 Nov—4 Dec Miscellaneous Growth Estimated $1.9
Subtotal (1+2+3) $22.3
4-9 Dec 65 Miscellaneous Growth Estimated $0.3
9 Dec 65 Total Add-On Estimated Forecast for | $22.6
FYs 66 and 67 (1+2+3+4)
26 Oct 66 Estimated incremental costs for $29.1
FY 66 and FY 67

Sources: Southeast Asia Cost Escalation (DoD Estimates, FY 66 and FY 67), 9
Dec 65, fldr FY 67 Budget Summaries, box 5, Comptroller files, Acc 73-A-1389;
memo SecDef for Pres, Southeast Asia Costs, 26 Oct 66, FRUS 1964—68, 4:786.
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The president’s domestic priorities and conflicting political pressures beyond
question shaped the amounts of his proposed budgets and announced expendi-
tures, but McNamara was not the first secretary of defense to labor under those
Washington realities. His budget premises were on record, and he openly and re-
peatedly told Congress that the administration would need more money to pros-
ecute the war. Both the secretary of defense and the president met with congress-
men individually and collectively to alert them to likely price tags on the conflict.
Economists understood the situation as evidenced by their calls for tax increases,
interest rate hikes, and spending cuts. As Fortune magazine put it: “The budget
is not misleading once its rather sophisticated underlying assumptions are under-
stood; but the assumptions are not widely understood, and the Administration had
not made much of an effort to see that they are.””°

To McNamaras discredit, however, he misled Congress about the growing
scope of American involvement and its actual cost to the U.S. taxpayer. His selec-
tive use of information, his obfuscation by detail, his repeated failure even to esti-
mate future costs of the war, and his decision to place loyalty to the president above
accuracy became more pronounced as the administration deployed more and more
troops to Vietnam. Truth and transparency became the costs of his efficient con-
trol of the budget. McNamara knew the president’s wishes; McNamara knew the
dimensions of the Vietnam buildup; and only McNamara, it was reputed, un-
derstood the Defense budget. Paradoxically, at this critical juncture McNamara
did not seem to fully appreciate the impact of a protracted war on the nation’s
economic health.

McNamara was not alone. The “new economists” guiding the administra-
tion overestimated their ability to control a cyclical economy. True, they too be-
came victims of the same uncertainties that bedeviled OSD’s civilian strategists,
but even with growing awareness of inflationary pressures, they still pushed strong
economic growth because they feared the real problem lay in recession, not infla-
tion. The economy proved stronger than they suspected, too full in fact to absorb
the wartime demands of the Vietnam buildup because plants were almost fully
occupied with civilian production and operating at 90 percent of capacity. Unem-
ployment was a very modest 4.5 percent (4 percent represented full employment),
meaning fewer unemployed workers were available than, say, at the outbreak of the
Korean War. Additional Defense requirements had to compete for scarce labor and
materials, forcing up the demand and ultimately the cost for both. McNamara was
right in believing that the increased Defense spending for Vietnam operations only
affected the margins of the national economy, but wrong in thinking the already
near-capacity industrial plant could absorb the additional demand even on the
fringes. Though relatively marginal at three percent, the increase in total demand
came at a time when it proved too much for the economy to accommodate with-
out inflation.””
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Added to federal spending for the Great Society, military expenditures should
have set inflationary alarm bells ringing, but the economic impact of the increased
spending was underestimates because of the time lag between government pro-
curement orders and the federal payment for delivery of finished goods or services.
The distribution of the FY 1966 supplemental over two fiscal years serves as an il-
lustration. The majority of the supplemental was obligated during FY 1966, that is
committed but not spent. By the time the obligated goods and services were deliv-
ered to the government, the inflationary impact had already entered the economy
because contractors had produced goods and services; made payments for wages,
rents, and interests; and taken profits using DoD obligations as collateral. Addi-
tionally the buildup itself was larger (and thus economically stronger) than econo-
mists realized at the time, largely because of the administration’s lack of candor.
The officially stated uncertainty about the extent of the U.S. commitment to the
fighting in Vietnam and the delay in releasing budget information also contributed
to the serious inflationary problems besetting the economy.”®

As happened so often in this ill-begotten war, changing circumstances left
otherwise seemingly rational and intelligent decisions foundering because their
timing was inappropriate to the situation. If unemployment had been higher, if the
economy had greater slack to increase production, if a tax cut in June 1965 had not
reduced federal revenues, if the Great Society had not materialized coincidentally
with massive escalation of the U.S. commitment in Southeast Asia—then deficit
spending could have spurred full production and greater employment while keep-
ing inflation in check. Instead, the additional expenses of the Vietnam War and the
Great Society swelled the federal deficit, stoked rising inflation, and inevitably led
to serious instability in the economy.”®

Johnson later insisted that “moving step by step was not only the best way
to plan the budget; it was the best way to save the Great Society.” Perhaps, but
by 1966 the administration was already cutting domestic spending to pay for the
war. “Losing the Great Society was a terrible thought,” recalled Johnson, “but not
so terrible as the thought of being responsible for America’s losing a war to the
Communists. Nothing could possibly be worse than that.”8 Had the president
given priority to either domestic reform or the war instead of trying to realize them
simultaneously, he might have avoided the accusations then and later of mishan-

dling both.



CHAPTER V

VIETNAM:
EscarLATING A GROUND WAR,
JuLy 1965—JuLy 1967

Lyndon Johnson’s July—September 1965 decisions set in motion the Ameri-
canization of the war by an administration that remained extremely wary of an
expanded U.S. military role in Southeast Asia.! Even while committing large num-
bers of U.S. ground troops to South Vietnam, the president rejected emergency
mobilization, confined ground operations within South Vietnam’s borders, pro-
scribed the use of nuclear weapons, and restricted the air campaign against North
Vietnam to ensure that the war, at least for the United States, would be a limited
one. Within these guidelines, McNamara worked closely with General Westmore-
land to determine the numbers of American troops sent to Vietnam and the time-
tables governing their deployment.

McNamara had to grapple with the problem of how to orchestrate a limited
war so as to bring it to a reasonable conclusion in an acceptable period of time.
Westmoreland’s dilemma was how to correct a mismatch between the U.S. troops
he had and the troops he needed to do his job. With both men unwilling to consider
withdrawal and with each passing day aware that earlier, more optimistic estimates
of South Vietnam’s progress were wrong, their predicaments became intertwined,
the more so because once the administration committed large numbers of troops to
Vietnam it found the notion of an American defeat unthinkable. Still, North Viet-
nam’s surprising resiliency and decision to match American reinforcements had al-
tered the nature of the conflict, and as political and military circumstances in South
Vietnam changed for the worse, the evolving views of U.S. civilian and military
authorities on the war and the way ahead diverged. The military leaders repeatedly
asked for more troops and their civilian counterparts repeatedly demurred. Even

113
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as OSD and the administration eventually provided significant enhancements, de-
mand continually outstripped what the civilians were willing to supply.

Like almost all senior policymakers, McNamara and Westmoreland original-
ly underestimated Hanoi’s determination, believing either that the communists
would not persevere or, if they did, the military might of the United States would
destroy them. Whereas Westmoreland remained optimistic, convinced that his tac-
tics and strategy were steadily grinding down the enemy and that additional troops
would accelerate MACV’s progress toward winning the war, McNamara struggled
to devise a war-winning strategy while wracked by doubts about the outcome. Un-
til November 1965, McNamara remained cautiously optimistic that U.S. military
intervention could decisively influence the conflict within presidentially imposed
limitations. Thereafter he grew increasingly pessimistic that military means alone
could produce a solution favorable to the United States. Nonetheless, as skeptical
as he was in private, publicly he continued to express confidence.?

Although OSD originally approved MACV’s steady demands for more troops
with minimal alteration, by mid-1966 McNamara sharply questioned Westmore-
land’s requests. Their rapport remained cordial, though, as McNamara later put it,
they increasingly differed in judgment on the course and conduct of the war.? Re-
lations between McNamara and the Joint Chiefs deteriorated as he grew ever more
convinced of the impossibility of a military victory in Vietnam while they chafed
under political restraints they believed made a battlefield triumph unattainable. In
the summer of 1965, however, any irreconciliation of the respective positions lay
in the unpredictable future.

Planning a Ground War

Westmoreland had to fight more than an insurgency in South Vietnam. He
had to fight an undeclared war against the large-unit forces that North Vietnam
was sending into the uninhabited borderlands. The internal insurgency—the bat-
tle against the Viet Cong—he sought to leave to the South Vietnamese army. The
results were less than satisfactory, as ARVN’s deficiencies required Westmoreland
to devote substantial U.S. forces to the effort. From the outset the MACV com-
mander warned the administration to prepare the American public for a mobiliza-
tion to fight a lengthy war of endurance. McNamara had to determine whether
MACV possessed sufficient resources to accomplish its military goals in South
Vietnam; knowing little about ground combat, he initially deferred to Westmore-
land, rarely discussing the implications of the general’s “search and destroy” strat-
egy. With one major exception, he gave Westmoreland a free hand in the conduct
of operations within South Vietnam."

McNamara did rule on questions of employing CS (tear) gas or new types of ammunition in Vietnam, but
these were incidental to Westmoreland’s operational concept of carrying the war to the borders and his conven-
tional search and destroy doctrine. The exception was the barrier strategy discussed below.
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The U.S. buildup in Southeast Asia continued generally on schedule in the
summer and fall of 1965. Allaying the administration’s earlier fears, American
troops had performed well in their baptism of fire. In particular, the Marines’
August offensive into VC-held territory, Operation Starlite (18 to 19 August), the
first big American ground operation of the war, met with resounding success. Such
tactical victories did not automatically translate into grand strategy, requiring the
Joint Chiefs of Staff in late August to “further formalize [their] concept for the
future conduct of the war.”>

The Chiefs saw the struggle as a test of U.S. determination to prevail over the
communist concept of “wars of national liberation.” Their strategy to defeat the
indigenous Viet Cong forces in South Vietnam rested both on carrying the fight to
the Viet Cong more aggressively in the South and on intensified air and naval op-
erations to compel North Vietnam to cease its support of the southern insurgency.
A U.S. strategic reserve in Thailand would serve to prevent China from entering
the war. Promising rapid expansion of the war, the military’s plan, transmitted
to McNamara on 27 August, clashed with the predilection of the president and
his senior civilian advisers for measured and gradual escalation of any fighting.
McNamara followed McNaughton’s recommendation and simply forwarded the
Chiefs’ proposal to the Department of State and the NSC “for use in future delib-
erations.”®

Although McNamara pigeonholed the proposed JCS strategy, he heeded
Westmoreland’s calls for reinforcements. Rusk questioned the need for 200,000
U.S. troops (the Phase I requirement). Following informal policy discussions
among State, DoD, and the White House, on 14 September Rusk asked Ambas-
sador Lodge™ about the role of U.S. reinforcements and what effect expanded U.S.
military operations would have on South Vietnam. When he learned of Rusk’s
cable, Westmoreland regarded it as another attempt by Washington to “call all
the shots, project all plans, and dictate how this war would be fought.” Lodge,
after consulting with Westmoreland, assured Rusk on 18 September that the full
complement of Phase I deployments was needed. McNamara followed up on the
22nd, asking the president to approve the request; he agreed a week later to a ceil-
ing of 195,000.7

Westmoreland and his J-3 (Operations), General DePuy, in part spurred by
Rusk’s cable, pressed forward with their plan to match increased forces with ex-
panded operations. On 17 September Westmoreland issued a Phase I strategy for
a sustained offensive, articulating a three-step plan of operations—halt the enemy
offensive with Phase I forces (210,000 troops); take the initiative with the aug-
mented Phase II units (an increase to 323,564 troops); and then restore govern-

* Lodge had previously served as ambassador to South Vietnam from August 1963 to June 1964. McNa-
mara regarded him as a loner, averse to taking advice, and a poor administrator. To remedy these deficiencies,
McGeorge Bundy recommended in July 1965 that Lodge be given two strong deputies to run the embassy and
oversee pacification. (McNamara, [z Retrospect, 106; memo Bundy for Pres, 21 Jul 65, FRUS 1964-68, 3:188-89.)
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ment control of South Vietnam.8 Preparations for Phase II reinforcements contin-
ued at a PACOM headquarters conference in Hawaii the last week of September.

At the conference, DePuy led the MACV planning group in sessions with
teams representing PACOM and the services to work out the Phase II deployment
schedule and briefed CINCPAC Admiral Sharp on how MACV’s Phase II require-
ments complemented Westmoreland’s concept of operations. Impressed, Sharp
instructed DePuy to expand the presentation to include his views as well and offer
it to the Joint Chiefs in Washington, an action Westmoreland also favored. Un-
known to both officers, the timing was fortuitous because prior to DePuy’s briefing
in Washington, on 11 October McNamara received the Thompson Board report.*
Although it concluded that air strikes would have no discernible effect on Hanoi’s
will to continue the war and called for a bombing pause over the North, the report
observed that U.S. determination in the ground war coupled with progress in
pacification would force the communists to switch from conventional tactics to
a strategy of employing smaller units.” Headquarters MACV had independently
reached a similar assessment about the ground war. As the command’s spokesman,
DePuy was about to make the case before the senior defense councils.

The Joint Chiefs proved extremely receptive to DePuy’s presentation on 15
October and requested that McNamara hear what he had to say. Three days later
the National Military Command Center, deep within the recesses of the Penta-
gon, served as DePuy’s stage to present McNamara and his top assistants with
MACV’s Phase II goals, requirements, and estimates. The briefing, exactly the
formula to appeal to the secretary—a model of precision, economy, and statistical
analysis—became the prototype for future MACV briefings to McNamara. The
general’s full-color charts and graphs, displayed from overhead projectors, present-
ed MACV’s anticipated progress at the end of the Phase I deployments, a statistical
analysis of the concept of operations, and a cost-benefit assessment of the Phase II
reinforcements. !°

DePuy promised no overnight success. He painted operations such as Starlite
as “few and far between” as greater allied battlefield success made the communists
less likely to stand and fight. The war, DePuy predicted, would be “fought and won
in penny packets”—small-unit engagements requiring more time and more troops
to break the back of the insurgency.!!

Impressed, McNamara arranged for DePuy to brief senior White House and
State officials, including Rusk, Maxwell Taylor, now special consultant to the presi-
dent, and the Bundy brothers, McGeorge and William. Additional briefings fol-
lowed for the various service staffs. Overall reaction was positive, although a few
dissenters like Taylor voiced serious reservations about an implicitly open-ended
military commitment that entailed a preponderant and time-consuming ground
combat role with correspondingly heavier American casualties. Perhaps as an al-

* See Chapter III.
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ternative, Rusk wondered if the communists had a “jugular vein” that could be
severed quickly; both Wheeler and the Joint Staff agreed there was none.1?

McNamara acted on DePuy’s recommendations by initiating a planning ex-
ercise to determine the fiscal and political implications of Phase II deployments.
McNamara told Pentagon staff officers to assume meeting the troop requirements
for Phases I (210,000) and II (323,500) without recourse to a reserve mobilization.
Believing it unlikely the administration would undertake Phase II without using
reservists, however, he also ordered the preparation of specific plans for a mobiliza-
tion likely to occur during the buildup. Finally, he wanted deployments for both
phases completed as rapidly as possible, assuming a mid-November deadline for a
decision on a call-up of reservists.!3

The “sobering” DePuy briefing, the assessments of the Thompson Report,
and a distressing 21 October cable from Lodge indicating the extreme weakness
of the South Vietnamese government sparked a policy reexamination that became
the basis for McNamara’s 3 November memorandum for the president on future
courses of action in Vietnam.!4 According to McNamara, the Phase I deployments
had blunted the communist drive but were insufficient to achieve more than a
compromise outcome likely to prove unpopular domestically and harmful interna-
tionally. To capitalize on initial success, as many as 410,000 troops (Phase I, Phase
I1, and perhaps add-on forces) might be needed. The danger was that the North
Vietnamese could match the U.S. buildup, thereby nullifying the effects of the
reinforcements. Yet to continue the ground war on the existing scale would result
in a stalemate by March 1966 and perhaps a compromise settlement that would
wreck the South Vietnamese government, prove unacceptable to the American
public, and humiliate the United States.

Given the lack of progress, McNamara saw only two choices—cut American
losses by leaving Vietnam or escalate the conflict by increasing the U.S. invest-
ment. He favored the second course—“the tandem, one-after-the-other scenario”:
a bombing pause, then heavier bombing of North Vietnam, and then Phase II
deployments to place the United States in a stronger position should negotiations
finally occur. McNamara believed a bombing pause vital to demonstrate that the
United States desired peace while the administration laid the groundwork in pre-
paring domestic and international opinion for future military escalation if neces-
sary. His memorandum cautioned that none of his proposals ensured success; the
odds were even that by 1967 the United States would still be fighting a war stale-
mated at a higher level and requiring additional (Phase III) forces.!>

A worried President Johnson reviewed Vietnam policy on 11 November with
his closest civilian advisers at his Texas ranch. They discussed additional deploy-
ments during 1966 and whether a bombing pause should precede them, but ap-
parently reached no decisions. On 15 November McNamara told the Joint Chiefs
that the president would consult with them before any bombing halt; on the 17th
Navy Secretary Nitze informed Marine Corps Commandant Greene that the presi-
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dent would not decide on Phase II reinforcements until later. In the meantime, af-
ter DePuy’s Pentagon briefing, the Chiefs had responded to the defense secretary’s
request for their Phase II deployment plans and a more detailed concept of opera-
tions. On 10 November they restated aims articulated in their August strategic
plan—an expanded and generally unrestricted bombing campaign against North
Vietnam, a selective reserve call-up, and the commitment of an additional 113,000
troops as Phase II reinforcements, raising the grand total to approximately 333,000
in Vietnam by December 1966.1¢

McNamara remained noncommittal about the Chiefs’ Phase II estimates and
their strategic recommendations, pending another visit to Vietnam later in the
month. Taylor, however, balked at the JCS plan, seeing it again as placing the
burden of heavier fighting and higher casualties on American troops. He favored
joint U.S.-South Vietnamese ground operations to avoid the impression that the
Americans were taking over the heavy combat and thereby shielding the South
Vietnamese forces for less hazardous missions.!” A drumbeat of distressing news
from Vietnam forced the issue.

On 11 November, a long and gloomy cable from Lodge, endorsed by West-
moreland, reported that the Viet Cong were stepping up the fighting in the coastal
provinces as well as in the central highlands and forming new units within South
Vietnam. Northerners were infiltrating additional units into the South, perhaps
two or more divisions, in the hope of restoring the strategic balance and regain-
ing the initiative through a series of large-scale main force attacks supplemented
by widespread guerrilla actions. The enemy evidently sought to inflict maximum
casualties on U.S. and elite ARVN units, erode U.S. determination to continue the
war, and weaken South Vietnamese morale. Until the enemy units were defeated,
the ambassador believed, the Viet Cong would neither call off their war nor come
to the conference table.!8

As if to underline Lodge’s foreboding analysis, the first major ground battle
between U.S. and North Vietnamese troops, fought 14-19 November in South
Vietnam’s remote Ia Drang Valley near the Cambodian border, left more than 300
GIs and approximately 1,500 NVA dead. Additionally, a joint DIA-CIA assess-
ment of 18 November concluded that U.S. air raids had neither lowered North
Vietnamese popular morale nor altered the Hanoi regime’s determination to con-
tinue the war in the South. Five days later, Westmoreland requested still more
American troops—upward of 42,000 beyond the projected but as yet unapproved
Phase I levels or a base force of more than 400,000—because the current pace of
the enemy buildup would double that of U.S. forces. McNamara later described
the cable as “a shattering blow,” and reinforced his decision to go to Saigon for a
firsthand assessment of the war’s progress and a discussion of Phase II and other
add-on deployments. The president also wanted him to visit Saigon, apparently
hoping to avoid the publicity attendant to a major conference in Honolulu or
summoning Westmoreland and Lodge to Washington for consultations.!?
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The MACV commander was well primed on what to ask for and what to ex-
pect during the secretary’s visit. In mid-November Wheeler had notified Westmo-
reland of McNamara’s support for the Phase II and add-on reinforcements, confid-
ing his own belief that the president also favored additional deployments. Shortly
afterward Sharp had privately informed Westmoreland that there was “high level
consideration” about strengthening Phase II forces with another division; on 23
November Wheeler emphasized the importance of Westmoreland making his case
with McNamara for the Phase II add-ons.20

Already committed to attend NATO meetings in Europe, McNamara pro-
posed, as if it were perfectly natural, that on their return flight from Paris on 27
November he and his party make a brief—29-hour—stopover in Saigon. As usual
before a visit, McNamara cabled questions to Lodge and Westmoreland asking
about augmenting Phase II reinforcements, the need for additional troops for the
Mekong Delta region, the adequacy of support forces, the role of the ARVN, and
related issues.?! Headquarters MACYV, in the midst of revising its October presen-
tation to account for the changing battlefield conditions, quickly adapted the latest
briefing to accommodate the secretary’s interests.

Arriving in Saigon on 28 November, McNamara moved directly from his
aircraft to the MACV conference room for five hours of briefings interrupted by a
single 15-minute break. He listened to MACV’s estimate that the war was becom-
ing a struggle of attrition with growing losses on both sides. DePuy, McNamara’s
personal choice as the primary briefer, projected that the surge in NVN reinforce-
ments augured increasingly unfavorable force ratios unless 56,000 more troops
(389,000 total) were added to the original Phase II goals. Without these “add-
ons,” the enemy would regain the strategic initiative and the conflict would drag
on even longer. The next day, Westmoreland confided privately to McNamara that
the United States had previously underestimated the capabilities of the enemy and
overestimated those of the South Vietnamese.22 MACV’s reassessment, however,
corrected that shortcoming.

The visit confirmed McNamara’s “worst fears.” For the first time in many
months he heard that although South Vietnam was not falling apart, ensuring its
survival carried a high price tag in reinforcements and casualties. The U.S. com-
mitment of sizable air, ground, and naval forces had checked the communist cam-
paign in the South, but the war seemed no nearer a resolution because more and
more North Vietnamese units had joined the fighting. Without revealing his grow-
ing disillusionment, on leaving Saigon the next day he told American reporters at
the airport that he foresaw “a long war.” Lt. Col. George H. Sylvester, McNamara’s
Air Force aide who had accompanied him on the trip, thought too many uncer-
tainties had gone unaddressed and privately wondered what U.S. troop morale
would “be like in 2 years, when many will be back on their second (or third?) tours
and there is no end in sight?”?3
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Returning to Washington on 30 November, McNamara immediately advised
the president of the dramatic increase in NVA infiltration and the enemy’s will-
ingness to stand and fight, even in large-unit battles. To counter this threat and
maintain the initiative, he counseled deploying MACV’s Phase II add-ons, warn-
ing that as many as 600,000 American troops might be needed in 1967. The same
day McNamara, according to Greene, appearing “bouncy, cocky, confident and
arrogant,” informed the Joint Chiefs that a major escalation would follow a yet-to-
be determined bombing pause; he insisted that Westmoreland’s latest requirements
would be met on schedule without either reserve mobilizations or tour extensions,
even if Army Chief of Staff General Johnson had “to rip the Army apart to do so!”
Dismissing Johnson’s protests that the Army needed to use its reserves for the re-
inforcement, the secretary insisted that all active-duty units worldwide, including
forces in Europe, were eligible for Vietnam service.24

McNamara directed the service secretaries, assistant secretaries, JCS, and a
handful of other staff members to begin planning for Phase ITa deployments and to
schedule a conference in Honolulu in early 1966 to coordinate troop lists as well as
deployment timetables for the reinforcements. Both Generals Wheeler and John-
son were enthusiastic about the secretary’s approval of MACV’s requests, although
Johnson cautioned Westmoreland not to expect immediate reinforcements unless
the administration declared a national emergency, something it was loath to do.
While McNamara favored providing Westmoreland the reinforcements, on 2 De-
cember he reiterated to the president that implementation ought to be preceded by
a bombing pause to seck a diplomatic end to the war. As McNaughton described
it over a month later, the dilemma posed by Vietnam was that compromise would
likely end in defeat, yet victory appeared unattainable; escalation would not neces-
sarily avert military failure.?

During December 1965 and January 1966 McNamara queried congressional
leaders and found they held widely varying views. He also met with senior presi-
dential advisers, most of whom endorsed Westmoreland’s approach. In the end, he
favored widening the conflict by deploying the Phase Ila reinforcements, gradually
expanding the air campaign, and accepting the devastating possibility of 12,000
Americans killed in action and more wounded each year. He believed, diplomatic
initiatives notwithstanding, that the United States had to send the additional forc-
es to avoid defeat.26 In a sense, McNamara’s concern thus shifted from convincing
Hanoi it could not win to assuring that the United States would not lose.

He carried his proposals between the Texas ranch, where the president was
recuperating from surgery, and the White House, always cautioning his listeners
that military escalation alone did not guarantee victory. He could not assure the
president that America’s military power was hurting the North Vietnamese enough
to promise certain victory or “to make them behave differently.” If there were no
military solution, then more U.S. reinforcements might only stalemate the war
at a more costly level or, even worse, provoke the Chinese to join the fighting.
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McNamara’s views continued to vacillate during this volatile, pivotal period of
policymaking. In general, he concluded that if the chances of military success in
Vietnam were one-in-three and implementing Phase II ground operations made
a heavier bombing campaign inevitable, then a political move had to accompany
escalation.?” A believer in the application of rational analysis to problem solving,
he found himself bedeviled by the contradiction of having to prepare for a wider
war and at the same time seeking an immediate end to it.

A growing feeling of powerlessness over the course of events took its toll on
McNamara’s legendary self-confidence. His sense of the war, as he later charac-
terized it, “shifted from concern to skepticism to frustration to anguish”; yet he
maintained what one contemporary described as “his usual tone of crisp author-
ity and precision.” Exuding the appearance of decisiveness could not have been
easy. The administration’s difficulties with the spiraling Defense budget and the
likely need for tax increases or wage and price controls convinced McNamara that
the president’s effort to marshal public support for the massive deployments was
fraught with pitfalls. He dreaded the possibility of a divisive national debate over
Vietnam and told the JCS in early December that many Americans thought com-
munist domination of Southeast Asia acceptable and South Vietnam not worth
fighting for.?8

McNamara shared with the JCS his gnawing fear of a stalemated war, but
Wheeler believed the secretary’s outlook unduly pessimistic. The Chiefs took sol-
ace in an early December joint State-Defense cable to U.S. embassies in the Pacific
area as evidence of the administration’s shift to a military hard line. The cable
stated that because of the grave situation in South Vietnam U.S. ground troop
strength there would be substantially increased as would air interdiction of infiltra-
tion routes while B-52 operations would grow to require another base in addition
to the one at Guam. These activities necessitated support and cooperation from
nearby countries.?

The Chiefs met with the president at his ranch on 10 December for their an-
nual budget discussions, after which they turned to Vietnam matters. After John-
son affirmed that he had no intention of pulling out of Vietnam, Wheeler asked
him to approve Westmoreland’s request for reinforcements. Johnson sidestepped
by assuring the Chiefs that he greatly valued their advice, and Greene left the ranch
believing the meeting was “a cathartic” that enabled the JCS to state their views
“and get it off their chests so to speak.” But he already had an “uneasy feeling” that
the president did not fully appreciate the dangers involved and had accepted Mc-
Namara’s recommendations rather than those of the military experts.3?

Hard Choices

Faced with the clear necessity to make decisions, on 20 January 1966 the
president asked his senior civilian advisers for their assessment of enemy intentions
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and directed McNamara to obtain from Westmoreland his operational plans and
expected results—“what happens [by] July—and next January.” Four days later, Mc-
Namara’s memorandum for the president restated DePuy’s analysis of the military
situation in South Vietnam. Unlike the optimistic views of the generals, McNamaras
were more guarded: pacification was stalled, reinforcements might only produce a
military standoff, and even success might invite Chinese intervention. Nevertheless,
he advised the president to raise the U.S. force level in Vietnam to about 368,000
during 1966 while acknowledging that pacification was “hardly underway” and
any meaningful success would likely require still more American troops. The Joint
Chiefs regarded the secretary as overly glum; he seemed to ignore the uncertain yet
probable effects of a devastating air campaign against the North and a punishing
ground campaign in the South on enemy morale, capabilities, and will.3!

After considering his advisers’ various proposals and consulting with congres-
sional leaders as well as outside counselors, on 31 January 1966 Johnson ordered a
resumption of the bombing campaign against North Vietnam that he had halted on
24 December. He still procrastinated over deploying more troops to Vietnam during
discussions in February and March. In early March he promised action on further
reinforcements, believing it “a good psychological time” to “get some more men in
there,” but nothing happened.3> Meanwhile McNamara planned for an expanded
war, aware of the political and economic ramifications of such a course.

With the recent huge Defense budget requests and mounting casualties, more
Americans were becoming apprehensive about the effects of a continually grow-
ing U.S. involvement. By February 1966 McNamara envisioned economists and
businessmen questioning if the nation could afford the war. Rising inflation might
mandate wage and price controls or tax increases, both anathema to a president
with an ambitious social agenda. Others just wanted the United States out of Viet-
nam. Another constituency supported the war, but thought it mismanaged. Public
confidence in the administration was eroding, a trend Taylor had warned about the
previous December.?3

Wheeler reported dissatisfaction even among otherwise stalwart supporters of
U.S. policy. In January 1966, retired Army Lt. Gen. James M. Gavin, for instance,
went public with his “enclave” strategy that, together with the current bombing
halt, he asserted, would cap U.S. forces at about 200,000 troops, reduce American
casualties, and avoid dangerous escalation that might lead to war with China. The
Joint Chiefs rebutted these contentions, insisting that retreating into enclaves would
sacrifice the military initiative and abandon national objectives. But to many, the
mounting U.S. losses were “proof positive” that the South Vietnamese were content
to let Americans do the fighting and dying while they “squabble pettily among
themselves to achieve political advantage.”34 Against this confused backdrop, in ear-
ly February the president and his entourage of cabinet secretaries and military lead-
ers met with their Vietnamese counterparts in Honolulu to determine how many
more U.S. troops would go to Vietnam.
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To prepare for the sessions, CINCPAC had reviewed and forwarded West-
moreland’s Phase I1a requirements to the JCS and OSD in mid-December. Sharp
calculated a need for 443,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam by the end of 1966, an
increase of almost 75,000 from the already pending Phase Ila request. Working
from OSD guidance, staff members from the JCS, PACOM, and MACV met
in Honolulu from mid-January to early February to prepare force structure and
deployment schedules for 1966, developing three alternative programs—Case I,
Case II, and Case III. They differed in the number and composition, source, and
arrival dates of units in Vietnam. Case I tapped the standing forces in the United
States, activated new units, drew on worldwide military assets, and called reservists
to active duty. Case II was similar, but it excluded a reserve call-up, and Case III
relied only on units in the existing force structure, with no worldwide drawdown
and no reserve call-up.3

Critics claimed that the purpose of the 7-8 February Honolulu conference”
was to divert attention from Senate hearings on Vietnam. But the session gave
Johnson the opportunity to meet and talk with Westmoreland about force require-
ments and size up the Vietnamese leaders. The president stressed pacification and
urged the Vietnamese to give priority to social and political programs. The day
before the sessions, McNamara and Westmoreland agreed on the additional forces
the general required, without calling the reserves and leaving it to MACV to make
up the shortfall in logistical forces. By cross-servicing support units, contracting
for civilian workers, and reducing requirements wherever possible, Westmoreland
assured McNamara that he could make up any personnel deficit.3¢

Back in Washington on 9 February, McNamara notified the Joint Chiefs of
the intention to deploy the additional forces according to the Case I scenario, but
without calling up the reserves because it would disrupt the president’s efforts to
sustain public support. Briefly, Case I called for an additional 202,000 U.S. per-
sonnel (including 43 battalions) and 24,000 allied troops (13 battalions) by the
end of 1966. Another 99,000 American troops would be added to PACOM forces
outside of Vietnam. McNamara ignored General Johnson’s protests that mobiliza-
tion would demonstrate U.S. determination and disabuse China and the Soviet
Union of any illusions that the nation lacked the will to prosecute a long war. On
10 March McNamara formally instructed the JCS to plan a Case I deployment
without mobilization, despite impaired military readiness elsewhere, a diminished
Army strategic reserve, and a lowered quality for newly raised units. If finally car-
ried out as directed, the plan would place 425,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam by 30
June 1967 plus 49,100 in Thailand and 41,400 on off-shore Navy ships, a grand
total of 516,100.37

* US. attendees included McGeorge Bundy, McNamara, Rusk, Secretary of Agriculture Orville L. Freeman,
Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare John W. Gardner, AID Administrator David E. Bell, Ambassadors
Lodge and Harriman, Generals Wheeler and Westmoreland, Admiral Sharp, General Taylor, and numerous
supporting staff members.
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The JCS insisted on 4 April that the secretary’s latest restrictions would force
the services to meet Vietnam requirements with serious consequences for their
NATO commitments. To implement Case I without a partial mobilization would
oblige the Joint Chiefs to withdraw almost 60,000 soldiers and 10 fighter squad-
rons from Europe and reduce manning to one-third on 38 warships. Despite initial
reservations, on 11 April McNamara agreed to several modifications, including the
JCS request to stretch out the deployments over 16 months rather than the original
10 months. This decision completed the effort begun in Saigon in November 1965
to resolve the matter of force requirements. OSD formally issued SEA Deployment
Plan #3 on 2 July, programming 431,000 U.S. servicemen in South Vietnam by 30
June 1967; by the end of the month this figure had increased by another 14,000.38

Culling 15,000 soldiers from U.S. Seventh Army in Germany, with an at-
tendant decline in the Army’s readiness, enabled OSD to meet the latest Vietnam
levy in part without calling the reserves. Lengthening the deployment schedule,
however, meant that Westmoreland never received as many troops as quickly as he
needed them for his planned 1966 campaign and also allowed the North Vietnam-
ese to match or exceed the slower rate of the American buildup.3?

Cost-Efffective Deployments

The constant demand for men and money impelled McNamara to seek to
bring some measure of order out of the chaos surrounding the deployment process.
Lack of adequate organizational arrangements had bred confusion and contention.
Program requests often consisted of lumping together service demands for money,
equipment, troops, and supplies from various components in Vietnam and rubber-
stamping them through channels until they arrived in OSD without the vaguest
information as to how, where, when, or why they would be used, or who would
use them. To cite but one example, between late November 1965 and early Janu-
ary 1966, the number of combat support personnel requested by MACV jumped
approximately 100,000 men without explanation or any justification. To provide
a remedy, after the Honolulu conference in February 1966 McNamara created
the Southeast Asia Programs Division (SEAPRO) to manage future deployments.
SEAPRO, placed within Enthovens Systems Analysis organization, originally
functioned as an information clearinghouse for data related to the Vietnam build-
up to keep McNamara and Vance fully informed of the effects of deployments on
the overall force structure. Systems Analysis also used the information to validate
PACOM, MACY, and JCS requests for additional forces. General Greene regarded
SEAPRO as a way for OSD to bypass the Joint Chiefs, another sign of McNamara’s
disdain for the Chiefs and an indication that they were “being pushed back even
further on the shelf.”40
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A further complication to deployment decisions was the internal political
turmoil afflicting South Vietnam from mid-March through mid-June 1966. To
solidify his hold on power, Prime Minister Ky reshuffled his cabinet in February
and the next month fired a popular ARVN commander, igniting popular demon-
strations against his government. When President Johnson met briefly with his
advisers on 25 April to ascertain U.S. options in light of the civil strife racking
South Vietnam, the alternatives were bleak: (1) continue as usual; (2) pressure
Saigon to negotiate with the VC; (3) prepare to disengage. Johnson decided to
stay on course, hoping, as McNamara later put it at a 10 May NSC meeting, that
“heavy pressure by U.S. forces will carry us over the present period.” During May
armed clashes in Da Nang and Hue between pro- and antigovernment forces, ac-
cording to U.S. estimates, resulted in 150 South Vietnamese killed, another 700
wounded, and scores arrested. The internal disarray further eroded public support
in the United States for such a manifestly unstable, not to say undesirable, regime.
The latest developments also convinced McNamara that the Saigon government
would only grow weaker over time, fortifying his belief that only a political settle-
ment, not a military victory, could end the fighting.4! Military officials continued
to think otherwise.

In mid-June 1966, Admiral Sharp submitted revised requirements asking for
475,000 U.S. and 46,000 allied troops in Vietnam by the end of 1966 plus a
further increase of 84,000 during 1967. Sharp also wanted additional forces of
148,000 men by December 1966 and 172,000 by the end of 1967 elsewhere in
the western Pacific to include a contingency corps (a theater reserve) either to
shorten the war, if the opportunity appeared, or to offset future enemy buildups.
Meanwhile Westmoreland was appealing for still more troops because of his grow-
ing concern about an enemy buildup in South Vietnam’s central highlands. The
president responded on 28 June by asking McNamara to expedite scheduled de-
ployments to Southeast Asia.42

McNamara and Enthoven traveled to Hawaii for an 8 July briefing in another
attempt to reconcile military strategy with the administration’s political objectives.
On arrival, McNamara told the press he was cautiously optimistic about military
progress, an official attitude he maintained after returning to Washington, though
advising reporters not to expect a short war. In crudest terms, the communists
were fielding men faster than the allies could kill them. A National Intelligence
Estimate issued in early July estimated the VC and NVA would gain 50,000 men
during 1966 and grow to a force of about 125,000. So long as the enemy brought
in these reinforcements, MACV would not likely meet goals developed after the
February conference in Honolulu, such as securing population centers, opening
lines of communication (LOCs), or denying base areas to the enemy. To achieve
these agreed on objectives, PACOM had to have the additional forces requested
in mid-June. The accompanying campaign plan would mass 65 percent of the
ground forces in the northern provinces of South Vietnam to fight a war of attri-
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tion against NVA regulars. Total stated PACOM requirements by the end of 1967,
including areas outside of South Vietnam, numbered nearly 800,000, including
about 59,000 allied troops; with the desired contingency corps, the number would
increase to more than 930,000 troops.43

Before his departure for Hawaii, McNamara passed the president’s query about
the pace of deployments to the JCS. Their 8 July reply pointed out that they had al-
ready hastened the diversion and deployment of units to Vietnam to meet MACV’s
February request for 389,000 troops in-country by year’s end. Further significant
surge deployments were impossible absent “emergency measures” (by which they
meant mobilization of reservists). After returning from Hawaii, McNamara em-
phasized the positive for the president on 15 July, praising the Chiefs” “strenuous
efforts” to quicken the dispatch of forces to Southeast Asia while omitting their
assertion that the demands of the Vietnam War had stretched their services to the
limits. The same day he requested presidential authorization to increase U.S. forces
in South Vietnam to 355,000 by 1 October, noting that the number would grow
to 395,000 by year’s end, in line with Westmoreland’s and Sharp’s request of April.
The latest (June) requests from the field for additional troops and plans for their use,
however, came under increasingly critical OSD scrutiny.44

OSD’s more exacting attitude became apparent when Westmoreland learned in
early August that MACV-PACOM’s latest request for a force increase had “gotten
into trouble in the Washington arena.” The JCS, reluctant to approve such increases
without further rationale for their employment, forwarded the proposals to Mc-
Namara on 5 August solely “for information,” adding that their recommendations
would not be ready until late October or early November and only after consider-
able study. McNamara’s reply the same day dismissed the logic for a more ambitious
buildup and bluntly reminded the Chiefs that “excessive deployments weaken our
ability to win by undermining the economic structure of the RVN and by raising
doubts concerning the soundness of our planning.” Citing the absence of “detailed,
line-by-line analysis” of troop needs, McNamara appended Systems Analysis’ initial
challenges to the validity of some of the requests and asked the JCS to provide their
recommendations by 15 September.4>

Both Sharp and Westmoreland claimed that the war was entering a new phase
that required the reinforcements. Now able to operate from secure bases, American
troops would conduct sustained offensives to destroy enemy bases. The U.S. shield
would allow the ARVN to turn its focus to pacification. Taylor thought the implica-
tions of Westmoreland’s proposals merited thorough analysis, while McNamara felt
that rather than another Washington-level review, the situation called for a reorgani-
zation of military and civil resources for the pacification effort in South Vietnam.46

During 1966, McNamara and his civilian cadre in OSD searched for alterna-
tives to escalation of the war. In May and June McNamara had even considered di-
rect negotiations with the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong. In September he asked
for the CIA’s assessment of whether communist officials thought U.S. negotiation
overtures were “either insincere or unpalatably cast.” McNamara also gave greater at-
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tention to the pacification objective, first articulated by the president at Honolulu
in February and being vigorously implemented from the White House by Robert
W. Komer, appointed 28 March as a special presidential assistant for supervising
pacification support. Army staff officers briefed McNamara in mid-June on the so-
called PROVN" study, outlining a long-term civic action program for the pacifica-
tion of South Vietnam. In mid-August Komer proposed a sweeping reorganization
of the pacification effort, and, with the assistance of McNaughton, got McNa-
mara on 22 September to propose its consolidation under MACV headquarters.
Westmoreland was cool to the idea and State and CIA opposed it. The president
made no decision, but kept the Komer option open. In still another initiative to
economize the use of U.S. forces, a month earlier McNamara had decided to give
“highest priority” to constructing an “infiltration interdiction system”—a barrier
of electronic sensors, mines, and manned “strong points” stretching across South
Vietnam and Laos “to stop (or at a minimum to substantially reduce)” North Viet-
namese infiltration of men and supplies into the South.4

The Barrier Concept

Creation of barrier controls to block enemy infiltration into the South had
received attention as early as 1961. The concept of a physical ground barrier ap-
peared in General Goodpaster’s July 1965 Vietnam assessment and occasioned
discussion by McNamara and Westmoreland of an obstacle system reaching from
the South China Sea across South Vietnam and Laos to Thailand. The notion was
resurrected in January 1966 by McNaughton as a possible alternative to bombing
North Vietnam. A JCS study, prepared in April 1966 at the secretary’s request,
concluded that the three or more divisions needed to man a barrier could be put
to better use elsewhere.8 McNamara was undeterred.

Heightened interest in the concept grew out of a McNamara request to a
group of distinguished scientists, working on contract with the JASON division of
the Institute for Defense Analysis, to consider alternative methods of ending the
war. Instead of the large-unit ground war so destructive of Vietnamese society and
the air war that seemed unlikely to force Hanoi to quit, on 23 June the academics
proposed a combination of technical devices, weapons, and manning to interdict
designated choke points in a way that might reduce the flow of men and supplies
sufficiently to deescalate the war. Relying more on technology than large troop
commitments, the plan entailed installing an electronic fence, supplemented by
mines and air and ground surveillance, across South Vietnam just south of the
Demilitarized Zone separating the North and South and extending into Laos. Al-
though admitting some uncertainty as to its feasibility and effectiveness, and con-
cern over the installation time and cost, the JASON study concluded that the idea
had enough merit to be pursued.4’

* Program for the Pacification and Long Term Development of South Vietnam.
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Moving rapidly, on 3 September McNamara requested the military’s com-
ments on the barrier proposal by mid-month, even though he had already made
up his mind to proceed with it and have the “best possible barrier in place” within
a year. On 8 September, the Joint Chiefs noted their reservations about such a
system, questioning its impact on other items in the DoD budget and the author-
ity to be accorded its manager. Given a preponderant Air Force involvement in
the project, USAF Chief of Staff McConnell favored an airman as the director;
the other Chiefs endorsed U.S. Army Lt. Gen. Alfred D. Starbird, director of the
Defense Communications Agency, for the post. On the 15th, McNamara desig-
nated Starbird as the director of Joint Task Force 728 directly responsible to the
secretary of defense and instructed him to have a system operational by September
1967. Despite a generally unfavorable MACV-PACOM position, on 17 Septem-
ber the Joint Chiefs half-heartedly endorsed the plan, pending further study, with
the expectation that the system’s high-tech hardware might have wider battlefield
applications.> There were, however, skeptics.

William H. Sullivan, the U.S. ambassador in Laos, had been dismissive from
the start when McNaughton broached the subject with him in Washington in the
summer of 1966. He expressed “grave reservations” over the JASON proposals,
particularly the reliability of acoustic sensors and other high-tech features. The
portion of the system planned for Laos would be met he thought with “violent
objection” by the Laotians and in any case was geographically wrongheaded, as
“the best place to strike at infiltration is close to its source,” (that is, on North
Vietnamese soil). Sullivan regarded the JASON team as naive in matters of war
and politics and disingenuous about the barrier’s potential. One team member, for
example, told him the concept was “totally impractical,” yet, being unable to sug-
gest anything better, he supported it. When asked by McNamara in early October
for his comments on the proposed system, Sullivan returned a deflating critique.>!

Despite the naysayers, in mid-October McNamara recommended an obstacle
system to the president because “even the threat” of a viable barrier would work
to U.S. advantage. As McNamara envisaged it, one section (to detect foot traffic)
would be a conventional (linear) barrier placed just south of the DMZ and employ
mines and sensors along with personnel. With the Marine base at Khe Sanh as
its hub, this segment would link the linear strong points in South Vietnam to a
high-tech electronic belt (to detect vehicular traffic) in Laos; here acoustic devices
would relay signals of truck movement to monitoring aircraft that would then
summon attack planes to hit the target. A third, low-tech section, in Wheeler’s
phrase, “something we have been doing for 2,000 years,” placed troops at man-
ning points near the easternmost part of the DMZ. In mid-November McNamara
formally reported to the president preparations to install the ground foundations
of the barrier.>?

In the meantime, McNamara and Vance had also briefed Representative Ma-
hon and Senator Russell on the system, explaining that its funding would be cov-
ered in the FY 1967 supplemental. Although agreeing readily to pour enormous
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amounts of dollars into the project—$1.5 billion for construction and $740 million
for annual operating costs"~McNamara balked at authorizing additional soldiers
to construct and defend the barrier. Westmoreland and Sharp complained that
diverting troops currently in Vietnam would interfere with ongoing and planned
combat operations, while the JCS expressed alarm at infrastructure, research, and
resource costs. The Chiefs also seconded MACV’s call for additional forces for
Practice Nine, the barrier’s latest cover name. Unable to tap reserve units for man-
power, the JCS proposed to withdraw more than 8,300 Army troops from NATO
reinforcing divisions to field the necessary forces for Practice Nine. 3 Moreover,
Westmoreland remained leery of any operational and tactical plan imposed on
him. The constant bickering between field commanders and Washington forced
McNamara in mid-December to send Starbird to consult personally with Westmo-
reland with the understanding that if MACV had to have an additional infantry
brigade for the barrier, OSD would provide it. McNamara hoped the concession
would win Westmoreland’s support, allowing the secretary to avoid “ordering this
to be done over the objection of all the military leaders” while simultaneously buy-
ing “a little insurance” in the absence of “a winning plan.” On 13 January 1967
President Johnson approved the evolving barrier project and assigned it the highest
national priority.>4

More Troops, More Questions

The prospect of the barrier had no effect on continuing demands from
MACYV and PACOM for more troops, for which they received no quick reply.
CINCPAC’s mid-June 1966 augmentation request remained under review by the
Joint Chiefs for months. In mid-September, McNamara advised the president to
enforce a troop ceiling, fearing that unbridled escalation would have adverse effects
on South Vietnam’s economy and substitute U.S. soldiers to accomplish ARVN
missions. Moreover, the JCS claimed it could no longer meet CINCPACs stated
requirements, even with six-to-eight month delays, unless they gutted the Army’s
strategic reserve, cut its NATO reinforcement capability until late 1968, and left
it greatly understrength. The Navy’s shortage of carrier pilots was worsening, and,
although the Air Force was reducing its 22 NATO-based tactical fighter squadrons

* The two primary parts of the system—anti-personnel and anti-vehicle—each had substantial operating costs.
The anti-personnel system cost more than $28 million a month to operate or roughly $340 million annually,
while the anti-vehicle system ran $33 million a month or nearly $400 million annually. (Institute for Defense
Analysis, JASON Division, “Air-Supported Anti-Infiltration Barrier,” Study S-255, Aug 66, 40, fldr 728, box 4,
ISA General files, Acc 70A-6649.)

f In June 1967 Practice Nine was dropped as a code name because of a security compromise. The barrier was
known for a brief period as Illinois City and in mid-September as Dye Marker. Press reports compromised
that name, too, so the project became known as SPOS (Strong-point-obstacle-system), also referred to as Dye
Marker, with two sub-components, Dump Truck (anti-vehicle) and Mud River (anti-personnel) collectively

called Muscle Shoals.
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to 13, it could not rapidly deploy combat-ready tactical aircraft from the United
States. Finally, the practice of drawing equipment from the reserves to outfit newly
activated units scheduled for Vietnam had appreciably degraded reserve readiness.>
With numerous personnel and equipment issues pending resolution, McNamara
and Wheeler flew to Saigon on 8 October for another firsthand evaluation.

The ostensible purpose of the trip was to learn MACV’s requirements in order
to forecast DoD’s future money requests, but the wide-ranging agenda covered
such topics as MACYV future deployments, the barrier system, pacification, and the
South Vietnamese economy. The command estimated that a 520,000-man force
would increase U.S. spending in South Vietnam to about $390 million annually,
or 46 billion South Vietnamese piasters at the official exchange rate. Economists
at the U.S. embassy feared that vast sum would wreck the country’s already over-
heated and inflationary economy. Forewarned by Lodge, McNamara set 1967 end-
strength at 463,000 at a less inflationary cost of 42 billion piasters ($364 million).
Strategy by piaster drew immediate criticism from Westmoreland who insisted
this would leave him short a combat division and its supporting units in 1967.
Nonetheless, Westmoreland, after his private meeting with McNamara, agreed
that between 480,000 and 500,000 troops by the end of 1967 would suffice and
save about 1.4 billion piasters.>

Westmoreland firmly believed that the crossover point—the unknown figure
at which casualties would exceed VC/NVA ability to replace losses—was near. Ad-
mitting that the enemy still held the initiative, he agreed with McNamara that the
communist threat in the northern provinces was diverting more and more allied
units to that region from other areas of the country. The MACV commander and
the ambassador officially held out great hope for military success in 1967; pri-
vately Lodge seemed to question the worth of Westmoreland’s search-and-destroy
strategy, suggesting greater attention be given to pacification and the nonmilitary
aspects of the war.5” McNamara returned to Washington encouraged by the mili-
tary success in blunting the possibility of communist victory in South Vietnam,
discouraged by the enemy’s stubborn persistence in continuing the war of attrition,
disappointed by the regression in pacification, and unable to see any way to end
the war soon.

On 14 October, McNamara recommended that the president stabilize the
U.S. force in Vietnam at 470,000 (100,000 fewer than Westmoreland and Sharp
wanted) and install the barrier system to choke off NVA infiltration through the
DMZ. He emphasized pacification as the most effective means to achieve U.S.
goals and believed that suspending or at least reducing the bombing campaign
might lead to negotiations. Enacting these measures, however, did not guarantee
that the fighting would end within the next two years. McNamara somberly con-
cluded that it was time to gird openly for a longer war and convince the American
public that sacrifices to save Vietnam were worth it.>8
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The JCS agreed with McNamara that it would be a long war but on little
else. Preferring to “reserve judgment” until Westmoreland and Sharp evaluated
the revised October deployment plans, the Chiefs expressed concern over OSD’s
substantial reductions to MACV’s requests. They also faulted the secretary’s in-
ability to appreciate the cumulative effect of repeated military defeats on VC/NVA
morale and his proposal to discard the bombing campaign, one of the president’s
“crump cards,” with nothing in return. On 20 October, CINCPAC recommended
that the JCS approve a force ceiling of slightly more than 384,000 troops by the
end of 1966, rising to about 520,000 in 1968. On 24-25 October at the Manila
Conference of the Chiefs of Governments, attended by national leaders contribut-
ing forces to Vietnam,” Westmoreland told McNaughton, as he had previously
informed McNamara, that he could make do with between 480,000 and 500,000
U.S. troops, although he was anxious to have a theater reserve, the previously dis-
cussed corps contingency force, within quick-reaction distance of Vietnam. An ap-
parent, if unmentioned, reason for such a force was MACV’s developing proposal
for three U.S. divisions to invade the Laotian panhandle beginning in 1968.5%

On 4 November, the JCS proposed to McNamara force deployments for the
rest of 1966 and for 1967 below CINCPAC’s stated requirements, but argued
that expanded and minimally restrained actions such as incursions into the south-
ern half of the DMZ and cross-border operations to destroy communist bases in
Cambodia and Laos could shorten the war and support nation-building in South
Vietnam. They undercut their case, however, by dismissing OSD and State De-
partment concerns about the inflationary effects the reinforcement costs would
exert on the South Vietnamese economy as militarily unrealistic and statistically
unreliable. In early November, McNamara and Wheeler met with the president
three times, including two trips to his Texas ranch, to discuss the size of the next
DoD budget and the implications of deploying additional U.S. troops to Viet-
nam. On 5 November McNamara announced to a waiting press corps that “the
military victory which the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong sought . . . is now
beyond their grasp.” As a result, planned deployments as well as draft inductions
would be reduced substantially, as would production of certain material, such as
air ordnance.%0

Four days later Enthoven drafted a McNamara reply to the JCS that noted
Wheeler’s recent report to the president that “the war . . . continues in a very favor-
able fashion. General Westmoreland retains the initiative and in every operation to
date has managed to defeat the enemy.” Additionally the memo pointed out that
runaway inflation could undo these victories. It included the following table, list-
ing a proposed Vietnam-based personnel level as Program #4.

* Attendees included President Johnson, President Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines, Thieu and Ky, Presi-
dent Park of South Korea, and Prime Ministers Harold Holt of Australia, Keith Holyoake of New Zealand, and
Thanom Kittikachorn of Thailand, plus their respective delegations.
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TABLE 3

ProGrAM #4 PERSONNEL LEVELS PROPOSAL
(THOUSANDS OF PERSONNEL IN SVN)

Plan December 1966 | June 1967 | December 1967 | June 1968
JCS 395,000 456,000 504,000 522,000
CINCPAC 392,000 448,000 476,000 484,000
Program #4 | 391,000 440,000 463,000 469,000

Source: Pentagon Papers, bk 5, IV.C.6.(a), 101-03.

Accepting Enthoven’s rationale and figures, on 11 November McNamara in-
formed the JCS of a new ceiling of 463,300 U.S. troops in Vietnam for December
1967 (41,000 fewer than requested) and a June 1968 limit of 469,300 (53,000
below JCS projections). He asked that the JCS provide him with any proposed
changes by 1 December. They replied on the 2d that they still preferred their pro-
posal of 4 November but submitted a revised unit mix in the interest of a more
balanced force without any substantial change to the secretary’s total. McNamara
accepted these revisions on 9 December.©!

McNamara reinforced the logic for leveling off U.S. ground forces in his 17
November recommendation to the president for a Southeast Asia supplemental
appropriation. He asserted that large-scale “seek out and destroy” operations had
reached the point of diminishing returns and even sending 100,000 more U.S.
troops would only increase VC/NVA losses by 70 casualties per week. Stabilizing
American forces at a level sufficient to prevent interference with the pacification
process by large enemy units would promote security and economic development
and enable the United States to maintain forces in Vietnam indefinitely to nullify
the Fabian tactics of the communists. The alternative—endless escalation—was
unacceptable to the American people. Studies provided by Systems Analysis con-
tributed to McNamara’s recommendations, but his sense of urgency grew from his
conviction that something had to be done and quickly in Vietnam. Otherwise, giv-
en the sour public mood, the president would probably lose the 1968 election.®?

The Search for a Winning Formula

By late 1966 the administration could not help but be aware of the need to
give more attention and harder thought to handling a war that was obviously not
going well. There had to be a thorough rethinking of how to prosecute the conflict
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more effectively and to what end. Unfortunately, efforts to formulate firm overall
policy direction proved no more successful than previous attempts. Direction of
the war continued in the same day-to-day, ad hoc manner as before. Trying a new
approach, the president approved on 15 November the formation of a small, se-
cret kitchen cabinet, the so-called Non-Group. The original idea, proposed in late
September by Komer and forwarded to the president by Bill Moyers, called for
a handful of senior civilian policy officials just below the level of Secretaries Mc-
Namara and Rusk to monitor and coordinate the formulation of Vietnam policy.
Members included Under Secretary of State Nicholas Katzenbach, who chaired the
Thursday afternoon sessions, Rostow, Vance, Komer, and, at the insistence of the
president, General Wheeler.3

In December, the Non-Group produced a draft national security action
memorandum (NSAM) to coordinate 1967 military, civil, and political strategy
in Vietnam. It emphasized a renewed commitment to pacification to strengthen
the government of South Vietnam, hasten the erosion of VC support in the South,
and convince the people of South Vietnam that the communists were losing. A
weakened Hanoi and VC might then negotiate or at least understand U.S. deter-
mination to see the struggle through to conclusion. Such a strategy, the authors
believed, would either resolve the war by December 1967 or position the United
States for a longer pull. The NSAM was never issued.%4

Commenting on the proposal, ISA favored pacification and rural development
assistance over the dispatch of more U.S. troops to Vietnam, while the JCS insisted
that nation building would follow logically in the wake of the destruction of com-
munist forces in the South by military action. Field commanders believed that
diverting forces to pacification duties reduced the operational flexibility MACV
needed for offensive military operations. CINCPAC wanted to remove restrictions
on the air war against the North and see the war in the South through to a military
victory.®> Many officials, including the president, straddled these extremes.

On New Year’s Day 1967 Taylor, in his role as special consultant, described
pacification as a poor second alternative to expanded U.S. military operations. He
advised the president to revisit Westmoreland’s troop requirements and strategy
with an eye to limiting ground forces and providing operational guidance to the
general. At the same time, Westmoreland concluded that the enemy intended to
continue large-unit operations, despite heavy losses in 1966, in a protracted war
of attrition. Komer believed the opposite, that the enemy was reverting to a small-
unit guerrilla strategy.°

After the administration’s efforts in early 1967 to open negotiations with the
North Vietnamese failed to dent Hanoi’s hardline attitude,” the Joint Chiefs sensed
a chance to press their case. In mid-February Wheeler, reporting to the president

" See Chapter VIII for a detailed discussion of these initiatives.
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after a visit to Vietnam, believed him “receptive to increasing our military pressure”
in the air war against the North and ground operations in the South. Wheeler en-
couraged Westmoreland to request additional troops, anticipating that McNamara
would speed up deployments.¢”

Despite his best efforts, Westmoreland responded, the ground war could not
be accelerated beyond its current pace, given limitations imposed on MACV by
available intelligence, troops, and helicopter support. Reminding Wheeler that he
had asked for larger forces to counter enemy actions in the northern provinces,
he maintained that his request for 550,000 U.S. troops remained valid. At a 17
February meeting with McNamara, Wheeler, Taylor, and Rostow, the president re-
quested recommendations within five days on ways to accelerate military progress
in South Vietnam. He felt current policy was “operating on borrowed time”; “he
needed to get results” to solidify popular support for the war, from which Wheeler
detected a new sense of urgency on the president’s part.®8

The JCS incorporated bombing strategy and ground campaign proposals into
three alternative programs for Vietnam that the president, McNamara, Rusk, Tay-
lor, and Wheeler discussed on 22 February: (1) continue the status quo but acceler-
ate deployments; (2) escalate the conflict with significant policy changes, that is,
destroy the MIG airfields in the North and expand ground operations into Laos to
a 20-kilometer radius; or (3) elevate the engagement to an all-out war with major
policy changes, that is, attack all NVN airfields, mine the ports, destroy dikes,
conduct battalion-size operations in Laos, and deploy up to four additional U.S.
divisions that would necessitate reserve mobilizations and increased draft calls.
McNamara’s contrary position paper, circulated at the meeting, opposed increased
bombing and insisted that without the active involvement of the South Vietnam-
ese government in pacification efforts the “real war” was unwinnable. Holding to
his middle ground, Johnson opted to use greater, but still limited, force, approving
among other proposals modified operations in Laos and acceleration of Program
#4 deployments.®?

The president’s decision encouraged Wheeler and Westmoreland to push for
more ground troops. Westmoreland had sound operational reasons for reinforce-
ments. In order to mass multi-division forces for large-scale operations, MACV
had to divert U.S. troops from other missions—providing security for populated
areas, guarding bases, and defending lines of communication. Westmoreland also
needed reinforcements in South Vietnam’s northern provinces, where U.S. Marine
offensives had sparked heavy fighting and casualties but had not quelled the NVN
threat. Pressure in the northern areas forced Westmoreland to shift U.S. Army
troops from other parts of the country; in April he redeployed his reserve north-
ward to cope with the deteriorating situation.”? In short, Westmoreland lacked
troops to sustain large-scale combat operations against enemy base areas, or, for
that matter, to continue operations on a reduced level to prevent the VC/NVA
from returning to their old base camps.
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Unable to implement his proposed large-scale operations with only the Pro-
gram #4 forces, on 18 March Westmoreland described an unremitting campaign
into communist-controlled areas that would require upwards of 200,000 more
troops above the current ceiling of 470,000. With more troops, he could destroy
the enemy main forces and give greater attention to rooting out the guerrilla in-
frastructure. Nonetheless, the general offered no assurance such a massive rein-
forcement, with its far-reaching international and domestic political ramifications,
would win the war. On 21 March, the second day of the Guam Conference, an
in-progress war review by Vietnamese and U.S. leaders,” the MACV commander
announced that unless NVN infiltration could be stopped, “this war could go on
indefinitely.” According to Westmoreland, his evaluation left the high-level audi-
ence “painfully silent” wearing “looks of shock.” McNaughton, in particular, “wore
an air of disbelief.” Reporters were also incredulous when McNamara on the 22d
repeated MACV’s contention that the war could go on indefinitely unless the mili-
tary pressure being imposed against the enemy forces broke the will of the North,
an accomplishment nowhere yet in sight.”!

McNamara still entertained hopes of ending the war before the 1968 presiden-
tial election. According to Rostow, the secretary feared that political pressures dur-
ing an election year might force the United States into an unsatisfactory settlement
and was “thrashing about for a short cut” to end the war before that happened.
Westmoreland was also looking for a way to end the war. At the request of the JCS
shortly after the Guam Conference, Westmoreland on 28 March submitted his
justification for the additional troops he had requested earlier in the month. His
“minimum essential force” called for another 80,000 men; his “optimum force”
required approximately 200,000 more troops. The “optimum force”—680,000
U.S. troops by July 1968—would enable Westmoreland to launch cross-border
raids against communist base camps in Laos and Cambodia as well as threaten
ground action against the southern part of North Vietnam.”? The latest request
for additional troops reached Washington at a time of growing dissatisfaction with
both the ground and air strategies and resulted in a prolonged policy debate that
the president did not resolve until July 1967.

At a 24 April OSD staff meeting, McNamara equated MACV’s latest troop
request to a “’65 type watershed,” a major policy decision comparable to the 1965
choice to become fully engaged. Pouring cold water on the idea, he told his staff
that a deployment of 200,000 more American troops to Vietnam might only leave
the war stalemated at a higher level. The president likewise had little stomach for
sending more U.S. troops to Southeast Asia unless the South Vietnamese govern-
ment ordered a general mobilization to add substantially more men to carry a
heavier load of the fighting.”3

* Participants included the president, Ambassador-designate Ellsworth Bunker (who succeeded Lodge on 5
April), Harriman, Komer, Lodge, McNamara, McNaughton, Rostow, Rusk, Taylor, Sharp, Westmoreland, and
Wheeler. Thieu and Ky led the high-ranking South Vietnamese delegation.



EscALATING A GROUND WAR, 1965-1967 137

Mid-April found the Joint Chiefs divided over Westmoreland’s proposals.
McConnell doubted the additional ground forces would make any difference and
advocated greater air and naval power to break North Vietnam’s will. He agreed
to the minimum essential force because of the communist threat to the northern
provinces, and then only on condition that the Chiefs recommend expanding the
air and naval war against North Vietnam. Moreover, the JCS contended that the
services could meet MACV’s FY 1968 minimum ground force requirements only
by extending tours of duty and calling up reserves for two years of active service.”4

In a separate initiative, on 24 April Non-Group chairman Katzenbach asked
Defense and State as well as the CIA and White House for their respective evalua-
tions of (1) the military and political actions that could bring the war to a success-
ful conclusion; (2) the possibility of negotiations; and (3) the effects of escalation.
The same day Komer, newly-appointed director of the U.S. pacification program
in South Vietnam,” advised the president to make the South Vietnamese pull their
weight and questioned sending large numbers of additional American reinforce-
ments. Three days later, Rostow advocated military escalation, though at a level
that would not bring other communist powers into the war. He saw no reason to
call the reserves, a step that would, in any event, only create a domestic political
uproar without promise of shortening the war.”

In late April Westmoreland returned to the United States to address the Asso-
ciated Press annual convention in New York City and appear before Congress but
also to participate in a probing policy review of his proposals. At a 27 April White
House meeting that included McNamara, Wheeler, and others, Westmoreland
maintained that his war of attrition was succeeding; except for the northern prov-
inces, MACV had reached the crossover point where the enemy could no longer
replace its losses. Without the reinforcements he had requested, the war would not
be lost, but it would last longer, a point Wheeler later reiterated. At issue was what
additional U.S. troops might accomplish and how long it would take them to do
it. For an administration looking to scale back an increasingly costly ground war,
another spiraling round of mutual escalation had no appeal. Where did it all end?
Might Hanoi, like North Korea in 1950, call for outside volunteers to continue the
struggle? To these presidential questions, Westmoreland had no answer.

According to Westmoreland’s version of the meeting, Rostow suggested com-
mitting additional forces only to gain a spectacular advantage, such as an am-
phibious landing north of the DMZ. Despite Westmoreland’s ready endorsement,
the feeler died for lack of support, as did Wheeler’s overture to extend operations
into Laos and Cambodia to destroy communist bases and infiltration routes there.
When the MACV commander estimated his present forces would take five years
to finish the job, McNamara prodded the general to relate the alternative troop

* Komer became deputy to the commander, USMACYV for civil operations and revolutionary development
support and special assistant to the ambassador to Vietnam in May 1967.
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plans to the time it would take to end the war. Reluctantly Westmoreland replied
that with the minimum force it would take five years, with the maximum it would
take three.”®

MACV’s call for reinforcements and the JCS demands for heavier bombing
put pressure on OSD and State to examine alternative strategies, if only to explain
their rejection. William Bundy opposed the increases because they might require
calling the reserves, thus leading to a congressional debate of Vietnam strategy
that would only benefit Hanoi. He rejected expanding the war into neighboring
countries in favor of an accelerated pacification effort. Employing nimble, seem-
ingly convincing, statistical analysis, Enthoven “demonstrated” enemy losses were
unrelated to the size of U.S. forces. For example, during 1966 American forces had
increased 23 percent but enemy losses increased by only 13 percent. Frustrated by
Westmoreland’s conduct of the war and his ever-increasing force requirements that
lacked any analysis to show why they were needed, on 1 May Enthoven recom-
mended holding firm to the current Program #4 ceiling of 470,000 men. Westmo-
reland would have to use them more effectively.””

McNaughton’s 6 May rejoinder to Westmoreland’s latest troop request went
further, underscoring the lack of a coherent strategy. He assumed that Hanoi would
not negotiate until after the November 1968 presidential election. By that time,
however, a disgruntled American public might vent its growing dissatisfaction with
the war on an incumbent president. No one, in McNaughton’s view, had charge of
the war, no one was coordinating military and diplomatic efforts efficiently, and
no one really knew how the various executive components—OSD, State, White
House, JCS, and by extension executive agents like MACV and PACOM—were
fighting the war. Each followed its own meandering course “getting us in deeper
and deeper” with no end in sight. “Since no pressure will have been put on any-
one,” he wrote, limiting deployments to Vietnam today merely postponed the
issue of a reserve call-up, likely leading to one at a worse time politically for the
administration. Someone (obviously the president) had to make an encompassing
decision about the nature and future of the war or, at the very least, the president
had to give Westmoreland a firm troop ceiling and make it clear to his field com-
mander that whatever the number, that would be it.”8

McNaughton’s appraisal became the basis for McNamaras DPM of 19 May
1967. McNamara adopted the either-or approach: either Course A—escalate the
war by honoring all of Westmoreland’s requests; or Course B—try to stabilize it
by limiting U.S. forces in Vietnam. The secretary concluded that the magnitude
of the military’s proposed escalation would necessitate a reserve call-up, a decision
that might polarize national opinion and hand the prosecution of the war to the
hawks, who would intensify it to a point, as he later wrote, that would “spin the
war utterly out of control.” More U.S. troops were not the answer because Hanoi
would match any U.S. reinforcement. It would neither, at least not anytime soon,
collapse under American military pressure nor seek a negotiated settlement. In
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brief, the war was unwinnable. This left Course B—to stabilize U.S. force levels
in Vietnam and accept a stalemate by seeking neither military victory nor risking
military defeat. The time had come to settle for a draw by restricting the bombing
of North Vietnam, limiting further deployments, adhering to a firm troop ceiling,
and actively seeking a political settlement. McNamara stopped short of recom-
mending an outright pullout in the absence, he later recollected, of any “low cost
means of withdrawal,””? apparently meaning that the domestic political conse-
quences of such a decision would sink the administration.

The DPM offered stark alternatives, but Lyndon Johnson, true to form on
Vietnam, deferred the decision, later rationalizing as “simple prudence” his insis-
tence on exploring every element in depth, hearing every argument, and arraying
every fact. Well before receiving the secretary’s recommendations, the president
had outlined his intention to dispatch McNamara, Katzenbach, and Wheeler to
Saigon for yet another on-scene evaluation. In the midst of a major strategic reas-
sessment, McNamara’s memorandum of 19 May spurred Johnson to preside over
a policy review through the remaining days of May and all of June. He also con-
sulted members of Congress, private advisers, and others he respected.80

Unaware of the secretary’s draft memorandum, on 20 May the JCS issued
their worldwide posture statement, warning that the nation’s military forces could
no longer respond to other possible contingencies throughout the world in a time-
ly fashion. Policies of restraint and gradualism in Vietnam had frittered away the
opportunities for the United States to exploit its military superiority. It was time to
deploy MACV’s minimum essential force, time to expand the air and ground wars,
and time to call up the reserves.8!

The same day McNamara asked the JCS to comment on his DPM. Shortly
afterward, Wheeler cautioned Sharp and Westmoreland that in the policy review
then under way in Washington, OSD’s conclusions were “at considerable variance
with our own thinking and proposals.” In addressing the DPM, the Chiefs singled
out “five major areas of concern.” First, the secretary did not appreciate fully the
implications for the Free World of an unsuccessful outcome of the Southeast Asia
conflict. Second, to “make do” with current military forces would unnecessarily
lengthen the war. Third, restricting the air war against the North would allow
the enemy to supply his forces in the South from all points of the compass—
the DMZ, Laos, the coast, and Cambodia. Fourth, calling the reserve might well
prompt a debate about national policy, but, unlike OSD, the JCS felt the Ameri-
can public would willingly accept escalation once properly informed about the
issues. Fifth, the nation’s military leaders questioned whether available intelligence
estimates supported OSD’s grim prognostications that Hanoi had no intention of
negotiating until after the 1968 presidential election, that expanded military ac-
tion would damage U.S. prestige, or that an intensified war effort would compel
China to enter the fighting. The Chiefs insisted that McNamara’s Course A did
not accurately reflect JCS, PACOM, or MACYV positions. As for Course B, adopt-
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ing it would only prolong the war, reinforce Hanofi’s belief in ultimate victory, and
cost the United States more lives and treasure. They did not want the DPM sent
to the president and again asked McNamara to approve the military strategy as
proposed the previous April. Admiral Sharp regarded Course B as nothing more
than “a blueprint for defeat,” but he was resigned to losing the argument, believ-
ing the administration would not provide the forces called for in Course A nor
activate the reserves. He sought a middle ground, but did not expect that it would
be accepted.8?

Others besides the military took issue with McNamara’s 19 May DPM. Ros-
tow advised an intermediate strategy somewhere between the McNamara and the
JCS approaches, relying on greater military force and narrower political and dip-
lomatic maneuvering less injurious to Saigon’s morale. Calling the reserves, he
sensed, would demonstrate Washington’s resolve to Hanoi, but it required the ad-
ministration to explain to the American people why such action had become nec-
essary. The substantive policy debate, arguably the first soul-searching review since
July 1965, was interrupted by the outbreak of the Arab-Israeli Six-Day War (5-10
June). The sudden crisis shifted Washington’s attention away from Vietnam—Mc-
Namara scrapped the planned June trip to Saigon—and concerned Wheeler, who
wanted the administration’s focus “back to the war we are fighting.” By early July,
Vietnam reclaimed center stage as McNamara and his party arrived at Ton Son
Nhut Air Base on the 7th for five days of firsthand assessment of the situation and
to work out the latest schedule of reinforcements known as Program #5.83

The first two days of briefings offered an encouraging outlook. Neither the
U.S. embassy nor the MACYV staff considered the war stalemated, but they aired
differing views on its future. While recently appointed Ambassador Bunker gave
top priority to prosecuting the conflict, he opposed more U.S. reinforcements un-
til Saigon’s leaders showed that they were making maximum use of available Viet-
namese manpower, a point McNamara underscored with considerable emotion.
According to Westmoreland, political restraints had enabled Hanoi to seize the
strategic initiative in South Vietnam, a complaint echoed in one form or another
by all the generals and admirals present. The MACV commander again made his
case for tens of thousands of U.S. reinforcements for his “optimum force.” West-
moreland could then capitalize on previous battlefield successes, accelerate allied
offensive efforts inside South Vietnam, and, political conditions permitting, carry
the fight to the enemy outside South Vietnam’s borders. Without the optimum
force, the United States would still win, but victory would become a long, drawn-
out process and lengthen the time before U. S. forces could leave Vietnam.84

Likewise, Sharp and Lt. Gen. William W. Momyer, Seventh Air Force com-
mander, believed Hanoi was for the first time feeling the full effects of U.S. air-
power (an argument Sharp had advanced the previous December). The timing
appeared perfect for a massive, sustained, and intensive air campaign targeting
the Hanoi-Haiphong area. McNamara seemed to accept their points, much to the
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relief of his military audience, who had anticipated a decision to level off troop
commitments and further restrict the bombing campaign.8>

During private discussions with Westmoreland and later, on 11 July, with
General Creighton W. Abrams, deputy commander, MACV, McNamara agreed on
a ceiling of 525,000 troops, thereby meeting their minimum force requirements.
In exchange, MACYV offered the secretary five reinforcement packages to meet its
operational requirements with minimum increases in troop strength that would
preclude either a call-up of the reserve or extension of service tours in Vietnam.
Bunker’s 12 July cable to the president described a meeting of minds on future ac-
tions to assure success in Vietnam.8¢

More U.S. servicemen could be sent to Vietnam without calling the reserves
because Systems Analysis had identified more than 86,000 additional active-duty
troops available for deployment. The price, however, was to reduce further the
readiness of NATO-committed Strategic Army Forces (STRAF)™ units and elimi-
nate 50,000 positions from the Continental United States (CONUS) Sustaining
Force that the Army insisted it needed to maintain its training and rotation base.
An outraged Army Chief of Staff Johnson erupted, “Enthoven wants to do [it]
with mirrors.”87

Despite optimistic briefings about the war’s progress, McNamara returned
to a White House meeting on 12 July in an ambivalent mood. To the president’s
key question, “Are we going to be able to win this goddamned war?,” McNamara
answered that the war was no longer stalemated. He outlined Westmoreland’s lat-
est requests and rationale for additional troops, but added that by reducing waste
and slippage “we can get by with less.” Notes of the meeting observe that, “for the
first time Secretary McNamara said he felt that if we follow the same program we
will win the war and end the fighting.” The president conceded the need for more
troops but wanted the numbers shaved to the minimum. He would discuss the is-
sue with Westmoreland later that day.'88 That evening Johnson met privately with
Westmoreland. He recounted the day’s meeting in detail and told the general that
“he did not always accept the advice of his civilian advisors over that of his military
advisors.” At a session the next day with McNamara, Wheeler, and Westmoreland,
the president restated his support for a troop increase.??

* The STRAF was a reserve of eight divisions and related combat support and service support units totaling
approximately 207,000 troops, all stationed in the United States.

T Westmoreland had returned from Saigon on 10 July to attend his mother’s funeral, following which the presi-
dent called him to the White House for consultations.
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TABLE 4

DePLOYMENT CEILINGS FOR VIETNAM AND DATES OF APPROVAL

Program Number | Date Approved by Maximum End | Date Deployment
Secdef Strength Completed

1 (Phase I) 31 July 1965 190,100 June 1967

2 (Phase II) 10 November 1965 332,000 Later Revised
(Phase I1A) 28 November 1965 390,000 Later Revised
(Phase IIR) 11 December 1965 393,000 June 1967

3 2 July 1966 431,000 June 1967

4 18 November 1966 470,000 June 1968

5 14 August 1967 525,000 June 1969

6 4 April 1968 549,500 June 1969

Source: Fldr Miscellaneous 1968, box 65, Pentagon Papers Backup,
Acc 330-75-062.

On 14 July, McNamara directed the preparation of a revised deployment
plan (Program #5) to increase U.S. troop strength in South Vietnam to 525,000.
Without calling the reserves, he had provided the additional troops Westmoreland
said he needed to hasten the end of the war. He had imposed control of future
deployments and kept restraints on ground forces. Yet the previous afternoon,
McNamara had revealed to his OSD staff his worries over the continued breadth
and depth of Viet Cong influence in the South, the slow pace of pacification, and
the potential need for even more U.S. troops in the near future. These develop-
ments were especially discouraging because they augured even greater expendi-
tures when McNamara was under intense criticism for his handling of the Defense
budget. Like McNamara, Johnson harbored doubts about the success of the latest
measures. On 14 July he decided to send Clark Clifford and Maxwell Taylor to
confidentially solicit America’s Asian allies to deploy more troops to Vietnam.%0
The president, too, was still looking for answers.



CHAPTER VI

MoRE THAN EXPECTED:

SUPPLEMENTALS AND BUDGETS,
1966—1968

Legislative stipulations and a fixed timetable governing the annual budget cy-
cle made it normal to have budgets for three fiscal years—previous, current, and
future—in play at one time.! When the administration closed the books on the FY
1966 budget on 30 June 1966, for example, DoD’s FY 1967 budget, submitted to
Congress on 24 January 19606, still remained unauthorized, unappropriated, and
under congressional scrutiny, forcing the government to operate on the basis of
a continuing resolution enacted by Congress on 30 June and subsequently twice
extended until 15 October 1966. By that time, OSD and service staffers were well
along in preparing the proposed FY 1968 budget. To further complicate matters,
in August 1965 OSD budget analysts prepared an amendment to the FY 1966
budget;" this was followed by supplemental financing requests for FY 1966 and
FY 1967 to underwrite the expanding military costs generated by the escalating
warfare in Vietnam. Hovering over OSD’s financial estimates were the president’s
domestic political agenda, a growing awareness about the threat of domestic infla-
tion, an unexpectedly rapid increase in the number of American troops deployed
to Vietnam, an increasingly restless and partisan Congress, and drawn-out political
maneuvering over the merits of a tax increase—all influencing the formulation of
Defense budget requests. It was, then, a time of political, military, economic, and
social uncertainty that made extremely difficult the accurate forecasting of military
budgeting and expenditures under the fixed legislative budget process.?

* The amendment, requested by the president on 4 August 1965, sought $1.7 billion for the Emergency Fund,
Southeast Asia. It was approved along with the presidents budget on 29 September 1965 (PL 89-213; 79 Stat
863).

143



144 McNamMAarA, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

Enacting the FY 1966 Supplemental

The FY 1966 Vietnam supplemental reached Congress on 19 January 1966
followed five days later by the presidents FY 1967 budget request. Beginning on
20 January and continuing through August, OSD principals trooped up Capitol
Hill to justify their budget prognostications before various House and Senate
committees.

Well before his congressional testimony, McNamara had sounded out mem-
bers of the Senate and House appropriations and armed services committees about
a January supplemental for FY 1966 in the $10-12 billion range and a similar
amount in the FY 1967 budget specifically for Vietnam to cover the “need for
increased U.S. deployments if we were to avoid a military defeat or stalemate.” As
with the August 1965 budget amendment, Deputy Secretary Vance served as Mc-
Namara’s point man coordinating budget matters in advance with congressional
leaders. Over lunch on 10 January, for instance, he informed Representative Sikes
of the House Appropriations Committee that OSD would soon submit a $12-13
billion supplemental request that the administration hoped Congress would act
upon before hearings commenced on the FY 1967 budget in mid-February. Sikes
assured Vance this could be done, having already discussed the issue with George
Mahon, chairman of the powerful appropriations panel. Sikes also suggested other
influential congressmen for Vance to contact, recommended tactics to accelerate
authorizations, and made plain the projects he favored for prosecution of the war.
He concluded by telling Vance that “there will be a good deal of politics,” but the
administration “would get everything we asked for.”# Republican Congressman
Arends passed on a similar message. Beyond securing appropriations, OSD wanted
congressional cooperation to avoid, as McNamara put it to Arends, “divisive action
between the Legislative and the Executive branches when we were at war.”

McNamara’s self-assurance and confidence were on full display throughout
the hearings as he defended the president’s request for $12.3 billion in supple-
mental funds (NOA). He dazzled the House Appropriations Committee with his
command of figures: $1.6 billion for an additional 340,000 military and 36,000
direct-hire civilian personnel; $2.3 billion for increased operating expenses; $1.2
billion for expanded construction; $2.1 billion for higher ammunition costs. He
reeled off estimates with striking facility. Ammunition consumption, for example,
running at $100 million per month, was expected to rise to $170 million monthly
by December 1966. The tonnage of bombs dropped on the enemy had climbed
from 25,000 in June 1965 to 40,000 in December 1965 and was projected to aver-
age 75,000 per month during 1966. Anticipating losses of 500 fixed-wing aircraft
and 500 helicopters during 1966, OSD forecast $1.8 billion in replacement costs
and $1.2 billion more for spare parts and other equipment.® All of these estimates
hinged on McNamara’s assumption that increased deployments would suffice to
convince Hanoi to desist from supporting the insurgents in South Vietnam.
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Mabhon, fearful of “a very considerable escalation of the war” that would raise
associated costs beyond current projections, wondered if additional supplemental
requests were in the cards. McNamara assured him that the funding OSD had
requested presumed a rise from the approved level of 220,000-plus American ser-
vicemen in Southeast Asia by 1 March 1966, and, in fact, his reccommended bud-
get would sustain a force of between 375,000 and 400,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam
without further funding increases.” Given the impossibility of estimating an op-
ponent’s intentions 18 months in advance (to June 1967, the end of the FY 1967
budget cycle), however, the secretary expected “our current estimate will prove to
be at least partially in error,” perhaps too high or too low.?

McNamara stood foursquare behind the administration’s conduct of the war.
Money was not the issue, he said. Instead, the American people lacked the will to
fight a limited war. “We do not have any guts. That is what is wrong with us, as a
people we are soft.” In a testy exchange with Rep. Clarence D. Long (D-Md.) over
war aims and national purpose, he dared Congress to withdraw its Tonkin Gulf
Resolution of August 1964 if members disagreed with the president’s Vietnam pol-
icy. Chinese expansion into Southeast Asia had to be checked now by confronting
aggression in Vietnam. A policy of appeasement that allowed China to dominate
the region would only carry a heavier price tag in the future.”

As Sikes had promised before the hearings, Congress was sympathetic to the
supplemental request; as he had also predicted, there was a good deal of politics in
play, as when the Republican minority members of the House Defense Appropria-
tions Subcommittee went on record that McNamara had originally underestimated
defense costs in the FY 1966 budget submission and had continued to understate
them in his FY 1967 request. His manipulations, they argued, made additional
supplemental requests a “virtual certainty” by late 1966 or early 1967.1° Demo-
crats, too, questioned the secretary’s sincerity. Long bluntly admonished McNa-
mara that the public was puzzled about the war, having been told many things that
“didn’t turn out to be true in the final analysis.” Long blamed the confusion on the
administration’s penchant for operating “from 1 year’s posture briefing to another”
without squarely facing the overall implications of the Asian war.!!

Despite questioning the administration’s credibility, Congress remained stead-
fast in its support for the Vietham War in general, if not for the way that Mc-
Namara chose to fight it. On 25 March 1966, Congress appropriated the entire
$12.3 billion supplemental (NOA) the president had requested. OSD, however,
had expected much swifter legislative action; consequently by the time of the bill’s
passage, OSD was running short of funds and was already involved with the FY
1967 appropriations hearings.!?
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The FY 1967 Defense Budget

The secretary of defense relied on the same rationale he employed in the
1966 supplemental request to defend DoD’s FY 1967 NOA request of $58.936
billion submitted to Congress on 24 January 1966 as part of the president’s bud-
get. Of that amount, $57.688 billion was for the four major military appropria-
tions titles—personnel, operations and maintenance (O&M), procurement, and
research, development, test and evaluation (RDT&E)." As submitted, the budget
could support troop deployments up to a level of between 375,000 to 400,000.
If the war continued beyond 30 June 1967 or if combat operations intensified
beyond current estimates, it might become necessary to seek a second FY 1966
supplement, but McNamara could not predict the timing or the amount of such
a request at this time. Expressing disdain for the January 1966 “rush supplemen-
tal” presently under consideration as poor budgetary procedure, on 14 February
Rep. Glenard P. Lipscomb (R-Calif.) pressed the secretary about the likelihood of
another supplemental before the current session expired. McNamara insisted that
waiting until January 1966 to ask for FY 1966 supplemental money had enabled
OSD to present Congress with a more accurate appraisal of precise costs than was
otherwise possible at an earlier date.!? In fact, as early as July 1965 OSD had an-
ticipated a FY 1966 supplemental request of $6.7 billion for Southeast Asia, about
one-half of the actual amount finally requested in January 1966, suggesting that:
(1) OSD had cost figures available but did not wish to make them public, and (2)
initial estimates, though seemingly adequate at the beginning of the large-scale
U.S. intervention during the summer of 1965, seriously underestimated future
costs by disregarding the possibility that another massive escalation might prove
necessary. 4
Questions about the adequacy of the FY 1967 budget request were unrelent-
ing, but McNamara remained unflappable during his numerous budget appear-
ances before Senate and House committees. As for decisions on a supplemental ap-
propriation, he explained that OSD would examine the 30 June 1967 assumption
date in relation to lead times for item procurement, thus enabling the department
to delay decisions on such short lead-time items as ammunition until November
or December 1966 or even January 1967. With aircraft losses running less than
forecast, if the trend held, OSD could postpone the June reexamination of this
long-term procurement item until early fall or perhaps even next January.!> Mc-
Namara informed Rep. Mendel Rivers on 10 March that he foresaw no need for
a second supplemental for FY 1966 and perhaps none for FY 1967 because the
rate of combat activity had been somewhat lower than expected.!® The secretary,
however, was less than candid with Rivers.

* Congress considered the remainder ($1.248 billion for military construction, family housing, and civil
defense) in a separate bill.
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About a week earlier an influential survey of business activity projected a
whopping 19 percent increase over 1965 in planned 1966 capital spending for
plant and equipment that threatened to generate inflationary backlogs of capital
goods. Although the Council of Economic Advisors (CEA) forecast a lesser growth
increase—16 percent—the additional capital spending still exceeded January es-
timates by $2 billion, portending labor shortages, larger inventory requirements,
and higher incomes—classic symptoms of inflation. Earlier, in mid-January, BoB
Director Schultze had cautioned the president that absent a settlement in Vietnam,
there would be very little money available to finance the Great Society programs,
for which the bulk of obligations would fall due in FY 1968. In response to the
president’s mid-February follow-up query, Schultze calculated that rising prices
combined with added domestic outlays and increased defense spending would
likely raise the level of total federal expenditures by almost $4 billion and neces-
sitate a tax increase. Then in early March, CEA Chairman Ackley urged Johnson
to call publicly for a tax increase.!”

Instead Johnson approved Joseph Califano’s proposal that the special assistant
meet with the administration’s financial troika—the directors of CEA and BoB
and the secretary of the treasury”—to calm them down while a bill delaying excise
tax reductions was before the Senate. McNamara also attended Califano’s 5 March
meeting where there emerged a general consensus to take no action that might
jeopardize the pending tax bill; however, the attendees unanimously agreed that a
tax increase later in the year was inevitable. McNamara was especially concerned
about maintaining his credibility by delaying an additional supplemental request
until June, the last month of the fiscal year. Faced with such disturbing forecasts,
on 15 March the president ordered a slowdown in government spending, except
for Vietnam, to protect the multitude of Great Society proposals then awaiting
congressional action, and demanded austerity in government departments to
guard against inflation.!® Under these circumstances, McNamara could hardly
tell Rivers that he was considering a second FY 1966 supplemental because the
department was running out of money owing to the unanticipated expenses of
Vietnam operations.

OSD budget experts and McNamara had assumed, as Vance told Sikes, that
once Congress convened on 10 January, members would enact the supplemental by
the end of February. As hearings dragged on, however, the diminished possibility
of a supplemental funding bill during February held serious implications. For
example, in the personnel and O&M accounts, the services were operating under
the authority of Section 612(a),” incurring obligations at rates that would use up

* BoB estimated expenditures; CEA forecast overall economic performance; and the secretary of the treasury
estimated revenues. See Anderson and Hazleton, Managing Macroeconomic Policy, 47.

T Section 612(a) of PL 89-213, 29 September 1965 (79 Stat 875), allowed the president to exempt DoD appro-
priations from the provisions of section 3679 of the Revised Statutes (31 USC 665). The chief executive could
thus spend or obligate funds in excess of congressional appropriations whenever he deemed such action to be
necessary in the interests of national defense.
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appropriated funds within one to three months. Any further deferrals would be
extremely disruptive and threaten readiness by requiring cutting non-SEA flying
by 100,000 hours, deferring 62 ship overhauls, and curtailing Marine Corps
recruitment.!?

Procurement appropriations were likewise nearly exhausted. Because of the
increased tempo of Vietnam operations, the Marine Corps would completely obli-
gate its procurement funds by 1 March. Obligating authority to buy aircraft, mis-
siles, tracked vehicles, and ships involved Procurement of Equipment and Missiles,
Army (PEMA) accounts which required specific congressional authorization and
appropriation action. The services could not legally initiate procurement actions to
replace combat losses and consumption until Congress enacted supplemental leg-
islation. Moreover, OSD had already programmed (earmarked for other purposes)
its unobligated funds, so only through a time-consuming and paperwork-produc-
ing effort could it reprogram these funds to finance Southeast Asia accounts. Rath-
er than continue to rely on Section 612(c)™ authority to feed, clothe, house, and
move the additional military personnel called to active duty because of the war,
OSD Comptroller Robert Anthony urged McNamara to push for congressional
action to provide additional, separate supplemental FY 1966 funding of roughly
$3 billion. This amount also included $1.1 billion for “items requiring rapid [pro-
curement] action,” such as 500-pound bombs, aircraft spare parts, hand grenades,
M-16 rifles, and ammunition.2°

Indeed, on 2 March, eight days before the McNamara-Rivers exchange, Vance
had issued guidance for a second FY 1966 supplemental request. The military
services, JCS, and other Defense agencies were to include financial requirements,
such as the additional Phase Ila costs associated with Vietnam operations, unfore-
seen before the January supplemental had been crafted in December 1965. Vance
then expected to consolidate costs related to the Phase Ila revised deployment
schedules by the end of March and arrange for additional FY 1966 financing to
cover these unanticipated expenses.?! The accelerated deployment timetables and
the unwelcome delay in congressional action on the initial 1966 supplemental re-
quest led Vance to issue a follow-up memorandum on 19 March giving all agencies
two weeks to submit their urgent but unfunded requirements for Southeast Asia.??

After consolidating service and Defense agency estimates totaling slightly more
than $2 billion, McNamara decided neither to ask for a second supplemental 1966
appropriation nor to invoke Section 612(c) authority. Instead, in line with the
president’s anti-inflation drive, he enforced FY 1966 expenditures at the previ-
ously approved level of $54.2 billion.?3 His decision left unfunded a total of $700

* Section 612(c), PL 89-213 (79 Stat 875), allowed the president to fund the costs of additional military
personnel on active duty beyond the appropriated amount in accordance with Section 3732 Revised (Statutes
641 USC 11). This permitted the services to provide for food, clothing, shelter, and transportation for the
increased personnel.
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million for personnel and O&M accounts, shortfalls the OSD comptroller had
to cover in a variety of ways. McNamara eventually resorted to Section 3732 to
legally over-obligate $336 million and used transfer authority under Section 636"
to lop off another $200 million of the O&M account. The remaining $164 mil-
lion was absorbed by so-called management actions—deferring the overhauling
and rebuilding of vehicles, ships, and aircraft, postponing procurement of certain
items, hiring freezes, and the like.

McNamara initialed the comptroller’s proposals to handle FY 1966 obligations
without a second supplemental on 25 April 1966. Then, following discussions be-
tween McNamara, Vance, and Representative Mahon, the comptroller on 5 May
orally explained the policy to the service assistant secretaries for financial manage-
ment, apportioning to each additional amounts of funding available under Section
636 transfer authority. Each service was to request relief formally under either
Section 3732 or Section 636 as late in the 1966 fiscal year as feasible. In an effort
to conceal costs as long as possible, OSD would issue no written instructions until
the formal requests were received.

Earlier, during congressional testimony on 8 March, McNamara actively pro-
moted the president’s agenda by insisting that not only could the nation enjoy
both guns and butter, but also that no one in authority should hesitate to request
or appropriate more money for guns.?> He assuaged concerns about inflation by
explaining that the Defense budget and supplemental, though huge, represented
roughly the same percentage of America’s gross national product (GNP) as in 1965
and proportionately less than Defense spending in relation to GNP between 1960
and 1964.2 McNamara also downplayed the cost of the war, conceding that while
obligations for that purpose would peak in FY 1966 at $15 billion to $16 billion,
expenditures were spread over FY 1966 and 1967 and would total only about $10
billion per year.2” The secretary’s objective, as it had been since the previous sum-
mer, now reinforced by the latest economic news, was to hold defense expenditures
to an absolute minimum in order to neither burden the public nor jeopardize the
president’s domestic programs.

McNamara’s loyalty to Johnson, and, according to Gardner Ackley, the secre-
tary’s apprehension that if the public had to pay more for the war they might ques-
tion its importance,?8
understating the effects of the Defense budget on the nation’s economic prosperity.
Congress, though, was becoming restive about the implications of the war for the
national economy. Already tightened monetary policy (higher interest rates) and
fiscal measures (reinstatement of certain excise tax reductions and speeding up
collection of personal and corporate income taxes) proposed by the president in
January 1966 and enacted by Congress in March as the Tax Adjustment Act ap-

overrode whatever compunction he might have had about

* Section 636 of PL 89-213, 29 September 1965 (79 Stat 879), authorized the secretary of defense to transfer

$200 million from the Emergency Fund during the current fiscal year for purposes vital to national security.
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peared to restrain inflation and add revenue to government coffers. Asked by the
House Committee on Armed Services during his 9 March testimony if higher taxes
were also necessary to hold down inflation, McNamara, who was on record in the
White House as approving higher taxes, replied that the president had indicated
that he would consider raising taxes under certain circumstances, a view consistent
with earlier official prognostications by the CEA.?? After the hearings, House com-
mittees sent their markup authorizations to the House floor in late June. Congres-
sional deliberations on the FY 1967 budget would continue into mid-October, by
which time McNamara had requested supplemental funding.”

The Need for a FY 1967 Supplemental Budget

Belying McNamara’s congressional testimony, expectations that OSD would
need a FY 1967 amendment had shaped the FY 1967 budget request. On that as-
sumption, Comptroller Anthony had deferred almost $1.9 billion, of which about
half was for short lead-time items such as ammunition, spare parts, helicopters,
and other essential materiel for the field forces in Vietnam.39 The escalated fight-
ing, however, created a greater demand for short lead-time items that caused still
more spending. Relying on a continuing resolution authority, the services and
Defense agencies were obligating funds at rates far in excess of the $58.9 billion
(NOA) FY 1967 request. Operating appropriations (personnel and O&M) pro-
vided $34.4 billion, but the expected rate of obligation would be about $9.3 billion
a quarter, meaning that DoD would exhaust those funds sometime in the spring of
1967. Moreover, funds in continuing appropriations accounts (procurement and
construction) were being obligated at a pace that would deplete the entire $25.5
billion authorization before 1 April 1967 and leave a $1.5 billion shortfall. The
combination of the current high rate of FY 1966 spending and the anticipated FY
1967 shortfalls forced the comptroller in April 1966 to assess their effects on the
pending FY 1967 budget.

Anthony concluded that the requested FY 1967 budget would cover DoD’s
financial requirements only until April 1967 and, to avoid the imbroglio that had
accompanied the passage of the FY 1966 supplemental, certain measures would
have to be taken immediately. These included (1) carrying over $10 billion of
obligating authority from the FY 1966 budget to FY 1967 to cover part of the
continuing appropriation deficit; (2) letting two contracts for the same item, one
for a quantity before 1 April and the other for the balance afterwards; (3) slowing
Marine Corps procurement; (4) shortening reorder lead time on high production
items; and (5) deferring letting contracts until the final quarter of the fiscal year.

Anthony based his financial projections on the assumption that a peak strength
of 400,000 American troops would be deployed in Vietnam by December 1966,

" The 1967 budget passed the House on 20 July 1966; the Senate, where it was amended, on 18 August. After
the House and Senate reached agreement on 11 October, the president signed PL 89-687 on 15 October (80
Stat 980).
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requiring a $12.5 billion supplemental appropriation, of which $7.5 billion was
needed for short-term procurement, assuming the war continued beyond 30 June
1967. Of course if the number of U.S. troops deployed in Southeast Asia increased
beyond 400,000, so would the cost, an extra $3.5 billion to send 200,000 more,
which would virtually dry up DoD appropriations by 1 April 1967. To hold costs
to the absolute minimum, Anthony recommended that McNamara restrict re-
quests for additional FY 1967 funds to items that had to be obligated before 1
April 1967, that fell under Section 412(b)" authority, or that otherwise required
congressional authorization. In any event, Anthony urged McNamara to discuss
“our FY 1967 financial problem” with the chairmen of the Senate and House ap-
propriations committees, Russell and Mahon, respectively.3!

At a 4 May meeting Mahon advised McNamara and Vance to submit an
amendment to the pending 1967 budget. McNamara agreed that an amendment
or a supplemental would be necessary but thought that requesting the former at
the present time was undesirable. An amendment, Mahon observed, would take
much of the heat off the secretary and silence many of his critics. Although con-
ceding the correctness of the congressman’s observation, McNamara told him such
an amendment would “almost surely lead to substantial cuts in the President’s
Great Society Program,” to which Mahon replied the program should be cut any-
how and that McNamara was “overly protective of the President.”3?

McNamara incorporated Anthony’s ideas in his 22 June financial guidance
for the start of FY 1967, a week hence. He instructed the services to obligate
funds as necessary for long lead-time items to support Vietnam operations at exist-
ing levels through 30 June 1967 and beyond. Otherwise a peacetime level would
be maintained. The military branches would obligate funds assuming that a FY
1967 supplemental funding request, to be submitted to Congress in January 1967,
would be enacted by 31 March 1967. That meant spending could continue apace
at current high rates because additional funds would be made available for ob-
ligation during the fourth quarter of the fiscal year. In such a scenario, Defense
agencies would finance procurement in two increments—the first before 1 April
and the second after that date when the supplemental became available. This prac-
tice limited to minimum quantities and amounts the contracts that OSD and the
services had to place before 1 April 1967 (the beginning of the fourth quarter) to
guarantee production lead times, maintain production lines, or meet operational
requirements in Vietnam and elsewhere.33 By dividing procurement orders into
two parts, OSD could also recommend to Congress that funds planned for spring-
time procurement orders be used in the fall for other purposes. This would permit
the department to shift or reprogram funds from one account to another.34 The
advantage was flexibility for OSD: the disadvantage was chronically underesti-
mated Defense budgets.

* Section 412(b) stated that PEMA procurement, including tracked vehicles, must have congressional authori-

zation (PL 89-37, 11 Jun 65, Section 304(b); 79 Stat 129).
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Other measures to hold down the budget included deferring modernization,
exclusive of replacement demanded by consumption or attrition, until the fol-
lowing fiscal year or until the end of hostilities in Southeast Asia. Peacetime con-
sumption and attrition replenishment rates applied to forces not deployed in Viet-
nam; to further reduce cost estimates, OSD authorized the services to calculate
replacement of reduced inventories at the lower FY 1966, not the higher FY 1967,
prices. In addition, a change in the secretary’s logistic guidance resulted in sizable
reductions in munitions requirements with attendant savings.3> By severely limit-
ing funding for non-Southeast Asia needs, the savings could be applied to rising
Vietnam munition costs without further requests to Congress.

Such budgetary techniques enabled the administration to hold to the letter of
the president’s 1967 budget. The financial plan, then, obligated funds, especially
for procurement accounts, during the first three quarters of the fiscal year, in ef-
fect spending a 12-month budget in 9 months and relying on the supplemental to
finance the fourth, and final, quarter of the fiscal year. Put differently, the potential
existed to understate the FY 1967 Defense budget by 33 percent.

Facing distressing economic reports and an increasingly fractious tax debate,
McNamara did not yet want to ask Congress for additional funding for FY 1967.
Besides anticipating an adverse impact on public opinion, inflation, and the tax
question, he believed that “in [the] environment of today” he would “be cruci-
fied” if he went to Capitol Hill for more money. He told Navy Secretary Nitze on
30 May that a supplemental request at this time might touch off an unfavorable
debate on U.S. policy in Vietnam.3¢ Unable to request additional funds but in
need of extra money, OSD in effect borrowed appropriations from previously au-
thorized projects. McNamara approved an additional series of proposals submitted
by the military services to defer or stretch out certain programs during FY 1967.
The reductions, amounting to $2 billion, would postpone modernization of some
ships, National Guard and Reserve aircraft, 300 M-113 armored personnel car-
riers, five submarines, and some C-141 aircraft.3” The “savings” were applied to
more immediate service needs for Vietnam support—500-pound bombs, illumi-
nation flares, and rockets being three items in exceptionally high demand.

Few congressmen were willing to vote against Defense appropriations for the
Vietnam War. Fewer still were willing to vote for a tax hike to pay for the war un-
less the administration took the initiative, and the blame, by originating a tax pro-
posal. President Johnson was just as unwilling to take the lead. During 1966, he
followed a familiar pattern. In economic affairs as in military matters, he preferred
working issues through small, controlled groups, not tipping his hand in advance,
and reaching conclusions only with painstaking deliberateness.® Johnson recog-
nized the growing price of the Vietnam War but remained determined that the ad-
ministration’s economic policies would not interfere with his legislative agenda and
the creation of the Great Society. He continued to balk at increasing taxes to pay
for the added costs of the war, and chafed at the Federal Reserve Board’s increase in
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interest rates to fend off the inflationary threat. As for Congress, the majority of its
members made no secret that they supported funding for the war far more than for
the president’s domestic programs, many of which were awaiting congressional ac-
tion and many more of which were on the way to Capitol Hill." Nor were senators
and representatives likely to advocate tax increases during an election year, a fact
not lost on the president who, convinced he could not get a tax hike, believed that
asking for one might boomerang into substantial cuts in his domestic programs.3?

Formulation of Johnson’s economic policies followed a pattern similar to that
evidenced during America’s military escalation in Vietnam in the summer of 1965.
Policymakers worked behind the scenes on contentious issues while presenting a
public facade of optimism and consensus. The president refused to make hard-
and-fast decisions, insisting on further information from his economic advisers or
congressional colleagues. Yet repeatedly and personally, he introduced “a series of
piecemeal tax and expenditure changes that could be implemented quietly and eas-
ily,”4% much like his policies of incremental deployments and gradual escalation in
Vietnam. There were attempts to manipulate public opinion or orchestrate policy
concurrence—such as Johnson’s demand that his advisers collectively sign major
recommendations affecting the economy—which in some instances seemed to
take precedence over substantive analysis. As with the development of its military
policy, the administration publicly claimed the economy was fine while privately
considering further measures to stabilize it. In part the subterfuge resulted from the
uncertainty of the war. While there were estimates about the price of the conflict in
early 1966, accurate budget forecasts were impossible without knowing first how
long it would last and how many U.S. troops would deploy to Southeast Asia. But
there was also an intentional effort to minimize the Defense budget by resorting to
accounting gimmicks and legislative language to mask or understate requirements.
The increasing reliance on sleight of hand contributed to a growing credibility gap
that steadily widened in 1966.

In the face of classic inflationary pressures, by early March the president’s eco-
nomic advisers and McNamara, over the objections of Treasury Secretary Fowler,
counseled him to (1) discontinue the special tax stimulus that had been intended
to spur capital investment but had fueled expansionary activity and (2) later in the
year, raise taxes.4! Ackley, already on record favoring tax increases, proposed on 12
March a presidential announcement of a tax hike of $4 billion to $7 billion. The
president, however, following a meeting with his advisers in late March, decided—
not surprisingly, given his attitude toward taxes, the mixed economic news, the
weak support in Congress or in the commercial, business, and labor communities
for a tax hike, and the lack of consensus even among his own fiscal brain trust—
that it was premature to request a tax increase or curtail investment credit.42

" When the 89th Congress adjourned on 22 October 1966, it had passed 181 of 200 presidentially-initiated
pieces of legislation.
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In tactics reminiscent of his midsummer 1965 choreographing of an NSC
meeting to secure ratification of his Vietnam decisions, Johnson sought to drama-
tize support for his economic policy through a series of stage-managed events. In
one, he invited more than 150 leading businessmen to a White House dinner on
30 March. According to Johnson’s colorful account, when he asked who favored a
tax increase, not a hand went up. A former CEA member later informed Johnson
that the businessmen believed that the president should take the lead and did
not want to sign a blank check without knowledge of specific details. They were
caught “flat footed with their tongues tied” by the president’s abrupt, and seem-
ingly impromptu, question. Johnson also sounded out labor and congressional
leaders about a tax increase; the former opposed it because the burden fell on
workers and the latter, reluctant to be seen as advocating higher taxes, wanted the
president to lead the way.43

Despite some moderation after the first quarter, inflation for 1966 rose more
rapidly than virtually anyone had expected. Consumer prices, up only one percent
per year from 1961 to 1965, increased by more than 2.9 percent in 1966. Busi-
ness demand for capital goods continued to rise rapidly throughout the spring
and early summer and together with underestimated federal defense purchases
spurred competition for increasingly scarce goods and labor, thereby contributing
to higher prices.# On 10 and 11 May, reacting to the shifting economic sands,
Ackley, Fowler, and Schultze separately recommended to Johnson an immediate
ten percent increase in individual and corporate taxes; delay would risk throwing
the economy into reverse and even recession by 1968. Only a Vietnam settlement
within the next six months, Schultze warned, would obviate the need for a tax
increase to offset strong inflationary pressures.*> Then the economy seemed to
reverse course as a second quarter slowdown reassured Ackley and provided “wel-
come relief from ominous imbalances”; by early June support for an immediate
tax increase had evaporated. In mid-July Ackley viewed the economy as moving
at a more moderate and sustainable rate after its late 1965 spurt, an interpreta-
tion endorsed by Fortune magazine, whose editors foresaw a $5 billion defense
supplemental but predicted a slower rate of military spending accompanied by a
slowdown in the U.S. economy.46

But spending for Vietnam was not slowing down. The federal deficit steadily
mounted from the combination of Vietnam spending, an accompanying surge in
demand for goods and labor, and Great Society funding. An obvious solution was
to reduce federal expenditures, but Schultze in mid-June feared that announc-
ing cutbacks while approval of the FY 1967 budget was still pending in congres-
sional committees risked deeper reductions to domestic programs. He counseled
deferring projects when possible to hold down spending and postponing formal
budget reductions until after the crucial bills were through committee.4” The flaw
in Schultze’s position was that the war was driving budget spending. Congres-
sional Democrats were convinced and concerned that the war was hampering the
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administration’s domestic programs and hurting their party.® Feeling already on
the defensive, they were not amenable to initiating an increase in taxes during an
election year despite the president’s cajoling.

In meetings with congressional leaders on 18 July and with principals of the
House and Senate appropriations committees the next day, Johnson informed
them that the administration needed additional funding of between $5 billion and
$10 billion to pay the costs of the Vietnam War. To justify his FY 1967 budget
request that had asked for only part of the money to fight the war, he derided the
defense secretary’s earlier congressional testimony. “McNamara made a bad guess
on bringing the troops home. I dont want to be caught like that.”4 Obviously,
Johnson was indulging in political rhetoric; as often happened under his spell,
congressional leaders were as willing as the president to suspend what one histo-
rian termed “any implication of the reality they both knew.”5% As one of Johnson’s
confidants put it, “he would quickly come to believe what he was saying even if it
was clearly not true.”>!

Publicly touting cost reductions while privately crafting a supplemental re-
quest for additional funds strained credulity during the summer of 1966. At a news
conference on 11 July, amidst great fanfare, McNamara announced that five years
of his Cost Reduction Program™ had saved taxpayers $14 billion. This responsible
stewardship of the Defense budget, he maintained, enabled the administration to
fight the Vietnam War without imposing wage and price controls or higher tax
burdens on the American public. During the same conference, more good eco-
nomic news followed as the secretary reported a cutback in the planned production
of air ordnance that would reduce spending by another $1 billion.>2

The savings were more apparent than real because the $1 billion came out
of any future request for extra funds. As McNamara explained during his August
1966 testimony before the Senate Appropriations Committee, the FY 1967 bud-
get contained $1.7 billion for various air ordnance, but adhering to the existing
production schedule would have required spending an additional $1 billion in
supplemental funds, or a total of $2.7 billion. By reducing the current rate of
production, however, instead of costing $2.7 billion the entire program could be
financed for some $1.8 billion, or about $130-140 million over the $1.7 billion
budget.>3 In other words, $100 million spent became an extra $1 billion saved, or
perhaps vice versa. These accounting contortions met growing congressional and
media skepticism. Even accepting that McNamara’s actions had saved money, the
secretary seemed to be saying the more the government spent the more it saved,
and the savings became the justification, in the words of one commentator, “for
going ahead with the Great Society at home as if there were no war.”>* The effect
was to undermine further the secretary’s and the administration’s credibility.

" See Chapter XIX for a discussion of the Cost Reduction Program. See, too, Kaplan et al., McNamara Ascen-
dancy, 453-62.
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On 1 August during hearings on the still pending FY 1967 Defense budget,
Senator Russell grilled McNamara about a supplemental request, knowing full
well the figures proposed by the president two weeks earlier. The secretary insisted
that although the budget was based on the arbitrary war end date of 30 June 1967,
this was not likely, but there were sufficient funds available to carry the war effort
for several months beyond mid-1967. Admitting the likelihood of a supplemental
request, he rejected one at the current time because of uncertainties about the du-
ration of the conflict and the level of operations that needed to be financed. Where
did Representative Mahon, Russell asked, get the idea that a supplemental in the
neighborhood of $10 billion was in the offing? McNamara neither knew nor cared
to comment.>>

Both Mahon and Russell later in August announced that they expected a sup-
plemental request of between $5 billion and $15 billion at the beginning of 1967.5¢
Likewise, in early October the House Armed Services Committee conducted hear-
ings on McNamara’s request to reprogram funds in the not-yet-approved FY 1967
budget to allow an early start on increased production of several aircraft needed
in the war. Rep. Otis Pike (D-N.Y.) lambasted the request as “just a way of get-
ting more money until they have the guts to come in with their supplemental.”>”
Congress was snapping at the secretary of defense because it dared not yet openly
snap at the president.

The Price of Escalation

The Vietnam War continued to escalate more rapidly than anyone had expect-
ed. The deployment of 195,000 U.S. troops anticpated in July 1965 had ballooned
to projections of 367,000 by late January 1966 and, a month later, to 429,000 with
still no end in sight. Similarly, monthly air attack sorties jumped from the 23,500
anticipated in January 1966 to 27,600 monthly by year’s end, including 600 by the
enormously expensive B-52s that cost at least $30,000 per sortie.”® More troops
and more air raids consumed more munitions consistent with McNamara’s policy
of substituting, “to the maximum extent feasible, the expenditure of materiel in
place of the expenditure of our manpower.”>® Projected munitions expenditures
skyrocketed not only because of vastly increased battlefield requirements, but also
because inadequate control procedures, larger than anticipated Vietnamese and
Laotian needs, and huge amounts of defective ammunition combined to mock
earlier forecasts.®?

Throughout 1966 OSD was obligating and spending more and more pro-
curement dollars than originally estimated for more and more bombs, small arms
rounds, flares, and 2.75-inch rockets. Meeting MACV’s requests for additional
U.S. troops also added unfinanced requirements to OSD’s personnel and O&M
accounts. The reasons for the FY 1967 supplemental were the unforeseen require-
ments for more American troops to Vietnam (at least 100,000 more than projected
in January 1966) and the enormous munitions outlays.
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The less visible reason for a supplemental, as McNamara later admitted, was
that OSD had concealed costs when preparing the FY 1967 budget.®! McNamara
could not know that events in Vietnam would overtake the deployments approved
in January 1966 and necessitate increased force levels. Not until he recommended
stabilizing the war at its current levels, a decision reached after his October 1966
meetings in Saigon, could he provide the president with accurate funding infor-
mation. At that time, McNamara told the president that the incremental costs of
Vietnam, that is the estimated additional amount over and above normal DoD
expenses, totaled $19.7 billion for FY 1967. For FY 1968 estimates were run-
ning about $22.4 billion (because of the expected increase of the troop level to
470,000). These figures, as might be expected, exceeded by about $5.5 billion the
OSD estimates forecast in November 1965 to support a 394,000-man deploy-
ment.%2

After his return from Saigon in October, McNamara ignored an “open invita-
tion” from Congress to present a “realistic estimate” of the price tag for the con-
flict based on his Saigon consultations. His reticence and delaying tactics irritated
congressmen who later accused him of misrepresenting Vietnam costs.®3 Despite
congressional caterwauling about being kept in the dark, the president had told
congressional leaders in private what the war was costing but, locked in an increas-
ingly bitter struggle with Congress over taxes, he refused to discuss costs publicly.

DoD’s need for more funding had, of course, been obvious since late February
1966 when Anthony urged McNamara to ask for a second FY 1966 supplemental
because Congress had not acted as rapidly as expected on the first supplemental
request. Later, in mid-April, Anthony had marked out the range of a 1967 supple-
mental request. The OSD comptroller’s midsummer review of FY 1967 budget
requirements identified a shortfall of almost $10 billion, more than 50 percent
of it for procurement, if the services had to submit their supplemental requests in
early August.” Despite its magnitude, the figure was kept significantly below the
earlier May estimate of a $14.3 billion supplemental by basing requirements on
the 22 June guidance that deferred modernization, limited non-SEA inventories,
and reduced ammunition stockpiles.®4 Although McNamara told the Senate Ap-
propriations Subcommittee on 1 August that DoD had “sufficient funds to carry
us on for several additional months,” he also acknowledged that the spiraling war
costs would require supplemental funds later in FY 1967.9

Under McNamaras June financial guidance for FY 1967 purchases of am-
munition stockpiles and numerous other equipment stockages, units not directly

* The total was $9.852 billion. Of the $5.495 billion for procurement, $3.035 billion did not require further
congressional authorization by virtue of not falling under Section 412(b) legislation that necessitated new
authorization for procurement of aircraft, missiles, and naval vessels. In the event, the full amount slated for
procurement appeared in the final 1967 supplemental request. See memo Anthony for McNamara, 9 Aug 66,
fldr FY 1968 Budget Information, OASD(P&FC) Budget Estimates & Appropriations 1964-1970, box 5, Acc
73A-1389.
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involved in Vietnam operations were limited to FY 1966 levels. As a result, the
Marine Corps theoretically could outfit its recently activated 5th Marine Division™
only by dividing the logistical support funds of its two non-Vietnam divisions
among three divisions, leaving all of them short of their required inventories and
jeopardizing their operational readiness. At least $60 million in additional pro-
curement was needed.%¢

The 5th Marine Division’s situation illustrated how paring non-Vietnam-re-
lated defense costs to pay for the war was becoming more and more difficult; after
18 months budget reductions in one area exerted ripple effects throughout the en-
tire DoD budget. Just as the president insisted that the nation could afford a Great
Society and a war simultaneously, McNamara maintained Vietnam costs could be
absorbed elsewhere in the Defense budget. He seemed blind to the notion that es-
calating Vietnam expenses, not unrelated defense expenditures, had to be reduced
to hold down budgets. Arkansas Sen. William Fulbright’s July 1967 remark to the
president during a meeting with the congressional leadership on the deficit offered
an unacceptable resolution of the dilemma: “What you really need to do is to stop
the war. That will solve all your problems.”®”

By midsummer 1966, the president realized the FY 1967 budget deficit would
far outstrip his January projection of $1.8 billion. Moreover, consumer demand,
temporarily restrained, again quickened, but it was the business demand for capi-
tal goods that was creating backlogs in orders, shortages of certain types of skilled
labor, rising prices in capital goods industries, and intense demands on business
credit.®8 Rising interest rates provoked a rare public warning from former Presi-
dent Harry S. Truman on 28 August that the deflationary effects of higher interest
rates could lead to a “serious depression.” A quickly issued White House statement
decried such forecasts, but the president did acknowledge the need to restrain in-
flationary pressures. In typical fashion, Johnson, wishing to avoid a potentially em-
barrassing congressional debate on the administration’s economic policies, asked
Califano to explore on a close-hold basis whether the president had the authority
to impose wage and price controls without congressional approval.®?

The administration’s economic advisers remained divided over the proper pre-
scription for the feverish economy. Ackley favored a tax surcharge along with a
reappraisal of defense expenditures and public acknowledgment of the need for
supplemental funding. Fowler supported a surcharge on corporate profit taxes but
opposed suspending the investment credit because it would not raise much rev-
enue and might endanger economic growth. Schultze endorsed both taxing corpo-
rate profits and suspending the investment tax credit.”?

* McNamara approved the reactivation of the 5th Marine Division in December 1965, and on 1 March 1966
DoD officially announced the formation of the division (U.S. Marines in Vietnam, 1966, 284).
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House Ways and Means Committee Chairman Wilbur Mills continued to op-
pose any income tax hike unless the administration cut back expenditures and
leveled with him on the budget. For his part, the president was not about to put
his Great Society programs on the chopping block by asking for taxes he could not
persuade Congress to enact.”! With the stock market plunging—near the end of
August the Dow Jones Industrial Average had fallen well below 800, down 21.6
percent from its all-time high in February, because of rising interest rates and ru-
mors of major escalation in Vietham—Johnson moved to shelve the investment
credit. He again insisted his key advisers sign a memorandum recommending the
action.”?

The collective memorandum, signed on 2 September 1966 by Ackley, Schul-
tze, Fowler, McNamara, and Califano among others, recommended the tax credit
suspension, reduction of FY 1967 expenditures by $1.5 billion, preparations to
reduce spending an additional $2 billion, and “at an appropriate time in the fu-
ture” a request for “whatever tax measures are necessary” to cover add-ons to the
budget by congressional action or by requests from the generals in Vietnam. Six
days later Johnson asked that Congress temporarily suspend the seven percent in-
vestment tax credit, which it did. On 8 November Johnson signed the legislation, a
move that cooled pressures on capital spending, undercut inflation, and slowed the
climb in interest rates. It did not silence those vociferous advocates of tax increases
who insisted that the unchecked deficit, fueled by military and domestic spending,
made higher taxes unavoidable.”3

The critics remained unconvinced, especially with the unsettled economic
outlook during the autumn of 1966, and adopted a wait-and-see attitude about
higher taxes. Ata 22 November meeting, several administration officials, including
McNamara and Califano, agreed on a tax increase, but not on its timing—Fowler
and Schultze favored quick action, Ackley was uncertain, and McNamara advised
delay.”4 Fall reports pointed to a softening of the nation’s economy; by Decem-
ber several leading economic indicators, including housing starts, manufacturing
orders, and retail sales, had dropped like the temperature. The economic troika
foresaw sluggish growth during the first half of the coming year, hardly the time to
further retard the economy with additional tax burdens.”

Confronted with unprecedented deficits, in mid-December Johnson asked for
recommendations on fiscal and monetary policy. On 13 December, Federal Re-
serve Chairman Martin favored a temporary, moderate tax increase to demonstrate
fiscal responsibility. McNamara also advised the president to apply surcharges to
personnel and corporate income taxes as part of a broader fiscal package to reduce
the deficit. The same day, however, Ackley forecast lower economic growth for
1967 and suggested postponing any tax increase because it might provoke a seri-
ous recession. Thus by the end of 1966 economic prospects were still uncertain.
The economic advisers feared that tax surcharges by mid-1967 would stall the
economy, increase unemployment, reduce corporate profits, and produce a reces-
sion. In short, the proposed cure was worse than the illness.”®
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Congress reacted to the FY 1967 Defense budget in much the same fashion.
By late July 1966, the House completed action on it, adding almost a billion dol-
lars to the original NOA request. More than half of the add-on was to pay for the
fast-expanding military personnel strength. Other major items previously omitted
by McNamara but now included were preproduction funding for Nike-X, the
substitution of a nuclear-powered guided missile frigate for two conventionally
powered guided missile destroyers, preparation for F-12 interceptor aircraft pro-
duction, and additional funding for Advanced Manned Strategic Aircraft (AMSA)
development. The resulting 15 October legislation appropriated $403 million
(NOA) more than the administration had requested as legislators made clear their
determination to fund Defense programs fully. More significantly, by earmarking
the additional funding for the Cold War projects that McNamara had long op-
posed, Congress challenged the secretary’s strategy regarding the Soviet Union and
his stewardship of DoD.””

TABLE §

CONGRESSIONAL ACTION ON THE FY 1967 DEFENSE BUDGET
(ALL FIGURES NOA IN BILLIONS)

Service/ Agency President's FY 1967 Congressional
Budget January 1966 Action on FY 1967
Budget October 1966

Army $16.925 $17.165
Navy $16.813 $16.826

Air Force $20.686 $20.806
OSD $3.239 $3.270

TOTAL $57.664 $58.067

Sources: HCA, Department of Defense Appropriation Bill, 1967, H
Rpt 1652, 24 Jun 66, 2; ASD(C), Cong Action on FY 67 Budget
Requests, Section A, 7 Jun 67, vol III, Budget Data, FY 1966-68,
ASD(C) files, OSD Hist.
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During these months of action on the FY 1967 budget, economists outside of
government challenged DoD’s estimates of war costs, citing Commerce Depart-
ment reports that the annual rate of Defense spending was running far ahead of
budget projections. The Treasury Department’s daily statement of expenditures
also made explicit, too much so at times for McNamara, the amount DoD was
spending.”® Buffeted by the deadlock over a tax increase, the still escalating war,
an uncertain economic outlook, growing public mistrust of administration poli-
cies, and a more militant and expanding antiwar movement, the credibility of the
president and the secretary of defense steadily eroded. The announcement in late
January 1967 of the FY 1967 supplemental request further diminished confidence
in McNamara’s numbers.

Enacting the FY 1967 Supplemental

Suspicions about McNamara’s accounting techniques were well founded. On
30 August 1966, while the White House struggled to discover an effective and
painless means of restraining the bursting economy and while Congress still had
to decide on DoD’s FY 1967 budget, the secretary’s staff issued guidance for the
preparation of FY 1967 supplemental requests. OSD directed that requests for
funds be limited to Southeast Asia requirements on the assumption the war would
continue through 30 June 1968; to military, civilian, and wage board pay raises,
effective 1 July 1966; and to increased, liberalized moving expenses. Service esti-
mates for the supplemental were due in OSD by 3 October.”?

The Army requested a $7.65 billion supplemental, the Air Force $4.37 billion,
the Navy $5.38 billion, and OSD agencies $.6 billion, a total of just over $18 bil-
lion in additional funds. McNamara struck almost $5.8 billion from that figure by
reducing, reprogramming, and adjusting management funds, eliminating, revis-
ing, or deferring more than 60 major programs.89 During a preliminary review of
the departmental requests in mid-November, OSD proposed an FY 1967 South-
east Asia supplemental totaling $12.4 billion TOA. This amount would support
the 469,000 U.S. troops anticipated to be in Vietnam by 30 June 1968. Specific
cost recommendations included $5.4 billion for direct support of 385,000 Army
and Marine combat forces (55,000 more than had been planned in December
1965) together with a higher, and thus more expensive, tempo of operations. In-
cluded in the $5.4 billion was the projected cost of mortar, artillery, and helicopter
ordnance that would more than double—from $724 million to $1.7 billion. Dis-
patching six artillery battalions to Vietnam, for instance, increased ammunition
consumption by $20 million per month or almost a quarter of a billion dollars
annually. Another $4.3 billion was earmarked for increased B-52 and tactical air
operations* throughout Southeast Asia, of which about half would go to replace

* In FY 1966 there were 278,000 sorties, including 231,000 attack sorties. In FY 1967 the planned numbers
increased to 393,000 and 330,000 respectively.
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fixed-wing and helicopter attrition, estimated at 1,200 aircraft. McNamara disap-
proved JCS requests to deploy seven additional Air Force tactical squadrons to the
war theater because the $650 million annual price tag was too costly and included
an estimated additional loss of 140 aircraft and a comparable number of lives.
He rejected new air base construction and extra ordnance as tangential to the war
effort. Instead he sought $1 billion to construct an interdiction barrier and $600
million for increased B-52 operations. Naval forces accounted for $330 million
of the proposed supplemental, mainly for personnel and operating costs, ammu-
nition, and small boat procurement. Additional support for the logistics base in
South Vietnam claimed $1 billion.8!

Since early September 1966 the president had used news conferences to por-
tray his administration as fiscally responsible. Burdened with an impending large
Vietnam supplemental, in late November Johnson announced a cutback of more
than $5 billion in FY 1967 non-Defense programs. Insiders understood that the
savings would be achieved by stretching out or deferring completion dates rather
than by outright cancellation, but even the delays, the president believed, were
painful. On 2 December, he encouraged McNamara to hold Defense costs to the
minimum.32 The publicity campaign appeared to backfire four days later when
the president announced he would seck a supplemental appropriation of between
$9 billion and $10 billion “in expenditures” to pay the costs of the Vietham War
for the balance of FY 1967. Even this enormous figure was an understatement.
Only hours earlier, at the president’s annual budget meeting with McNamara
and the Joint Chiefs in Austin, the defense secretary had indicated the need for a
supplemental of $14.7 billion (NOA).83 An indignant press used the president’s
announcement to criticize McNamara for mismanagement or deception in con-
cealing the true cost of the war, more so because the new funds would raise govern-
ment expenditures to $127 billion against expected revenues of only $117 billion
and create a $10 billion deficit.34

The administration appeared uncertain about the best means to counter the
outbursts. Economist Walter Heller suggested the president launch a publicity
campaign designed to convey that there was no “$10 billion error.”8> The official
OSD response to a congressional inquiry noted that McNamara had repeatedly
stressed to Congress the need for a supplemental and in no way had he misled the
legislators or financial community.8¢ This was not altogether untrue. The trouble,
of course, was that the “$10 billion error” came as a surprise to the average citizen,
who did not follow the economics of the war closely if at all.

The president’s supplemental budget request, submitted to Congress on 24
January 1967, totaled almost $12.3 billion, less than the secretary of defense’s No-
vember proposal, but more than the $9-10 billion projected at the 6 December
news conference in Austin. The amounts for personnel, operations and mainte-
nance, and procurement remained almost identical to the secretary’s draft recom-
mendations made in November. The major difference between the two propos-
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als was that the presidential version shifted about $600 million, apparently from
funds McNamara earmarked for rebuilding the strategic reserve, to pay for military
construction in Vietnam.8”

Although the press expressed shock and outrage over the size of the supple-
mental, Congress exhibited less concern about additional money for funding the
conflict than it did about the conduct of the war, especially the administration’s
bombing policy. During mid-February 1967 House Appropriations Committee
hearings, Rep. William Minshall (R-Ohio) put it succinctly: “I am talking about
American lives. I do not care how much the cost in dollars, we want to get this
war over with—soon and honorably.”88 One of the few congressional clashes over
funding erupted at McNamara’s earlier appearance before the House Armed Forces
Committee authorization hearings. Rep. Robert Leggett (D-Calif.) told him that
DoD’s inability to estimate the costs of the war would have severe domestic reper-
cussions. In a heated exchange McNamara insisted repeatedly that the nation was
running not out of money but of will. On the contrary, asserted Leggett, raising
taxes $4 billion, programming $4 billion more for sales certificates, increasing the
national debt by $2 billion, and selling $1.5 billion from stockpiles still left $12
billion in federal red ink. The secretary dismissed these numbers by arguing the
larger GNP not only supported increased defense spending but justified it.89

McNamara confidently defended the supplemental, telling congressional in-
quisitors during January and February hearings that he expected U.S. troop com-
mitments in Vietnam to level off at 470,000 men. Did he anticipate a supple-
mental in 19682 “Barring unforeseen emergencies, definitely not.” During later
testimony the secretary reiterated that stand, insisting that he would not have to
return for more money.?? After minimal amendments to the O&M, Procurement,
and RDT&E accounts that reduced the request by some $79 million, the supple-
mental in the amount of $12.196 billion overwhelmingly passed the House on 16
March, the Senate four days later, and was approved by the president on 4 April
196791

The FY 1968 Budget Request

In mid-March 1966, McNamara had issued his annual calendar memoran-
dum, changing the name of the Five-Year Force Structure and Financial Plan
(FYFS&EFP) to the Five-Year Defense Program (FYDP). More importantly, the
memo altered the decisionmaking process by differentiating in DoD’s planning
and programming efforts between “major force-oriented issues” and “other deci-
sions.”? A major force-oriented issue would be a proposal such as funding Posei-
don missile deployment or a Nike-X antiballistic missile program that required
resolution during the current budget year and which, if approved, would have a
significant effect on military forces and budgets. The goal was to streamline the
decisionmaking process by identifying such significant issues early in the planning-
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programming cycle. This approach would ensure focused effort by the secretary
of defense, who had to “approve every individual program change proposal that
breaks current thresholds.” Under the new procedures, DoD components would
submit a list of issues requiring resolution along with recommended solutions to
the OSD comptroller who, in turn, would assign each issue to a primary OSD
office for decision. After considering the recommendations, McNamara would in-
corporate his tentative recommendations on major force-oriented issues into his
DPMs and circulate them for comment to the JCS, appropriate assistant secretar-
ies, and the military departments.”3

On 18 July 1966 McNamara informally outlined to the service secretaries his
budget guidance for preparation of their FY 1968 requests on the assumption that
hostilities in Southeast Asia would continue at the June 1967 level throughout FY
1968 and cease on 30 June 1968. If it appeared the war might continue beyond
30 June 1968, OSD might require an amendment to the FY 1968 budget in the
summer of 1967 or defer additional funding to a FY 1968 supplemental request.
Force planning levels for FY 1968 assumed that forces during 1968 would remain
at levels previously set for 30 June 1967.%4

In early August the OSD comptroller forwarded the budget work schedule
requiring DoD components to submit their FY 1968 budget estimates by early
October. Initial comments on the narrative justification for 13 specific defense
programs in the DPMs (later increased to 18) fell due between mid-June and early
September 1966. Service and JCS comments on the preliminary budget markups
likewise were staggered between late July and early October with final revisions to
be completed by 20 October. The revised DPMs in turn became the basis of the
secretary’s detailed budget decisions made between mid-October and 25 Novem-
ber. Simultaneously OSD would prepare the budget summary for the president,
obtain other government agency inputs, coordinate the result with BoB, and sub-
mit the revised summary to the White House around 30 November.?

McNamara’s official budget guidance, issued by the comptroller on 30 August,
confirmed earlier planning assumptions of mid-July and provided the services with
the current and future military and civilian personnel strengths needed for budget
computations.”® Budget estimates would provide for the full support of operations
in Southeast Asia through 30 June 1968; beyond that date, programmers would
support the forces at a peacetime level of expenditures. On 19 November, McNa-
mara altered the basic approach to budget formulation. Heretofore, OSD financial
planners had assumed that the war would end coincidental with the conclusion of
the fiscal year, but the secretary’s latest change provided for Southeast Asia require-
ments “through FY 1968 procurement lead time.”?”

Applying this guidance, the OSD comptroller crafted the FY 1968 budget to
fund Vietnam consumption beyond the budget cycle ending 30 June 1968. For
example, short-term procurement such as ammunition was funded through De-
cember 1968 and long-term items such as aircraft were funded to January 1970.
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McNamara’s rationale, as detailed in his prepared statement of February 1967 be-
fore the House Appropriations Committee, was that a larger data base after two
years of fighting enabled OSD to project Vietnam requirements more accurately
and thus request sufficient money “to protect the production leadtime on all com-
bat essential items until fiscal year 1969 funds would come available.”8

He explained to Congress the inherent risk of overfunding if the war ended
before 1 July 1968, but insisted that OSD’s ability to raise or lower ongoing pro-
duction—a so-called “hot line”—made the gamble acceptable.?” The secretary also
told reporters that OSD had prepared the FY 1968 budget “on the assumption
that combat operations will continue indefinitely,” but he was not asserting a belief
that the fighting would continue forever. McNamara personally thought it “very
unlikely” the fighting would continue to 1970. Rather the defense secretary’s point
was that U.S. operations in Southeast Asia had stabilized. If the war continued at
the level of activity projected by OSD models, barring an unforeseen contingency
elsewhere the FY 1968 budget covered foreseeable defense needs.'%0 What Mc-
Namara left unsaid was that the new guidance enabled OSD to defer $9.5 billion
that it might have included in FY 1968 procurement, thereby keeping the already
swollen budget under presidential ceilings.101

The comptroller’s “rough estimates” for the FY 1968 Defense budget came to
$75.6 billion, including a minimum $4 billion supplemental. These cost figures
supported 470,000 troops in Vietnam and paid for the emplacement of a physical
barrier in northern I Corps and an electronic one in Laos.!9? Submissions from
the military for their FY 1968 budgets, however, totaled about $98 billion, a fig-
ure McNamara told the president on 16 October he found “just unbelievable and
there’s no damned reason in the world for it and it won’t come out that way” even
if he had to work “every minute between now and Christmas to do it.”103

On 1 November the comptroller provided McNamara with a rough “level-
oft” budget based on a peacetime FY 1965 budget of $51 billion plus the cost of
the war ($24 billion), assuming the conflict continued indefinitely, with 440,000
deployed American troops, an unchanged sortie level, and no barrier—altogether
a total of approximately $75 billion, the comptroller’s high threshold for a desired
budget.!%4 Given a target in the low $70 billion range, by the January 1967 budget
submission date OSD had pared service requests more than $15 billion—$5.6 bil-
lion from Navy procurement alone—which, together with financing adjustments
of $1.2 billion and working capital accounts shifts of $1.1 billion, reduced the
NOA total by almost $17.6 billion.1> McNamara’s role in this feat included per-
sonally resolving 436 Program/Budget Decision requests and another 94 Program
Change Requests.100
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TABLE 6

COMPARISON OF PROPOSED SERVICE BUDGETS wiTH
PresIDENT’s FY 1968 BunDGET REQUEST
(FIGURES IN BILLIONS)

Service Service Submission President’s Budget
Army $27.741 $23.628
Navy $28.862 $21.130

Air Force $29.768 $24.890
DoD $6.486 $5.616
TOTAL $92.857 $75.264

Source: Comparison of DA, DN, DAE and DoD Agencies Requests
for OSD With President’s Budget for FY 1968, Back-up Book, FY
1968—Bk I, vol 1, Tab D, box 60, ASD(C) Files, OSD Hist.

During House Appropriations Committee hearings in early March 1967 sev-
eral legislators, struck by the wide disparities between the original service requests
and the OSD decisions, wondered if the services had intentionally overestimated
their budgets in expectation of such massive reductions. Secretary of the Army
Resor and Chief of Staff General Johnson testified, however, that changes to bud-
get and logistic guidance during the budget preparation process as well as stretched
out modernization programs, more precise consumption rates, and more specific
planning data resulted in numerous changes to the original financial forecasts.!%”
Air Force Secretary Brown also explained that budget differences often resulted
from successive and sometimes alternative requests whose sums exceeded actual
requirements. OSD’s recalculated and lower attrition estimates, subsequently con-
curred in by the Air Force, offered another example of significant reductions to
an initial budget request.!% Navy Secretary Nitze attributed reductions to revised
attrition computations and a munitions production base that was outstripping
demand and consequently allowed cuts. As for ship construction, Nitze gave first
priority to building the two approved guided missile destroyers, while, as “a mat-
ter of principle more than the immediate urgency,” CNO McDonald wanted to
reinstate the nuclear-powered guided missile frigate that OSD analysts had struck
from the budget.1%?



SUPPLEMENTALS AND BUDGETS, 1966-1968 167

DoD’s final requests excluding Vietnam expenses came to about $51 billion
(NOA) of the total $75.264 billion submitted for FY 1968. To pay the Vietnam-
associated higher costs, McNamara opted to defer modernization and reduce op-
erating and procurement expenses not directly related to Vietnam. Beyond the
numbers, however, deferring, postponing, and extending major programs created
genuine concerns among the Joint Chiefs about national security. As the war in
Southeast Asia dragged on, more and more existing programs suffered. By late
1966, whipsawed between competing demands of the Southeast Asia conflict and
worldwide commitments, the JCS believed that operational readiness and major
defense initiatives such as optimum force structures and full development of an
antiballistic missile system were falling dangerously behind schedule. The nub of
the Chiefs’ worries was the slowdown in modernization of the next generation of
aircraft, missiles, and ships required to maintain military supremacy. Saving money
in FY 1968 by deferring penetration aids for the Polaris A-3 missile ($215 million),
reducing or cancelling new aircraft procurement ($1.5 billion), disapproving ini-
tial deployment of a light antiballistic missile system ($806 million), and holding
off on construction of two nuclear-powered guided missile frigates ($135 million)
had long-term consequences.!10

Related and likely as important was military readiness. General Wheeler had
recommended inserting a statement in McNamara’s prepared testimony that sup-
porting Vietnam operations made it necessary to withdraw resources and forces
from other areas. It did not appear in the final version.!!! In his prepared statement
for the 1968 budget hearings, McDonald warned that because of the war the Navy
had to defer numerous fleet overhauls and conversions. Although this entailed no
“unacceptable immediate risk,” the cumulative effects on overall capabilities and
readiness concerned him.112 In short, the financial strains of the Vietnam War on
service budgets were showing their global implications.

Disturbed by these trends, the JCS in December objected to 10 of the more
than 20 decisions on major force-oriented issues found in McNamara’s DPMs on
strategic and non-Southeast-Asia-related general purpose forces. The defense sec-
retary overruled the military’s advice on matters that included deployment of the
ABM system, Army force structure, advanced ICBM development, Navy ship and
tactical aircraft procurement, Air Force tactical and strategic aircraft procurement,
and logistics guidance.!13 He finally referred the five major outstanding differences
(ABM, AMSA, Advanced ICBM, Army force structure, and Navy nuclear-guided
missile ships) to the president for decision.!14

Meanwhile McNamara prepared for his 19 November FY 1968 budget dis-
cussions with BoB officials. As was customary, BoB provided an advance agenda,
whose major issues in this instance included Minuteman II/III conversions, range
instrumentation ships for Poseidon missile testing, the main battle tank (MBT),
and nuclear attack submarines (S§SNs), among others. Working from these points
and with service input, the assistant secretaries (primarily the ASD for Systems
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Analysis) developed cost reducing alternatives for McNamara’s consideration.
Comparison of the ASD recommendations and OSD’s subsequent budgetary ad-
justments indicates that BoB accepted McNamara’s decisions regarding the major
systems. Slipping the conversion of Minuteman II penetration aids and the field-
ing of Minuteman III/MIRVs, using existing ships for Poseidon tests, deferring
development testing for the main battle tank, and funding three instead of five
Navy ships saved more than $680 million in the FY 1968 budget.!!5

McNamara forwarded to the president on 5 December a proposed FY 1968
Defense budget that called for $77.6 billion (NOA) for FY 1968 and expendi-
tures of $74.6 billion. McNamara’s marginal note expressed his hope of further
reducing these figures.!1® The next day, in Austin, at the annual budget meeting
of McNamara, the JCS, and the president, the secretary identified, and the Chiefs
confirmed, the five areas of difference, but Admiral McDonald added that other-
wise they had never been “so close together” on the budget. Discussion focused on
the five outstanding issues, but the president made no decisions. On three separate
occasions during the session, however, Johnson asked the Chiefs if, aside from
those matters, they were in general agreement on the budget. Each one answered
positively.117

McNamara subsequently prevailed on four of the five controversial issues, the
advanced ICBM, AMSA, Army force structure, and the nuclear-powered guided
missile frigate, which accounted for adjustments of almost $500 million to the
FY 1968 budget. After discussions with the president on 22 December about the
politically explosive ABM issue, McNamara acceded in part to the JCS requests
by approving the deployment of a light ABM system at a cost of $377 million in
FY 1968.118 The next day he reported, much to the president’s delight, that he
had reduced proposed FY 1968 expenditures to $73.1 billion and still hoped to
squeeze $200-300 million more, if required.!'® On 24 January 1967, the presi-
dent’s annual budget message requested $75.5 billion (NOA) (including military
construction and military assistance) for the Department of Defense, a figure that
with adjustments left OSD anticipating FY 1968 expenditures of $73.1 billion.120
Now the competition for money shifted to Congress.

Defending the FY 1968 Budget

As with the 1967 supplemental, McNamara testified in March 1967 during
the House subcommittee hearings on DoD appropriations that, barring unfore-
seen circumstances, his FY 1968 budget was sufficient to finance the war without
any 1968 supplemental.!?! The words came back to haunt him in the acerbic
exchanges and in allegations congressmen hurled at him throughout the summer
of 1967. House changes to the president’s budget were numerous. Committee ac-
tion on 9 June 1967, endorsed by the House four days later, reduced the FY 1968
request by $1.7 billion, but those cuts were partially offset by increases of slightly
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more than $.4 billion that added funding to retain the current B-52 inventory, buy
more C-130s for the Air Force and EA-6A aircraft, desired by the Marine Corps,
and restore the nuclear-powered guided missile frigate at the expense of the two
conventionally powered guided missile destroyers. As a result, the NOA would
total $70.3 billion instead of the requested $71.6 billion. 122

Besides reducing the president’s recommended Defense appropriation, on 7
June the House refused to raise the debt ceiling to $365 billion to accommodate
the administration’s estimated $11 billion deficit, a sum that exceeded January
projections by $3 billion. Since the government’s outstanding debt was already
close to the $336 billion ceiling, Johnson had to cut expenditures. The same day,
bemoaning congressional unwillingness to believe his budget figures, he asked the
JCS to reduce FY 1967 service expenditures by $500 million to “give us a stay of
execution” until the new fiscal year started on 1 July. Following compromises by
the White House, on 21 June the House approved a new debt limit; six days later
the Senate followed suit, taking note of falling revenues and rising spending plus
indications over the past two months that military outlays in Vietnam might be
substantially higher than the latest administration estimates.!?3

In late July, Senator Russell asked in writing if OSD could foresee any changes
in the FY 1968 budget then under Senate consideration. Reviews of additional
costs were still in progress, McNamara replied, as was consideration of personnel
increases in Vietnam. Rather than hold up the budget, the secretary urged Con-
gress to enact the legislation with the understanding that he would inform the
legislators of changes through normal reprogramming procedures.'24 In fact, the
mid-course review of the yet unappropriated FY 1968 budget modified dozens of
OSD programs and placed the potential funding in a sort of slush fund entitled
Special Resources Set Aside to meet requirements otherwise unfinanced from avail-
able authority. Most of the savings came in O&M or procurement. Taken across
the entire Defense budget, about $3.44 billion (TOA) was harvested for repro-
gramming.!?> Three years of such tactics had exasperated legislators and added to
the administration’s credibility gap. “I think you should try to avoid a supplemen-
tal,” said House Appropriations Committee Chairman Mahon, “but don't try to
kid us into believing that the chances are not very great that there will have to be
one. . . . This is what shakes confidence in people.”126

The reductions made by the House caused OSD to appeal for help to the Sen-
ate, which restored about 60 percent or $772 million of the House cuts, but in
turn the Senate made even deeper cuts in certain programs, such as the funding for
the FB-111 program, and lopped off almost $139 million more from the House
figure. The appropriation bill was finally passed by the House on 12 September
1967, by the Senate a day later, and approved by the president on 29 September.12”
A comparison of the original request and congressional action follows:

These figures do not include the requested military construction and military assistance funds, which
Congress addressed with separate legislation.
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TABLE 7

FY 1968 BuDGET
(FIGURES IN BILLIONS)

Title President's FY 1968 Final Appropriation
Budget January 1967 29 September 1967
Military Personnel $22.0 $21.781
Operation and Maintenance $19.136 $18.856
Procurement $22.917 $22.000
RDT&E $7.273 $7.108
Other $.257 $.190
TOTAL $71.584 $69.936

Doesnotincludemilitary construction, civil defense, or militaryassistance.
Totals do not add up exactly due to rounding,.

Source: Cong Action on FY 1968 Budget Requests by Appropriation
Title (FAD 581), 4 Dec 67, Notebook Budget Data, 3, FY 1967-68,
OSD Hist.

When signing the $69.9 billion FY 1968 Defense Appropriation Act, Johnson
noted that the congressional cuts of $1.6 billion might well create an unavoid-
able requirement for additional Defense funds.!?® More bad blood was created
when Congress, refusing to pass the construction portion of the budget, autho-
rized a continuing resolution. The legislation’s language, indicating that a majority
wished to reduce non-defense spending by $5 billion, so infuriated the president
that he instructed cabinet secretaries to “withhold and forego every possible com-
mitment and expenditure” consistent with the nation’s security and welfare until
Congress acted on the remaining budget appropriations. McNamara responded
by temporarily postponing all new awards for military construction as of 9 Oc-
tober because Congress had yet to issue its markup of the military construction
report.!?? The standoff continued until 21 November when Congress passed a
$1.4 billion military construction appropriation, one-third less than the president
had requested.!30

Developing and defending the FY 1966 and FY 1967 supplementals and
the FY 1968 budget during 1967 was far more contentious and strident than
the budget process in the previous year. Escalation of the Vietnam fighting out-
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paced OSD’s projected funding in its FY 1967 and FY 1968 budgets, a misjudg-
ment in part attributable to the inherent uncertainty of warfare. Withholding a
supplemental request when one was clearly needed only hurt the administration’s
credibility in the midst of a tax fight with Congress, growing media skepticism
about its policies, and changing public attitudes toward the war. Moreover, OSD’s
administrative guidance for the FY 1968 budget funded the war at the expense
of non-Vietnam defense activities, incurring Defense obligations but postponing
expenditures through deferrals, stretch-outs, or cancellations of previously autho-
rized and funded DoD programs.

The administration’s domestic agenda forced OSD to manipulate budgets to
keep Defense requests at a bare minimum, an approach that invariably left DoD
without enough money and McNamara in the awkward position of having to
request huge supplementals from Congress, usually at the last minute, to cover
the difference. As the president’s standard-bearer McNamara defended the swollen
yet inadequate Defense budget before Congress and the nation, but by mid-1966
legislators refused to rubber-stamp OSD’s budget requests. The secretary’s figures
dazzled, his budget analysis shone, but in the end his numbers did not add up,
leaving him open to charges of mismanagement or, far worse, deception.

The skyrocketing Defense budgets and the costs of the president’s social pro-
grams stoked inflationary fires and fed a huge federal deficit. Uncertain of the na-
tion’s economic outlook, neither the White House nor Congress took the lead on a
tax hike. The prolonged, increasingly bitter, and ultimately self-serving test of wills
between the president and congressional leaders brought credit to neither side.
The stalemate and growing deficit forced McNamara to hold Defense budgets to a
minimum, but with fewer and fewer places to reduce spending this became more
and more difficult to accomplish. McNamara’s tactics left Defense budgets under-
funded and understated, further misleading the public, if not the Congress, about
the true costs of the war. Deferrals from previous years also skewed the preparation
of the FY 1968 submission and future budgets. Sooner or later DoD would have to
make good the funding difference that was straining its infrastructure to the limit.

All the conditions the president feared in the decisive summer of 1965—polar-
ized debate on the administration’s war policy, congressional opposition to domes-
tic spending, the social and financial impacts of an open-ended conflict—came
true by early 1967. Bookkeeping adjustments could no longer reconcile the dis-
locations that fighting a limited war imposed on the domestic economy, the de-
fense infrastructure, the administration, and the military services. The cost of the
conflict and its effect on the national economy and well being, like the war itself,
proved beyond McNamara’s control.



CHAPTER VII

VIETNAM:
AN ENDLESS WAR, 1967—-1968

President Johnson, like McNamara, grappling with doubts about the progress
of the Vietnam War, decided on 14 July 1967 to send Clark Clifford and Maxwell
Taylor to press America’s Asian allies to commit more troops. News reports her-
alding the purpose of the supposedly secret mission had only reinforced Clifford’s
initial skepticism about its chances of success. Although in effect their Asian hosts
rejected the request, pleading that internal politics or external threats precluded
sending more troops, the U.S. envoys, putting the best face on their visits, officially
reported to the president that a foundation had been laid for further contribu-
tions. Clifford later recalled his dismay at the failure to elicit greater support from
America’s allies and privately told the president on 5 August that he was shocked
by the indifference of those countries, whose security the United States believed it
was defending, to do more for themselves. He also doubted that the course of the
war would show much improvement through the coming year.™!

Meanwhile, problems at home and mounting troubles abroad compounded
the administration’s anxiety. During 1967 antiwar protests, marked by acts of civil
disobedience, increased in size and intensity; race riots tore through major Ameri-
can cities.” A potential budget deficit of $29 billion imperiled Great Society pro-
grams and mandated higher taxes. In August 1967 the president counted 15 na-
tional or international crises in the previous two months, ranging from a railroad
strike to Westmoreland’s latest troop requests.? The same month, hearings before
the Senate Armed Services Committee’s Preparedness Investigating Subcommittee,

* Taylor subsequently noted that allied forces actually increased from about 56,000 to more than 70,000 during
the next two years. For comparative purposes, allied troops during the Korean War only totaled about 39,000.
See Taylor, Swords and Plowshares, 376.

T See Chapter X.
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the details of which were subsequently leaked to the press, exposed irreconcilable
differences between McNamara and the Joint Chiefs of Staff over the efficacy of
bombing North Vietnam.

It was also a difficult personal time for McNamara. Cyrus Vance, McNamara’s
alter ego within OSD, for health and financial reasons resigned as deputy secretary
on 30 June 1967. In July McNamara’s wife was hospitalized for ulcers and ISA
Assistant Secretary John McNaughton, perhaps McNamara’s closest confidant on
Vietnam matters, died in a commercial airline crash in North Carolina. During
this period, McNamara concluded that U.S. policies in Vietnam had failed; on
1 July he told Averell Harriman that it was impossible to win the war militarily.
Anticipating, as he later stated, that the nation would need a record of how “we
had gotten in such a hell of a mess,” he commissioned in June what came to be
called the Pentagon Papers as a documentary record for future generations.? Several
observers believed the cumulative shocks and his increasing differences with the
administration had left him on the verge of a nervous breakdown. McNamara later
dismissed such speculation, but surely the personal turmoil and bleak Vietnam
forecast took a terrible toll on a man used to being in control. Meanwhile, the air
and ground wars droned on with an average of more than 1,300 Americans killed
or wounded every week, with no end in sight.4

Accelerating Troop Deployments

The president’s special budget message of 3 August 1967 called for another
45,000 troops for Vietnam, raising the authorized strength there to 525,000 men,
and left the public with the impression of an open-ended commitment. Looking
ahead to when Congtress reconvened in January 1968, Johnson expected louder
cries from hawks to escalate the war and from doves to end it. In early September,
he wanted to keep the pressure on the enemy while minimizing domestic op-
position, particularly from the doves, whom he regarded as “the major threat” to
administration policy. Frustrated with the military’s incessant demands for more
troops and heavier bombing, on 12 September he told General Harold Johnson,
the acting JCS chairman,” to come up with imaginative new ideas to end the war.
Although McNamara and the president had agreed in July to cap deployment to
Vietnam at 525,000 men, as of early September only 463,000 troops were actu-
ally there.> If the other 62,000 could be sent earlier than originally scheduled,
Westmoreland might be able to bring greater pressure against the enemy in time to
tamp down public discontent.

On 6 September, General Johnson was prodded, presumably by OSD, to
speed up scheduled deployments. The proposed timing of the accelerated moves—
one airborne brigade and one light infantry brigade to deploy before the key New

* General Wheeler was at Walter Reed Army Hospital recovering from a heart attack.



174 McNamara, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

Hampshire presidential primary election on 12 March 1968—seemingly had as
much to do with shaping domestic public opinion as it did with military require-
ments. The Joint Chiefs concluded that it was possible to meet the new schedule,
but only by shortening stateside training. McNamara accepted the consequence
and on 22 September he agreed to accelerate the deployment of 4,500 men of the
101st Airborne from February 1968 to December 1967.

Through most of September, the North Vietnamese conducted heavy artillery
bombardments of the U.S. Marine base at Con Thien, just two miles south of the
DMZ and 14 miles inland, killing or wounding more than 2,000. Westmoreland
then redeployed his forces to bolster Marines fighting in the northernmost prov-
inces and to check the heavy enemy pressure there. His reassessment of planned
operations led him to propose in a 28 September message a series of actions, in-
cluding accelerated deployment of the remainder of his 525,000 troops to match
the increased enemy threat to the DMZ as well as ease the burden on U.S. forces
elsewhere in Vietnam.” At a White House luncheon on 3 October, McNamara
informed the president that it was possible to increase the pace of deployments
by curtailing stateside unit training and allowing MACV to conduct four weeks
of unit training after the reinforcements arrived in South Vietnam. The following
day he recommended that the president authorize the deployments; on 6 Novem-
ber the secretary officially approved accelerated movement of the 11th Infantry
brigade to Vietnam during December 1967.8

Although the North Vietnamese broke off their attacks on Con Thien in ear-
ly October, intense fighting continued in northernmost I Corps. Farther south,
the enemy attacked South Vietnamese forces near the Cambodian frontier in III
Corps. Elsewhere four North Vietnamese regiments, in an effort to draw U.S.
units away from pacification duties in the coastal areas, massed astride the Cambo-
dia-South Vietnam border. A mid-November spoiling attack by American troops
against dug-in NVA positions on jungle-clad hills near Dak To led to severe losses
on both sides, after which the North Vietnamese retreated into Cambodia. The
increased level of fighting seemed to corroborate the growing U.S. public percep-
tion that the war was deadlocked.?

After the mid-October collapse of the Pennsylvania initiative,” with a pro-
longed stalemate now seeming likely, McNamara told the president that he be-
lieved the administration would not be able to maintain public support without
a change in course. During this same period, on 17 October, the Joint Chiefs
responded to the president’s 12 September request to find ways to shorten the war.
They proposed to expand the conflict outside of South Vietnam by heavier bomb-
ing of North Vietnam, increased ground operations against enemy sanctuaries in
Laos and Cambodia, extended covert operations in North Vietnam, and mining
of North Vietnamese harbors. The same day, McGeorge Bundy, now president
of the Ford Foundation, recommended that the president follow a steady course

The latest attempt to start negotiations with North Vietnam. See Chapter VIIIL.
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without escalating the air or ground wars or suspending bombing operations in the
North. On 31 October, after McNamara had voiced grave concerns about continu-
ing the present approach the president suggested that he set his thoughts down in
writing, thereby affording the secretary the opportunity to draft a sweeping reassess-
ment of Vietnam policy entitled “A Fifteen Month Program for Military Operations
in Southeast Asia.”10

In his response of 1 November, McNamara expressed the view that adhering
to the current path in Southeast Asia would lead to continued expansion of the
fighting, result in correspondingly heavier U.S. casualties, and further erode public
confidence. It was time to reassess MACV’s ground strategy and stop the bombing
of North Vietnam, which he was convinced would persuade Hanoi to negotiate or at
least desist in military actions across the DMZ. McNamara would limit to its current
level the U.S. military effort in South Vietnam in order to reduce American casual-
ties, minimize further loss of U.S. domestic and international support, and com-
pel South Vietnamese forces to assume more responsibility for the defense of their
country. He believed that such a program would convince Hanoi of Washington’s
determination to wage a protracted war while gaining American domestic support.!!

The day after McNamara submitted his memorandum, a bipartisan group of
senior statesmen known as the “Wise Men”" addressed questions about Vietnam
posed to them by the president. All felt that despite setbacks, recent progress was evi-
dent in South Vietnam; none recommended withdrawal. McNamara, present at the
meeting, later wrote that the president had stacked the deck. Johnson neither invited
advisers known to disagree with his Vietnam policy nor shared with the attendees an
updated CIA analysis of 12 September. Although the paper concluded that a U.S.
failure in Vietnam might encourage communist adventurism in Latin America and
elsewhere, temporarily diminish U.S. prestige, and to some degree damage the secu-
rity of the United States, overall, the authors observed, “such risks are probably more
limited and controllable than most previous argument has indicated.” Nor did the
president circulate McNamara’s memorandum to the gathering.!> McNamara had
ample opportunity to make his position clear both during preliminary background
sessions and at the White House meeting, but, evidently not wanting to undercut the
president, he did not speak his mind during the discussion.

The president did send a copy of the secretary’s recommendations to Walt Ros-
tow as well as Rusk for comment and made the substance of McNamara’s memoran-
dum available to several trusted confidants. With the exception of Rusk, all believed
that capping the U.S. military commitment would eventually lead to a pullout and
defeat in Vietnam. Clifford, for instance, predicted Hanoi would react with “chortles

" The term was used by McGeorge Bundy after the 1964 presidential campaign, when Johnson’s team sought
the backing of prominent members of the foreign policy and defense establishment. See Walter Isaacson and
Evan Thomas, The Wise Men, 644-45; U.S. Government and the Vietnam War, pt 4: 872. The composition of
the group varied. At this meeting the Wise Men were Clark Clifford, George Ball, Bundy, Maxwell Taylor,
Omar Bradley, Robert Murphy, Henry Cabot Lodge, Averell Harriman, Dean Acheson, Abe Fortas, Arthur
Dean, and Douglas Dillon (FRUS 1964-68, 5:954).
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of unholy glee” to such an announcement. Rusk thought more troops might help,
but he opposed expanding the ground war and counseled limiting it without an-
nouncing the policy shift.!3

Johnson mulled over his defense secretary’s recommendations for almost two
months and, although he never replied to McNamara, on 18 December he re-
corded his personal views on the issue. The president discerned no reason to an-
nounce a policy of maintaining the war at its current level, but rejected increasing
forces or expanding the ground war beyond South Vietnam’s borders. To keep all
his options open, he called for another review of military strategy with the aim of
reducing American casualties by turning more of the operations over to the South
Vietnamese.!4 Yet again he had postponed hard decisions about the conduct of
the war.

Shaping Public Opinion

To combat the growing public disillusionment, disarm critics, and show that
the United States was winning the war, Johnson brought Ambassador Bunker and
General Westmoreland back to Washington in mid-November for a round of me-
dia events. They appeared on national television, spoke at the National Press Club,
and testified before the House Armed Services Committee. Having been alerted by
Wheeler to home front concerns that the South Vietnamese forces were not car-
rying their fair-share load, Westmoreland reassured his various audiences that his
forces were “grinding down” the communists in South Vietnam, the South Viet-
namese armed forces were improving, and, if these trends continued, in two years
or less the South Vietnamese could shoulder the burden of the war and permit the
beginning of a U.S. troop drawdown. This program justified the additional troops
he had requested “based on the principle of reinforcing success.”!> At a White
House meeting on 21 November the president emphasized expediting movement
of scheduled troops to Vietnam, and Westmoreland expressed satisfaction with his
“well balanced, hard-hitting” 525,000-man force. As the administration hoped,
Johnson’s popularity in the polls jumped 11 points following Westmoreland’s op-
timistic pronouncements in the high-profile media appearances and Ambassador
Bunker’s equally confident, if lower-key, assessments of prospects in Vietnam.10

The president also used Westmoreland’s visit to cultivate the general’s support
for his policies. In a long, private, after-dinner discussion on 20 November, John-
son told Westmoreland that McNamara was soon leaving the administration to
“take advantage of a ‘big job,” and Clark Clifford would replace him. He further
confided that for health reasons he did not plan to seek reelection in 1968.17

In line with presidential guidance, OSD urged Wheeler to do everything pos-
sible to deploy the scheduled troops at the earliest possible date. No matter how
rapid the deployments, the Joint Chiefs insisted that the current policy provided
no strategy for shortening the war. They counseled instead unrelenting pressure on
the enemy and endorsed such initiatives as a clandestine multi-battalion ARVN
foray into Laos (mentioned obliquely at the 21 November White House meeting).
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For its part, MACV headquarters pushed for a large-scale invasion of the North
Vietnamese panhandle above the DMZ involving two U.S. divisions and five
ARVN battalions. State Department analysts, however, regarded such cross-border
operations as a serious escalation of the war that would only lose international sup-
port for U.S. Southeast Asia policy without any lasting military benefits.!8

The year 1967 ended on a discordant note in Washington. Although the pres-
ident’s personal popularity had risen in the polls, many Americans questioned his
and the administration’s credibility. A number of formerly pro-war Democrats had
gone public with their opposition to the war, and others were sitting on the fence
waiting to see which way to jump on the issue. The administration was in disarray
over Vietnam. The president and his secretary of defense disagreed over fundamen-
tal issues, such as bombing policy and the conduct of ground operations. The Joint
Chiefs and secretary of defense were at odds over much the same. McNamara’s
imminent departure to head the World Bank, announced 29 November, added
to the uncertainty as rumors raced through the halls of the Pentagon about his
replacement.!?

In faraway Saigon, COMUSMACV’s year-end appraisal graded allied prog-
ress from fair to excellent, citing heavy enemy casualties that required increasing
numbers of NVA replacements for local VC units as evidence of the deterioration
of the enemy’s combat effectiveness. Moreover the Viet Cong had lost control over
large areas of the countryside and still more of the population. Although the final
three months of 1967 had witnessed a resurgence of communist activity, Westmo-
reland felt optimistic about 1968 because his solid logistic base and the accelerated
flow of reinforcements would enable him to take the offensive. CINCPAC likewise
noted the favorable shift to the allies militarily, leaving the enemy incapable of
achieving a victory. Sharp, however, cautioned that the communists seemed will-
ing to accept their losses; they continued a campaign of attacks, harassment, and
terror throughout the countryside.??

To counter such moves, Westmoreland planned to carry the fight to the en-
emy near the borders where the VC/NVA were reorganizing and before they could
do significant damage to the surrounding populated areas. These decisions caused
more and more American troops to shift into northernmost I Corps. All eyes
turned to that region early in 1968 when it appeared that thousands of North Viet-
namese soldiers were massing in an attempt to overrun the remote Marine combat
base at Khe Sanh, intended as a major linchpin in the oncoming barrier system.?!

Manning the Barrier

Even after the president had assigned the anti-infiltration barrier the highest
national priority in January 1967, Westmoreland worried that if it failed, critics
would deride it as “McNamara’s Folly” or “Westmoreland’s Folly,” especially be-
cause of its high cost in men as well as money, with little promise of return. It fell
to the Marines at Khe Sanh to prevent the North Vietnamese from flanking the
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manned portion of the obstacle system, still under construction late in 1967 just
south of the DMZ.22

The Joint Chiefs had split regarding the barrier. The service chiefs opposed
it, but Wheeler favored it. He reasoned that troops would be operating in the area
whether or not a barrier was constructed. He also expected that additional funds
and forces would eventually become available for the system. McNamara accepted
Wheeler’s views, and discounted the service chiefs’ proposals in late February (and
subsequently) for more men, money, and field tests of the technology undergird-
ing the barrier. In April the secretary insisted the operational date, already once
postponed, remain fixed at 1 November 1967. Following coordination and agree-
ment with South Vietnam and Thailand for basing, clearances for construction,
expansion of air base and communications facilities, and so forth, Westmoreland
assigned Marines to build the strong-point segment of the barrier.?3

Work actually began on the trace in the summer of 1967. The North Viet-
namese responded with the month-long shelling of Con Thien during Septem-
ber followed by the massing of troops against Khe Sanh. The increasing enemy
threat near the DMZ, monsoon rains that hampered movement and construction,
and the possibility of heavy casualties prompted Westmoreland to seek a scaling
down of the original version. In mid-September he proposed, with Sharp’s concur-
rence, reducing the trace and continuing ongoing operations from Marine combat
bases that extended to the Laotian border. After considering MACV’s rationale,
ASD(ISA) Paul Warnke recommended that the Joint Chiefs examine the feasibil-
ity of moving the manned portion of the barrier system 10-15 kilometers farther
south to reduce casualties and improve tactical flexibility. “Disinclined to start
such a study now,” McNamara took no action on the proposal.24

At his most optimistic in the summer of 1966, McNamara had hoped the bar-
rier would preclude the need to bomb North Vietnamese territory, thus inducing
Hanoi to negotiate. In July 1967 he told a MACV audience that he doubted if the
barrier that required so much work and money would stop infiltration, but if it
gave some benefit then the cost would really be quite small. In November of that
year, with his resignation looming, he told the president and the Wise Men that
while the work of scientists and engineers had improved the system (he refused to
call it a barrier) and thus enhanced the effectiveness of the air campaign against the
infiltration of vehicles and men, he did not want to overstate its potential. He in-
sisted that if the system, which was to become operational in December, improved
“the casualty ratio by even a few percent it will have been worth the effort.”2

To his critics, the so-called McNamara Line was a metaphor for the secretary’s
arbitrary, highly personal, and aggressive management style that bypassed normal
procedures and sometimes ignored experts to get things done. He had adopted an
idea from civilian academics, forced a reluctant military to implement it, opted for
technology over experience, launched the project quickly and with minimum co-
ordination, rejected informed criticism, insisted available forces sufficed for the ef-
fort, and poured millions of dollars into a system that proceeded by fits and starts.
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Years later, McNamara would note that the system “was intended to increase infil-
tration losses. And it did.” A candid contemporary assessment in October 1968,
however, concluded that the barrier had neither stopped nor materially diminished
NVA infiltration into South Vietnam, although the system showed “great prom-
ise,” particularly if finally completed as originally conceived.2

Khe Sanh
With Khe Sanh effectively isolated from overland supply, North Vietnamese

troop concentrations in the vicinity of the base gave reason for grave concern.
Since mid-November 1967, MACV had picked up indications of communist
intentions; on 26 January 1968 the CIA forecast a major, countrywide enemy
campaign around the Tet holidays (29-31 January) with the main pressure occur-
ring in the northern provinces. Westmoreland increasingly viewed enemy probes
against the remote Khe Sanh base as harbingers of the decisive battle of the war.?”

Meanwhile, on 18 January, U.S. Marines reported a heavy increase in enemy
sightings and activity near Khe Sanh. On the 20th, a captured North Vietnamese
lieutenant revealed details of an imminent attack, which occurred that evening
against hilltop outposts; more followed the next day with a shelling of the main
base. On the 22nd, the enemy succeeded in capturing Khe Sanh village south of
the base. By the end of January the Marines had restricted reconnaissance patrols
to within 500 meters of the defense perimeter.?8

Nervous civilian officials in Washington wondered if striking enemy rear areas
in Laos might relieve the pressure on Khe Sanh or if a withdrawal from the base
was still possible. Westmoreland ruled out a preemptive attack for logistical (the
enemy had interdicted the surrounding roads, and poor visibility had grounded
aerial transports), tactical (the enemy was in force and well supplied with artillery
and antiaircraft weapons), and meteorological (the onset of the northeast mon-
soon) reasons. He insisted on holding Khe Sanh because of its tactical value as an
advance staging base and as flank security for the barrier’s strong-point obstacle
system. Admiral Sharp added that withdrawal was “unthinkable” because it would
hand the enemy a major propaganda victory with enormous psychological and
political repercussions in the United States.?? In truth, Westmoreland could nei-
ther withdraw from Khe Sanh nor attack the massing enemy forces. He could only
defend.

The images of the beleaguered Marines surrounded by a fanatical enemy at
Khe Sanh generated extensive publicity abetted by the dramatic backdrop the em-
battled camp offered for photo and film opportunities. Concern that Khe Sanh
was another Dien Bien Phu” in the making stretched from Main Street to the

" In the spring of 1954 Vietnamese communist forces isolated and defeated French forces at Dien Bien Phu,
a remote base in northwestern Vietnam, effectively ending the war in Indochina and leading to the Geneva
Conference of 1954 that produced the independent nations of Cambodia, Laos, North Vietnam, and South
Vietnam.
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White House. With field commanders and senior military advisers warning of an
imminent and widespread enemy offensive, President Johnson worried that the
base might be overrun; beginning in early January he frequently called the White
House situation room for the latest news from Khe Sanh. Military aides set up a
command post in the White House basement complete with a terrain table and
photo murals of Khe Sanh to enable the president to keep a close eye on the details
of the siege. At an NSC meeting on the 24th, Johnson asked Wheeler to confirm
that Westmoreland had been given all he had asked for and needed. Five days later,
the president received verbal and written assurances from the individual service
chiefs that everything had been done so that Westmoreland should, could, and
would hold Khe Sanh. Johnson later described the two weeks before the Tet of-
fensive (which began on 29 January) and the two months after as being as intense
a period of activity as any of his presidency.3?

Normally given to hyperbole, in this case Johnson might have succumbed to
understatement. In mid-January North Korean commandos tried to assassinate the
South Korean prime minister. While South Korean and American troops tracked
down the infiltrators, half a world away on 21 January a B-52 bomber carrying
four hydrogen bombs crashed about seven miles from Thule, Greenland. No one
yet knew what had become of the lost plane and its thermonuclear cargo. Two days
later attention snapped back to North Korea and its seizure of the USS Pueblo,
an intelligence collection ship, in international waters off the peninsula’s eastern
port city of Wonsan. In Southeast Asia, U.S. troops had inadvertently strayed into
Cambodia as the Khe Sanh situation was still simmering and threatened to boil
over at any moment. In the midst of these emergencies McNamara joked to his
successor-designate Clark Clifford on 23 January that this was a typical day around
the White House. Clifford asked, “May I leave now?”3! A few days later the de-
fense secretary nominee may have wished that he had departed.

The Tet Offensive

The regularly scheduled Tuesday luncheon convened on 30 January to assess,
among other topics, the latest disquieting reports of widespread, but apparently
poorly coordinated, enemy rocket, mortar, and ground attacks against U.S. air
bases and Vietnamese cities in I and II Corps; of particular concern was the grow-
ing threat to Khe Sanh. In the midst of the discussions, Walt Rostow returned
from a call to report Saigon was under attack and the U.S. embassy had been hit.
The participants regarded the latest assault as still another isolated example of VC
terrorism—as Wheeler put it, “about as tough to stop as . . . an individual mugging
in Washington, D.C.”3?

Unfortunately the blows against Saigon were part of the simultaneous nation-
wide communist Tet offensive against a half dozen of South Vietnam’s key cities,
36 provincial capitals, 64 district centers, and numerous villages and hamlets. De-
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spite the magnitude and viciousness of the enemy attacks, or, more likely, because
of the confusion and uncertainty generated by the multiple, synchronized thrusts,
Westmoreland stayed focused on Khe Sanh. So did the president, concerned that
the situation there might worsen enough to force him into a decision to use tacti-
cal nuclear weapons, one that he did not want to make. For reasons of “military
prudence,” in late January Sharp and Westmoreland had started “closely held” but
“detailed planning” for the use of tactical nuclear weapons in the “highly unlikely”
event that the Khe Sanh situation would become that desperate. As of 1 February,
Westmoreland still regarded the Tet attacks as diversions to distract attention from
Khe Sanh, where an enemy “capable of attack at any time” was readying to launch
a major offensive.3

On 2 February Westmoreland told Wheeler that he expected the attack against
Khe Sanh within the next day or two, prompting the president to ask Wheeler
if MACV needed reinforcements. At a White House meeting the following day,
Wheeler reported that Westmoreland did not need ground reinforcements, but
wanted additional transport aircraft and helicopters. Unless the situation in the
DMZ changed dramatically, preparations for the possible use of tactical nuclear
weapons or chemical agents were unnecessary. Yet Maxwell Taylor, present at the
meeting, described “an air of gloom” hanging over the discussion because of uncer-
tainty that Khe Sanh could be held without suffering prohibitive losses. While no
one suggested withdrawal from Khe Sanh, Taylor felt it “quite apparent” that most
present wished U.S. troops were not there. He also recognized that the men in the
room had done as much as anyone to build up the significance of Khe Sanh in the
minds of the American people and would find it very difficult indeed to explain
why the base was not important.34

Wheeler encouraged Westmoreland to think that the shock of the Tet of-
fensive would force the administration into a policy review whose outcome would
favor mobilization to replenish the strategic reserve as well as reinforce Vietnam.
Perhaps to achieve those ends, on 7 February the chairman had painted a gloomy
picture for the president of a hard-pressed South Vietnamese army teetering on the
verge of defeat and the possibility of serious U.S. losses at Khe Sanh.?> Hardly as
pessimistic, Westmoreland hindered his own cause with his ambivalent cables. In a
series of messages sent between 3 and 12 February, the MACV commander ruled
out nuclear weapons, but noted that a dramatic unfavorable change might require
their use; insisted Tet was an enemy defeat but that he needed reinforcements to
retake the initiative; said he had to reinforce I Corps but could not redeploy any
more forces from elsewhere in the country without taking an unacceptable risk;
agreed the highest priority was clearing South Vietnam’s cities, but declared the
fall of Khe Sanh the single greatest threat and, if lost, the base would have to be
retaken; praised ARVN units, but asserted they were spent and likely to experience
high desertion rates; and expressed a determination to exploit enemy losses to
shorten the war, but admitted that without needed reinforcements allied setbacks
were possible.3¢ Wheeler conveyed the MACV commander’s views to Washington
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decisionmakers but rendered them through his own less sanguine lens.?” Years later
it remained impossible to determine with any certainty which officer’s appraisal
was more accurate, but the gap between their interpretations only confused the
already divided civilian policymakers.38

What perplexed the president was how one week the service chiefs could say
Westmoreland had what he needed and the next say he desperately required rein-
forcements. The week following Tet had seen no request from Westmoreland for
more troops. Quite the contrary, on 8 February Bunker had cabled from Saigon
that the enemy had suffered a major defeat. Wheeler felt differently and the same
day sent Westmoreland two cables. The first suggested that MACV needed rein-
forcements and the second urged Westmoreland to request additional troops at
this critical point in the war. The next day at the White House the Joint Chiefs
addressed the possibility of a 40,000-man reinforcement and the mobilization of
120,000 reservists to support the deployment. After listening to the discussion,
newcomer Clifford asked the obvious question: If the Tet offensive was a failure
and the enemy had lost as many as 25,000 men, why were 40,000 additional
troops and an emergency call-up of the reserves necessary??® No decisions came
from the meeting.

Later that day, however, McNamara told the Joint Chiefs to submit three al-
ternative deployment plans, of which only one would require reserve mobilization.
He hoped to avoid a “prolonged and divisive debate” in Congress over a call-up
and retain active forces at home to quell domestic civil disorders anticipated during
the summer months. At a meeting on 10 February the president, wary of being
blamed later for denying MACV’s requests, seemed inclined toward sending West-
moreland whatever he required. At the same time, however, he announced that he
wanted the 82nd Airborne Division (one of two units available for deployment)
kept in the United States in the event of another summer of civil disturbances.
He also appeared to heed McNamara’s misgivings about sending more American
troops as substitutes for the South Vietnamese. 0

On 11 February, the president, his civilian advisers, and Wheeler reviewed
Westmoreland’s assessment of 9 February that the situation was stabilizing, except
in northern I Corps where he was redeploying forces and welcomed additional
reinforcements anytime they could be made available. Everyone concluded that
since Westmoreland had not specifically requested additional reinforcements, he
did not need them. McNamara particularly opposed any permanent augmentation
beyond the earlier established 525,000-man limit, and Wheeler affirmed the presi-
dent’s observation that there was no need for additional troops, but Johnson also
wanted to satisfy the 525,000-troop commitment, still short by 25,000 men.4!

The following morning, McNamara reviewed Westmoreland’s latest cable (12
February), requesting the immediate deployment of a brigade of the 82nd Airborne
Division (3,800 men) and a Marine regimental landing team (RLT) (5,400 men)*

* Additional Air Force and Navy personnel brought the emergency reinforcement total to 10,644 troops.
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over and above the 525,000-troop ceiling. The secretary notified the president by
phone, recommending approval. At a hastily organized White House luncheon
that afternoon, the president’s civilian advisers and Wheeler debated the meaning
of Westmoreland’s recent cables. So great was the contrast between Friday’s cable of
9 February welcoming more troops if they were available and Monday’s of the 12th
calling for “reinforcements, which I desperately need,” the president remarked that
it appeared to an unnamed person (actually Maxwell Taylor) that different people
were writing Westmoreland’s cables.42

“Scared about Khesanh,” and more unsure of the appropriate action each day,
a nervous president sought and received unanimous approval from his advisers for
a crash program to get an additional 10,000 troops to Vietnam within 14 days, if
possible. Clifford tried but failed to pin Wheeler down on exactly why Westmo-
reland needed such heavy reinforcements and remained silent during the approval
exercise, deferring to McNamara until formally sworn in as secretary of defense.
On 13 February, McNamara ordered the airborne brigade and a Marine RLT to
deploy on a temporary basis, meaning that after the crisis passed they would be
withdrawn and consequently would not count against the permanent troop ceil-
ing. All of the designated troops reached Vietnam by 21 February.43 These deci-
sions did not, however, settle the reinforcement or reserve call-up issues.

Responding to McNamaras 9 February request, on the 12th the Joint Chiefs
had actually proposed deferring reinforcements to Vietnam, though they would
prepare the 82nd Airborne and the greater part of a Marine division for possible
deployment and mobilize reservists both to replace units deployed to Southeast
Asia and to reconstitute the CONUS strategic reserves. At the White House lun-
cheon the next day, the president asked about the size of the mobilization and
its legislative, financial, domestic, and international repercussions. McNamara’s
options ranged from deferring further reinforcements until again requested by
Westmoreland to mobilizing about 130,000 troops and asking Congress for sup-
plemental financing. The Joint Chiefs favored an immediate call-up of 44,000 re-
servists to support the roughly 10,000 Vietnam-bound emergency reinforcements
and permission to mobilize another 138,000, should additional reinforcements
became necessary. 44

Amidst intelligence reports of a planned “second wave” communist offensive
and possibly responding to Taylor’s 14 February suggestion that there remained
time to withdraw from Khe Sanh, the president informed McNamara that he
would rely on Westmoreland’s judgment about withdrawal, but he added that he
wanted to be forewarned so that he could “prepare the political defenses.” About
the same time, the president approved Wheeler’s suggestion of the 11th to take a
group to Saigon for an on-the-scene report. Pending Wheeler’s report, Johnson
deferred consideration of further reinforcement and a reserve call-up.4>

* These numbers fluctuated as planners revised estimates. Two days later, for instance, these numbers had
swelled to 46,300 immediate recalls and 137,000 to standby status (JCSM-99-68, 15 Feb 68). To avoid confu-

sion, only those figures appearing in decisions are cited.
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Wheeler met with Westmoreland, Bunker, senior military officers, and
Vietnamese leaders between 23 and 25 February. Returning to Washington on
the 28th, he informed the president that “the outcome is not at all clear.” Despite
massive personnel losses, the communists seemed determined to continue their
offensive that had disabled South Vietnamese forces or driven them from the
countryside into the towns and cities. Pacification was halted, the Viet Cong
prowled the countryside, U.S. forces carried the bulk of the fighting, and MACYV,
operating on a “paper thin” margin without a strategic reserve, faced the possibility
of some reverses. For these reasons, Westmoreland was requesting reinforcements
beyond the 525,000 ceiling. Wheeler believed MACV needed a two-division
theater reserve and recommended adding nearly 150,000 troops not later than
1 September, with a follow-up increment of 55,400 by December 1968, for an
additional total of 205,400. The magnitude of these numbers frightened many of
the civilian policymakers.4¢

Westmoreland would later claim that Wheeler had discounted MACV’s more
upbeat briefings in anticipation that the crisis atmosphere in Washington might
produce a massive reinforcement that Wheeler thought justified. Still, Westmore-
land was aware during Wheeler’s visit of the apprehension in Washington and the
two generals had outlined a plan on the assumption that the president would call
up the reserves.?” Westmoreland recollected that he was merely responding to the
Joint Chiefs request for a contingency plan, and the figure of some 205,000 was a
composite one to strengthen both his force and the virtually nonexistent strategic
reserve. The generals expected their proposals to remain confidential, pending re-
view at the highest levels in Washington. On 26 February, McNamara instructed
the Joint Chiefs and service secretaries, neither group being comfortable with the
magnitude of the numbers, to prepare alternative deployment plans to satisfy fully
or partially the latest perceived levies for Vietnam.48

Whatever the facts, McNamara announced the next day during a meeting
of top civilian advisers held at the State Department that the request for 205,000
reinforcements made no sense to him. The total was “neither enough to do the
job, nor an indication that our role must change.” To meet Westmoreland’s
requirements, McNamara foresaw a reserve mobilization, increased draft calls,
and spending an additional $10 billion at a time when the president was fighting
rising interest rates, a huge deficit, and congressional reluctance to support the
administration’s proposed tax package to pay for the war. McNamara’s fears,
indeed his entire torment over the war, broke open during the discussion. Tense,
sarcastic, and deeply pessimistic, the secretary became visibly upset in a five-minute
emotional appeal to other attendees, particularly to Clifford, to “end this thing. .
.. It is out of control.”#?

On the 28th, a more composed McNamara explained to the president the
implications—mobilization, larger draft calls, extended enlistments, a $10 bil-
lion budget increase—of sending the initial 105,000-man increment to Vietnam.
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While Wheeler insisted that without the additional two divisions Westmoreland
might have to abandon South Vietnam’s northernmost provinces, McNamara con-
cluded the North Vietnamese would likely match any U.S. reinforcement; he re-
jected anything beyond the emergency reinforcements already authorized. Before
the meeting, Clifford had advised the president not to make any hasty decisions.
Johnson complied, and during the discussions asked Clifford to head an inter-
agency task force to make a fresh appraisal and report back by 4 March.>0

Immediately following the meeting, in the presence of congressional leaders,
members of the Supreme Court, friends, colleagues, and the press, the president
presented McNamara the Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian award.
The man who had reorganized the Department of Defense, dominated America’s
national security decisionmaking, in large measure managed America’s war in Viet-
nam—in short, the most powerful secretary of defense the office had known—was
speechless. In front of the harsh glare of television lighting, holding back tears, his
voice breaking, he stammered a few sentences. The following day, 29 February,
Johnson presided over McNamara’s farewell ceremony, conducted outdoors at the
Pentagon in a storm of sleet and rain that seemed to fit the occasion. McNamara’s
contentious tenure was over; his most controversial legacy, the Vietnam War, was
bequeathed to his successor.>!

The New Secretary

Clark M. Clifford’s selection as secretary of defense fueled speculation that
Johnson had simply tapped a confidant he could depend on after his disappointment
with McNamara. To Clifford his selection was a simple matter: the president wanted
someone who supported his policy, could restore harmony between OSD and the
Joint Chiefs, and could improve the administration’s relations with Congress.>?

Clifford, for better or worse, was no McNamara. McNamara dominated; Clif-
ford consulted. McNamara, upon amassing information, often made decisions and
then informed the Joint Chiefs; Clifford made decisions only after lengthy delib-
eration, explained his reasons to the Joint Chiefs, and addressed matters raised by
them. McNamara delegated but never established a coherent system for control
of the Vietnam War; Clifford established a control system before he delegated
responsibility. McNamara administered the Pentagon and personally handled its
relations with the White House and other government agencies; Clifford concen-
trated on external relationships (chiefly with the president and Congtess), leaving
the day-to-day administration to his deputy, Paul Nitze. If McNamara’s regularly
scheduled staff meetings were didactic, Clifford’s were discursive; the new secretary
involved his advisers in reviewing options and arriving at decisions. His Monday
morning meeting, begun 6 March, served as “an invaluable bridge” to key staff
assistants at times when the secretary was too busy to schedule individual appoint-
ments with them to evaluate policy issues.>3
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As noted, the president gave Clifford less than a week to examine alternatives
and provide recommendations to address the military, political, and economic
ramifications of meeting the Wheeler-Westmoreland troop request for Vietnam.
He provided his new secretary with only draft instructions and large discretion,
allowing Clifford to conduct a sweeping review as he saw fit in the best interests of
the nation. The task force, composed of senior administration officials,” developed
position papers based on common assumptions and then discussed their conclu-
sions during frank and animated meetings held in Clifford’s conference room.>

Alternatives ranged from giving MACV an additional 200,000 troops to
standing pat. Systems Analysis and ISA argued that the 200,000 men would still
not provide the military power to make the communists abandon their goal of
taking over South Vietnam. It was up to the South Vietnamese, not the Ameri-
cans, to develop the military and political institutions needed to survive. Taylor
favored deployment of some reinforcements to demonstrate U.S. resolve; at the
same time he thought Westmoreland’s plan overly ambitious (even with all the
requested troops) and in need of new strategic guidance from Washington. Pro-
ponents of a revised strategy, William Bundy and Nitze advocated pulling back
U.S. troops from Vietnam’s outlying borders to protect its populated areas and
its major provincial capitals, in effect repudiating MACV’s strategic concept. The
Joint Staff recoiled at such recommendations, contending that the proper way
to protect the populated areas was to defeat the enemy’s main force units on the
borders. Decrying the political constraints that had “prevented the most effective
application of allied military power,” a Joint Staff study endorsed deployment of
another 194,000 troops, calling up the reserves, and lifting restraints on military
operations in Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam.>

It was one thing for Clifford to hear a dispirited McNamara declare that
200,000 more troops would not make any difference, and quite another for him
to listen to the Joint Chiefs—the nation’s premier military strategists—say in so
many words, according to Clifford, that they had no idea what effect 200,000
additional troops would have on the outcome of the war; had no indication the
enemy’s will was weakening; and, worst of all, within the political limitations, had
no plan to win the war in the traditional sense. Their admissions, their lack of
conviction, only confirmed Clifford’s inclination not to send more troops. On 6
March, for instance, he explained to his staff the futility of expanding a limited war
militarily or geographically. He sought an “honorable peace” that would enable the
United States to withdraw and leave a government and military in South Vietnam
capable of defending itself. In short, after less than a week in office, Clifford re-
versed his position on Vietnam.>¢

* Members included Clifford, Katzenbach, William Bundy, Nitze, Warnke, Taylor, Helms, Wheeler, and Trea-
sury Secretary Fowler (FRUS, 196468, 6:276, n 2).
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The task force, though, remained split over the question of immediate and fu-
ture U.S. reinforcements to Vietnam. Unwilling to take on the powerful advisory
hawks after only four days in office and aware of the president’s desire to get more
troops to Westmoreland, Clifford offered a compromise. His 4 March DPM rec-
ommended continued bombing of the North, sending Westmoreland 22,000 men
(all that could be provided by 1 May), calling up 262,000 reservists (including
more than 30,000 for the Korean crisis), extending terms of service, and increasing
the draft to replenish the strategic reserve. Any future large deployments should
depend on the developing military and political situations in Vietnam. Finally,
Clifford noted the likely negative public reaction to increased troop deployments
and a reserve call-up.5”

At a late afternoon meeting on 4 March at the White House, Clifford de-
scribed “a deep-seated concern” among some on the task force that sending even
205,000 more troops might only escalate the conflict with no end in sight. He
restated his DPM’s recommendations for reinforcements and reserves, adding that
it was time to reassess in depth both the political and strategic aspects of the war,
seek to reduce U.S. casualties, and no longer rely on the field commander whose
appetite for more troops could be insatiable. The president told Wheeler to inform
Westmoreland that only 22,000 reinforcements were available. He withheld com-
ment on the remaining proposals, including the one for an in-depth study.>®

Wheeler notified Westmoreland on 5 March of the “special committee” rec-
ommendations to the president, emphasized that no decisions had yet been made,
and clarified that sending forces beyond the 22,000 troops depended on a reserve
mobilization. The same day Johnson instructed Clifford and Wheeler to sound
out Senator Russell about a call-up of the reserves to meet the Pueblo crisis and
the Vietnam emergency. Two days later, Russell told Johnson that he opposed any
mobilization until those without prior service (eligible draftees) and the South
Vietnamese did their parts, views he and several colleagues reiterated to Clifford
and Wheeler on 8 March.>?

Also on 8 March, Westmoreland insisted that MACV lacked the logistic
capability to sustain troops already in Vietnam; additional support forces would have
to accompany all reinforcements. Faced with powerful congressional opposition,
that afternoon the president again ruled out the 205,000 augmentation, but made
no final decision on how many he would deploy. Wheeler warned MACV that
any large increase was unlikely because of the “strong resistance from all quarters
to putting more ground force units in South Vietnam” and to mobilizing the
reserves.o0

Even the remotest chance for large reinforcements disappeared following a
lengthy article in the New York Times on 10 March that revealed not only the
approximate number of troops requested but also extensive details of the intense

*
Numbers vary according to source. The figure 205,000 was sometimes rounded to 200,000.
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in-house policy debate in progress. White House meetings were “fairly inconclu-
sive until about 11 March” when sentiment shifted to holding reinforcements to
minimum levels. That evening the president indicated his intention to provide
Westmoreland with 30,000 troops needed to get through the emergency period—
all that could realistically be deployed—and to rebuild the strategic reserve.!

Two days later on 13 March, Johnson decided to deploy the 30,000, most to
arrive by June 1968. This was in addition to the 10,500 dispatched on an emer-
gency basis in mid-February. As for the reserves, the consensus within the Pen-
tagon was to announce a call-up simultaneously with that of the deployment.
Clifford informed the president on 15 March that he envisaged a mobilization of
about 85,000 reservists, roughly 36,600 of whom would support the deployments
with the remainder to reconstitute the strategic reserve. Presented at a White
House meeting that evening, Clifford’s revised figures involved two call-ups, one
0f 50,000, the other of 48,000, more or less equally divided between Vietnam and
the strategic reserve. To head off media speculation that all 98,000 reservists were
slated for Vietnam the president decided to announce that 50,000 reservists would
go to Vietnam, but leave vague the total number to be recalled.62

Clifford’s discussions with the Joint Chiefs on 18 March revealed that all the
service chiefs preferred larger reinforcements and an expanded ground war into
Laos or southern North Vietnam. Wheeler, however, while anxious to “beat up
NVN from air and sea,” would send no more U.S. troops beyond those under
discussion; instead he would build up the South Vietnamese army to take over the
war. The same day Warnke advised Clifford that without fundamental changes
to U.S. strategy the war was unwinnable. U.S. forces had accomplished about as
much as possible militarily, but the enemy retained the capability to fight. The real
solution required South Vietnam to greatly improve its government and military
forces.%3

The next afternoon, 19 March, at the Tuesday luncheon, Clifford informed
the president and his top advisers that Russell had agreed to the recall of 50,000
reservists, 43,000 of whom would deploy to Vietnam, plus a later mobilization of
48,000 to rebuild the strategic reserve. Three days later at another White House
lunch, the president ruminated on the “dramatic shift in public opinion on the
war.” Clifford linked popular disenchantment to the perception that Vietnam was
a “bottomless pit” and that the military had no winning plan. He suggested that
the president call the reserves, but send no additional troops to Vietnam beyond
those already promised. On Clifford’s recommendation, the president agreed
that Wheeler should meet Westmoreland in the Philippines to discuss strategy,
reinforcement, and mobilization issues. Wheeler flew to Clark Air Base, where on
24 March he told Westmoreland that the administration had decided against a
large-scale mobilization. Once more modifying a previous position, Westmoreland
assured him that with the promised 24,500 reinforcements (11,000 combat plus
13,500 combat support) MACV could more than hold its own and pursue its
current strategy.o4
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At the 19 March lunch Clifford had suggested reconvening the Wise Men to
determine whether or not the events of the past four months had changed their
views about the war. The president agreed and set the meeting for 26 March.
Gathered at the State Department on 25 March for a series of background brief-
ings and discussions,” the Wise Men listened to Clifford present three options: es-
calate the war, continue the status quo, or implement a “reduced strategy” contin-
gent on curtailing both bombing of the North and U.S. ground operations in the
South. During the after-dinner discussions, the group heard three presentations
on the conduct of the war. Philip C. Habib from State, pessimistic and doubtful
the war could be won, suggested a halt to the bombing and a start on negotiations.
George A. Carver, the CIA’s special assistant for Vietnamese affairs, acknowledged
communist successes but believed the enemy had failed to achieve his objectives of
defeating the ARVN, discrediting the Saigon government, and forcing a U.S. with-
drawal. Heretofore optimistic about the progress of the war, Carver now saw the
struggle as one for the South Vietnamese to win or lose. General DePuy, now the
special assistant to the Joint Chiefs of Staff for counterinsurgency and special ac-
tivities, described the Tet offensive as an allied victory. When questioned by Arthur
Goldberg about the number of enemy casualties, DePuy asserted 80,000 killed
and three times that number wounded. “Well,” Goldberg demanded, “who the
hell is there left for us to be fighting?” It was not an exchange that altered minds or
swayed opinions. One participant, Cyrus Vance, thought most people came to the
meeting “with their minds fairly well made up” on the future course of the war.%>

Seeking a way to proceed, between 10:30 a.m. and 12:15 p.m. on 26 March the
president met with Wheeler and General Abrams, the MACV deputy commander.
Wheeler recounted his meeting with Westmoreland and the latter’s assessment that
the overall situation had improved, making additional reinforcements unnecessary.
Feeling that Carver and DePuy “weren’t up to par last night,” Johnson then asked
Wheeler and Abrams to give the Wise Men the whole picture, pro and con.66

One hour later Wheeler and Abrams briefed the Wise Men, explaining that
Westmoreland had turned things around and was on the offensive. While both saw
hard fighting ahead, Wheeler maintained that the greatest setback from Tet came
in the United States, not Vietnam. Abrams commended the South Vietnamese
forces, most of whom had fought hard, suffered heavy casualties, taken their ob-
jectives, and continued to improve. Unimpressed, a majority of the Wise Men felt
that the time had come for the United States to begin to disengage from Vietnam.
Taylor and Wheeler were surprised at their “defeatist attitude,” but a growing sense
that the war was unwinnable had convinced the Wise Men to reconsider their po-
sitions and recommend against further escalation.’

* The group included Dean Acheson, McGeorge Bundy, Douglas Dillon, Cyrus Vance, Arthur Goldberg,
George Ball, Matthew Ridgway, Omar Bradley, Maxwell Taylor, Abe Fortas, Robert Murphy, Henry Cabot
Lodge, John McCloy, and Arthur Dean. Acheson had been primed before the meeting by briefings at his
Georgetown home (Kai Bird, The Color of Truth, 368).
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That evening the president again met with Wheeler and Abrams as well as
Clifford, Rusk, Walt Rostow, and others. Wheeler presented Westmoreland’s as-
sessment of the ground campaign. Westmoreland felt confident of MACV’s ability
to maintain the offensive given all the previously promised but as yet undeployed
forces, up to the 525,000 ceiling (Program 5), along with the 24,500 tentatively
approved (Program 6). The president also agreed to a call-up of 62,000 reservists,
which included the support troops slated for Vietnam. In his long-planned 31
March television speech, the president announced that a portion of the 24,500
augmentation would be from the reserves. He made no mention of further call-
ups, although the administration was still considering mobilizing another 48,500
reservists for the strategic reserve.o8

Two days earlier on the 29th, Clifford had officially notified the Joint Chiefs
that in his 31 March address the president would announce the limited deploy-
ment along with a reserve call-up. In response, on 2 April the services proposed to
mobilize almost 57,000 reservists. Heeding Enthoven’s caution that the nation’s
financial situation mandated a less expensive alternative, Clifford directed the Joint
Chiefs to recall just 22,767. Instead of using reservists to reconstitute the strategic
reserve, he opted to redesignate NATO-committed units in the United States, can-
cel their rotation plans to NATO, and make them available for use anywhere. The
Joint Chiefs strongly objected, noting the originally proposed call-up was based
on supporting Vietnam deployments and reconstituting the strategic reserve. Now
OSD planned to change the U.S. strategic commitment to NATO, abrogate agree-
ments with West Germany, and include NATO-designated units in the strategic
forces.®? Their arguments were fruitless.

Program 6, the latest, and, as it turned out, the last, Vietham deployment
plan, was formally issued by Deputy Secretary Nitze on 4 April 1968, to bring
the end-strength total by 30 June 1969 to 549,500 men. Approximately 24,550
reservists were to be recalled to active duty with about 10,000 scheduled for Viet-
nam. The remainder would enter the strategic reserve but be available for rotation
to Vietnam as comparable units returned to their home bases.”® Thus, the resolu-
tion of reinforcement and mobilization issues that racked the administration into
early April suggested an unstated reversal of the objective of winning the war. It
pointed instead toward ending the war.

The Ground War Grinds On

The president’s address of 31 March did not signal a radical departure from
the overall ground strategy. Westmoreland launched the largest allied offensive
operation of the war early in April, causing a spike in U.S. casualties. Nonethe-
less, the 31 March speech marked the end of the administration’s willingness to
support repeated demands from field commanders for additional personnel. Even
earlier the secretary of defense had declared his intent to oversee more closely the
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ground war. During the next few months, Clifford insisted that MACV tone down
its optimistic press releases; he instituted a tighter rein over General Abrams, who
replaced Westmoreland on 11 June. He also encouraged fresh tactics designed to
minimize the use and destructiveness of American firepower. Furthermore, he sup-
ported a new strategy to concentrate U.S. forces near populated areas and shift the
burden of fighting to ARVN units in an effort to minimize American casualties
that by May were running double those in the first two weeks of Tet."”!

Clifford was greatly heartened by North Vietnam’s unexpected announce-
ment of 3 April that under certain conditions it was willing to negotiate with
the United States. Yet, he later described how Johnson’s dilemma of wanting an
honorable exit from Vietnam without becoming the first president to lose a foreign
war had created conflicting signals and possibly lost opportunities to end the war
during his administration. Perhaps more precisely, the administration had neither
an exit strategy for Vietnam nor a coordinated approach with the Saigon regime.
De-escalation had become an end in itself, so there existed no agreed upon negoti-
ating strategy much less a consensus on what concessions the White House might
make to end the conflict.”?

In a 7 May speech and later 23 May congressional testimony, Clifford admit-
ted that getting out of Vietnam meant getting out with honor and dignity; what
that entailed defied easy definition. In a divided administration what one senior
adviser considered honor and dignity might be another’s shorthand for disgrace
and defeat. Clifford predicted “lengthy, difficult, frustrating, and often stultifying”
negotiations.”3 High hopes for an early settlement were further dampened as the
United States, with very few bargaining chips, found itself mousetrapped by Hanoi
and by Saigon into lengthy dickering over everything from the location of the pre-
liminary talks—finally agreed upon as Paris—to the shape of the conference table.

In the weeks and months following the president’s 31 March address, Clifford
focused on extricating the United States from Vietnam. He explained to the Joint
Chiefs in late April that the administration’s basic policy was to start negotiations
with North Vietnam while gradually turning over an increasingly larger share of
the war effort to the South Vietnamese. These initiatives were put to the test early
in May when North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces launched their second gen-
eral offensive of the year.”4

Dubbed mini-Tet by the press, the May attacks failed to generate the spec-
tacular headlines of their February namesake and had little impact on the rural
pacification effort. The upsurge in fighting, however, left more Americans killed in
action during the first half of 1968 than in all of 1967. Heavy fighting in Saigon
and its suburbs wreaked enormous destruction and created tens of thousands of
new refugees. While Ambassador Bunker remained optimistic the latest enemy

* More than one third each of the killed, the hospitalized wounded, and the non-hospitalized wounded for the
period between 1961 and the end of June 1968 occurred in the first six months of 1968 (NMCC Operational
Summary 156-68, 3 Jul 68, 16).
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offensive would end in defeat, Clifford felt “a real crunch” was approaching in
Vietnam that would force the “ultimate policy decision” on the future of the war.
When that time arrived, he wanted to make the strongest case possible to the
president for disengagement. On 18 May he assigned Warnke to prepare in utmost
secrecy a position paper leading inexorably to the conclusion that the United States
had to extricate itself from Vietnam.”>

Aided by Col. Robert Pursley, Clifford’s military assistant, and the secretary’s
special assistant, George Elsey, Warnke in a report delivered a few days later con-
cluded that Westmoreland’s strategy of attrition would only lead to higher U.S.
and allied casualties and greater economic stress and political and social friction
in the United States. The American public would not accept a weekly death toll
of 400 to 500 U.S. soldiers and expenditures of $2 billion to $3 billion monthly
to underwrite a strategy that Hanofi’s willingness to sustain huge losses rendered
irrelevant. Throwing more troops into the struggle and enlarging the ground war
would only exacerbate the existing divisions in domestic public opinion, aggravate
the already heavy economic burden of the conflict, and make disengagement that
much more difficult.

Although an American military victory was deemed impossible, U.S. forces
retained the capacity to deny success to the North Vietnamese. It followed that
since neither side could win on the battlefield, both would be willing to accept a
compromise settlement. Washington would maintain a security shield for the Sai-
gon government, but at a reduced cost in American blood and treasure by scaling
down its participation in the fighting, making clear to the enemy that it could not
win, and negotiating an acceptable settlement. This close-hold policy estimate be-
came Clifford’s blueprint to get the United States out of Vietnam. The secretary ar-
ticulated some telling points at a White House luncheon on 21 May, declaring that
the limitations placed on the American military—no invasion of North Vietnam,
no raids into cross-border sanctuaries, no mining of NVN’s major ports—Ileft the
United States unable to win a stalemated war. With military victory impossible,
only negotiations at Paris offered any hope of a settlement.”®

Maxwell Taylor had concluded that the current low-key approach to reinforc-
ing MACV and reconstituting the strategic reserve units diminished the interna-
tional perception of U.S. deterrent strength. On 6 May he suggested that the presi-
dent obtain a progress report from State, OSD, and the JCS on plans to reinforce
American forces in Vietnam, to expand South Vietnamese forces, and to rebuild
the strategic reserve.”” At the president’s direction, Clifford requested the JCS to
address these matters, particularly the readiness of the diminished strategic reserves
to respond to possible enemy pressure elsewhere around the globe.

They replied on 21 May that no Army forces based in the United States were
available for deployment to Vietnam; sustaining additional Marine units neces-
sitated mobilization. Increased Navy carrier support for Southeast Asia would de-
nude naval units operating in the Mediterranean. Only four Air Force tactical
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squadrons based in the United States, two of them reserve units, were ready for
immediate deployment. According to the Joint Chiefs, diminished readiness and
reduced strategic capabilities limited U.S. responses to communist bloc initiatives
outside of Southeast Asia. In no less than five instances in their reply, the Joint
Chiefs reiterated that the recall of 56,877 reservists they had sought on 2 and 6
April had been turned down. Actual call-up of 24,550 was authorized on 11 April;
this number was reduced by 1,262 on 7 May.”8

Meanwhile the situation in Vietnam appeared to worsen. Wheeler’s 20 May
update for Clifford stressed that the enemy offensive showed no signs of diminish-
ing, a massive infiltration from North Vietnam was under way, and an accompa-
nying logistics buildup indicated Hanoi was strengthening its ability to fight in
South Vietnam. At the president’s request, the Joint Chiefs were quietly evaluating
military options in late May should the Paris talks stall or collapse entirely. The op-
tions mulled by the Chiefs resembled those that Clifford had offered the Wise Men
in late March: continue the current strategy; expand the ground war into Laos,
Cambodia, or North Vietnam; revise strategy to minimize U.S. casualties; rein-
stitute the bombing of North Vietnam or cease all bombing of North Vietnam.”?

The Joint Chiefs again called for expanding the air and ground wars. They
opposed relinquishing territory as defeatist because any withdrawal would
cede the battlefield initiative to the enemy and only prolong the war. Nitze
disagreed, questioning their assumptions and lack of any end game should their
recommendations be implemented. ISA Assistant Secretary Warnke prepared a
draft presidential memorandum that refuted the JCS proposals and advocated
continuing the current course in Vietnam, developing contingency plans to
respond as needed to enemy actions directly endangering U.S. forces, attempting
to broaden the talks to include South Vietnam and Viet Cong representatives, and
informing Hanoi that under appropriate conditions the United States would halt
the bombing of the North.89

The administration’s team in Saigon, however, had reacted to the commu-
nists’ May offensive with renewed fighting spirit. In a 10 May cable, Bunker called
for a tough bargaining stance to dispel North Vietnamese illusions that the United
States could not fight and negotiate simultaneously. Late in May he concurred
with Westmoreland’s plan to expand the ground war by allowing air and artillery
strikes six miles deep into the tri-border area of Cambodia during hot pursuit of
the enemy. Acknowledging that the North Vietnamese might respond to such a
move by breaking off the Paris talks, Bunker assessed the payoff worth the risk.
During a 30 May visit to the Texas ranch, Westmoreland also pressed on the presi-
dent his views about hot pursuit.” In early June, MACV attributed the country-
wide attacks to a concerted effort by the communists to create an “aura of success”
in order to gain the upper hand in Paris. With the enemy bent on perpetuating

Westmoreland had returned to the United States for congressional hearings on his appointment as chief of
staff. He flew to the ranch to present a battlefield assessment to the president.
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“the fiction of offensive momentum” and inflicting maximum casualties on U.S.
forces, OSD proposals to open substantive negotiations with Hanoi and deescalate
the fighting seemed to run against the tide.8!

Dissension over Vietnam policy within the administration manifested itself in
distrust and secretiveness. The State Department withheld from Clifford for a full
day Soviet Premier Kosygin’s cable of 5 June that implied an end to the bombing
of North Vietnam might lead to a breakthrough and open the way to a peace-
ful solution. During the next four days, Rusk downplayed the Soviet initiative
and, contrary to Clifford’s position, sought guarantees before ending the bombing.
Harriman later remonstrated with Rusk for undercutting Clifford, but the secre-
tary of state replied that Clifford had “lost his nerve” since taking over the Penta-
gon. Similarly, during this period Walt Rostow told the executive secretary of the
State Department, Benjamin Read, not to distribute to OSD the sensitive cables
from the U.S. negotiating team in Paris. Read, after contacting Rusk and receiv-
ing approval for the distribution, established a private messenger service through
Colonel Pursley to keep Clifford informed about events in Paris.3 In the midst
of the bureaucratic infighting, routine summertime reassignments and retirements
proved fortuitous for Clifford’s overall strategy.

With his 31 July retirement pending, Admiral Sharp, a vigorous proponent of
heavier bombing of North Vietnam, was replaced as CINCPAC by Admiral John
S. McCain, Jr., effective 2 July. Sharp had recommended McCain to the president
as his successor, praising him as a decisive officer yet one able to work well with
others and having political experience from his days as chief of the Navy’s legis-
lative liaison office.83 Army Chief of Staff Harold Johnson had decided against
a one-year extension and opted to retire on 30 June. His decision enabled the
president to appoint Westmoreland chief of staff effective 3 July, a move long in
the works.

The previous January, McNamara had urged the president either to extend
both Generals Wheeler and Johnson for another year or to make Westmoreland
the Army’s chief of staff because “all of the chiefs” believed that after more than
four years in Vietnam he should be reassigned. After discussing the issue with Sen-
ator Russell, the president informed Westmoreland on 23 March. Johnson initially
wanted to meet the general in Hawaii on 5 April to explain his decision, but in
the aftermath of the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, he requested West-
moreland proceed to Washington where he arrived 6 April. Johnson assured West-
moreland, disappointed and angry that he was being relieved of his command,
that McNamara had recommended the appointment well before the Tet offensive
erupted and showed him McNamara’s memo. The president felt that Westmore-
land showed “some bitterness,” believing a lack of support in Washington made
him the war’s scapegoat. On 10 April General Creighton Abrams, a blunt-spoken
soldier and in Taylor’s words, “honest to the point of sometimes giving offense,”
was named the new COMUSMACY, effective 11 June.84 During the interim,
Abrams’s outspokenness nearly cost him the assignment.
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Bunker’s reports of the enemy offensive, highlighting the effects of the devas-
tation in Saigon on civilian morale, were relayed by Rusk at the 14 May Tuesday
luncheon. Sometime later, Bunker forwarded to Clifford a 12 May report from a
U.S. embassy foreign service officer in Saigon that ordinary Vietnamese civilians
were bitterly resentful of the Americans for being the cause of so much death and
destruction in the city. The president expressed concern about adverse press cover-
age that placed the blame for collateral damage on MACV’s excessive use of force.
On 4 June Clifford had Wheeler ask Abrams to change tactics against enemy infil-
trators so as to minimize civilian casualties and property damage.85

Abrams’s 5 June response dismissed most of the embassy report as unbalanced
and asserted that despite unavoidable damage resulting from hostile operations,
MACYV activity had prevented the enemy from doing even more violence to the
city. He denounced Washington’s gullibility in accepting “raw data” from embassy
sources and believing the accuracy of TV and newspaper reports. Coming on the
heels of Warnke’s advice that heavy-handed U.S. tactics might produce a backlash
among the South Vietnamese, Abrams’s temerity “sent Clifford into orbit.” Was
the MACV commander-designee, Clifford demanded of Wheeler, implying that
he did not need the secretary’s guidance and that the military commander was
a better judge of evaluating State Department cables than the DoD secretariat?
Was Abrams fit to take over command? On receiving a copy of Clifford’s blister-
ing memorandum through Wheeler, Abrams promptly apologized, admitted he
was wrong, and gave reassurance that he had changed “tactics and techniques” to
reduce collateral destruction and minimize civilian losses. As Clifford later put i,
“the storm blew over.”8¢

The tempest may have passed, but it left its mark on Clifford and on the rela-
tionship between the Defense boss and the field commander. Confronting Abrams
on operational issues, Clifford made plain that he had no intention of relying sole-
ly on MACV’s appreciation of the situation. He established even closer oversight
of the ground war, in a way McNamara had never done. Further, he repudiated the
firepower-intensive strategy endorsed by McNamara and Westmoreland. Finally,
Clifford demanded total allegiance from his subordinates as he worked to extricate
the United States from the Vietnam sinkhole. Firmly convinced the war could not
be won militarily but only by political settlement, he stated before a Senate com-
mittee late in May, “T just dont want to go on fighting indefinitely in Vietnam.”8”

Settling In or Getting Out

At heavy cost to both sides, the allies blunted the communist May offensive,
but Hanoi persisted in pushing fresh troops and supplies southward while build-
ing up its strength in the panhandle of North Vietnam along the DMZ. Abrams
wanted to counter the enemy threat by using his maneuver units in a mobile role,
not leaving them tied down defending fixed bases. In early June, he opted to aban-
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don Khe Sanh, despite the adverse publicity sure to follow. Well aware of the po-
litical sensitivity, the president finally approved the withdrawal on 20 June, with
the stipulation that any public announcement be crafted to minimize unfavorable
publicity and triumphant enemy propaganda. Nonetheless, the official closing of
the Khe Sanh base on 5 July caused “incredulity and bewilderment in the United
States.” If the base had been worth fighting and dying for a few months earlier,
what had changed to make it expendable? There was no sound-bite answer, al-
though Abrams explained that it was “to get into a better position to meet the
increased enemy threat” by allowing mobile forces “to attack, intercept, reinforce,
or take whatever action is most appropriate.”88

Beyond the political and psychological embarrassment of withdrawing from
Khe Sanh, Johnson worried that North Vietnam would capitalize on the U.S. self-
imposed bombing restrictions to jeopardize other American forces in I Corps. Ha-
noi’s buildup north of the DMZ also troubled Wheeler, who warned the president
on 24 June that the full effects of communist preparations would not come until
the late summer and fall. On balance, however, he believed the enemy position in
South Vietnam had deteriorated markedly since 31 March 1968.87

Concerned over intelligence reports of another communist offensive in Au-
gust, on 10 July the president instructed Clifford, during his coming visit to Viet-
nam, to query Abrams regarding the condition of the South Vietnamese forces, his
ability to meet the expected attacks, and MACV’s urgent needs, if any. In subse-
quent guidance, he told Clifford to accomplish these tasks while simultaneously
identifying spending cuts in South Vietnam to help offset the $3 billion mandated
reduction in DoD expenditures.?®

During Clifford’s visit to Vietnam between 1318 July, MACV described a
badly wounded foe, consistently thrown off balance by Abrams’s mobile spoiling
operations, but one still determined to exploit the psychological success achieved
by Tet in the United States by conducting further opportunistic offensives. Abrams
assured Clifford that MACV had the resources to cope with the anticipated assault
now reckoned to commence as early as 25 July but more probably late in August
with attacks against Saigon and I Corps. Wheeler, who accompanied Clifford,
came away impressed by the progress in the five months since his last visit, con-
trasting the recovery of the South Vietnamese forces since Tet with the continu-
ing heavy losses and lower quality of VC/NVA units. MACV forces, according
to Wheeler, had the confidence and capability to meet the next phase of enemy
attacks. Clifford, reflecting Johnson’s concerns, told Abrams of the critical need
during a presidential election year to increase the use of South Vietnamese troops,
reduce American casualties, and defuse domestic criticism of the war.2!

Much to Bunker’s chagrin, Clifford also confronted President Thieu and Vice
President Ky at the presidential palace over several contentious issues, some long-
standing, such as government corruption, and others potentially troublesome—for
example, Ky’s ploy to strengthen South Vietnam’s armed forces by diverting more
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American dollars to pay for ARVN amenities and salaries. Clifford left Saigon
sorely disappointed in the lack of progress in South Vietnamese units, Wheeler’s
estimation notwithstanding, and convinced that if he needed additional proof that
the United States should get out of Vietnam, “this trip did it.”92

Clifford’s report to the president on 18 July stressed that U.S. command-
ers expected another large-scale enemy offensive but were prepared and confident
they could defeat the attackers. South Vietnamese forces, however, despite some
improvements, still lacked leadership, training, and equipment. Beyond his formal
written report, Clifford made three points orally to the president. First, he reiter-
ated that current political restrictions, particularly the defensive approach to U.S.
military operations, made the war unwinnable. Wheeler, according to Clifford,
shared that sentiment but felt constrained from saying so in front of his fellow
Chiefs. Second, the secretary was convinced that the corrupt Saigon regime had
no reason to end the war so long as it was protected by half a million U.S. troops
and enjoyed a “golden flow of money.” Third, he urged Johnson to let the South
Vietnamese know that the president intended to do everything possible to end
the war during his remaining months in office. Johnson found the proposals too
radical at the moment; when a hawkish Rusk disagreed with Clifford’s assessment,
the president again found himself in the uncomfortable role of having to mediate
between his senior advisers.”?

On 30 July and again on 2 August, an apprehensive president discussed pri-
vately with Wheeler the possibility of resuming air and naval operations between
the 19th and 20th parallels should the enemy strike South Vietnam’s cities and
warned publicly that Hanoi’s preparations for new attacks made further restric-
tions on U.S. military action unthinkable. Sensing Johnson was reverting to a hard
line, on 1 August Clifford ordered his immediate staff to prepare a position paper
for his forthcoming meeting with the president in the hope of persuading him that
further concessions to the North Vietnamese might produce results.?

Fighting While Negotiating

Abrams’s decision to abandon static combat bases like Khe Sanh freed his
troops to spoil the NVA/VC third general offensive launched 17-18 August. After
an initial enemy success at Tay Ninh, ARVN and U.S. soldiers drove communist
troops from the city in 24 hours using small arms fire to minimize loss of life
and destruction of property. About two weeks into the attacks, Abrams estimated
the enemy—Dbadly off balance, his plans disrupted in I Corps, his losses heavy
with little gain—was perhaps reconsidering his options. To exploit the advantage,
Abrams requested authorization for American troops to pursue hostile units across
the Cambodian border for a distance of 20 kilometers. These brigade-size infan-
try sweeps, designed to last up to five days with support by tactical air and B-52
strikes, would destroy NVA/VC base camps and supplies within the Cambodian
sanctuaries, but the president turned down the proposal in mid-October.?
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Abrams’s timing was as inopportune as his plan was impractical. Far from be-
ing in a position to expand the war, the president found himself struggling to sus-
tain support for the conflict at current levels. Nor could the depleted U.S. strategic
reserve permit a meaningful response to crises elsewhere, such as the Soviet inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia on 20 August. At home the overheated domestic economy
demanded a $6 billion reduction in federal expenditures, with half coming from
DoD spending; open revolt over the president’s Vietnam policy was brewing in his
own party. Johnson could hardly enlarge the ground war in Southeast Asia, but
neither could he scale it down. Even Clifford, despite the apparent failure of the
third Communist general offensive, could foresee no troop reductions “until there
is some development that causes us to decide that we can bring some home.”?°

By early September both Abrams and Wheeler suspected that the enemy might
try to offset battlefield reverses by seeking a cease-fire in place. On 15 September
U.S. delegates in Paris learned that Hanoi, for whatever reasons, was prepared to
begin peace discussions once the bombing of North Vietnam ended.?” Wheeler
expressed confidence in a solid U.S. military foundation for talks. Bunker in a
cable of 24 September remained skeptical over Hanoi’s seriousness of purpose in
negotiating, citing its refusal to consider Saigon’s participation. Several weeks later,
the North Vietnamese delegates in Paris questioned whether the United States
would stop bombing if Hanoi agreed to Saigon’s participation in the talks. Abrams
and Bunker interpreted this as additional evidence that the communist regime
had abandoned hope of a battlefield victory and was shifting its attention to the
conference table. In a series of meetings during 14 October, the president sought
the advice of his civilian advisers and the Joint Chiefs on a bombing halt. Clifford,
convinced that something had happened to weaken the enemy’s resolve, believed
that the United States could capitalize on the advantage by shifting its strategic
position to test Hanoi’s good faith. All agreed to a bombing halt provided aerial
reconnaissance of North Vietnam continued; bombing would resume if the com-
munists violated the understanding.?®

Within days of agreeing to negotiate, however, Hanoi insisted on further con-
cessions from the United States, leaving the president and secretary of defense fear-
ful that agreed upon deals were coming undone. Intensive negotiations concluded
on 27 October when North Vietnam acceded to the original U.S. conditions that
the Saigon government be included in peace talks and that the North neither
violate the DMZ nor shell or attack the South’s cities. With a bargain struck, the
president had Abrams return secretly to Washington to reaffirm his commitment
to the bombing cessation, indicate the risks to American troops, and lend his sup-
port and credibility to the president’s decision.”?

Arriving in the dead of night on 29 October, Abrams was whisked from An-
drews Air Force Base in nearby Maryland to the White House for a 2:30 a.m.
meeting with the president and his political and military advisers. Why, the presi-
dent asked, did Abrams favor a bombing halt now after having opposed one in
August? The subsequent successful aerial interdiction campaign in the North Viet-
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nam panhandle region and the enemy’s inability to replace losses in I Corps had
convinced him, Abrams replied, that the bombing could end without fear of creat-
ing additional American casualties. The MACV commander had full confidence
in this new step. The decision to end the bombing, according to one historian, was
stage-managed in “vintage Johnson” fashion.!% But even Lyndon Johnson could
not choreograph everything.

President Thieu, fully informed about the negotiations, had already agreed in
principle to the American conditions, but he now reneged. During the course of
the 29 October all-day meetings, Clifford expressed his outrage at Thieu’s defiance
of the “will of [the] President and [the] American people.” He suggested Thieu’s
lame excuse that Saigon could not get a delegation to Paris in three days was pos-
sibly a cover for a more “ominous, even sinister” agenda.!?!

Clifford still insisted the negotiations go forward as planned because it
was too late to turn back, but Johnson vacillated, sensitive to the charge that
any such move before the elections could be construed as politically motivated.
Reluctant to break with South Vietnam, he opted to postpone decisions “a day or
two” to make the stakes clear to Thieu. Supposing the Saigon leader might stall
in expectation that a Republican victory in the November presidential election
would redound to South Vietnam’s benefit, the president was quick to say, “I can’t
help him anymore, neither can anyone else who has my job.” Exasperated by the
“intolerable” situation brought on by Thieu’s intransigence, Wheeler confessed,
“For the first time I begin to wonder if I have been right for the past five and one
half years.” Unable to convince Thieu to support the forthcoming negotiations, on
31 October Johnson finally announced the bombing halt without the concurrence
of the South Vietnamese government. The sorry episode exposed the futility of
the administration’s Vietnam policy. Despite the United States having “invested
29,000 dead and $75 billion,”192 the conflict in South Vietnam seemed no nearer
an acceptable resolution.

Prior to a planned nationwide address on 31 October, Johnson briefly assem-
bled the NSC and other staff members in the cabinet room to announce his deci-
sion to stop all bombing of North Vietnam. Westmoreland described a meeting
“conducted in considerable haste with a certain amount of emotion, and no voice
of dissent . . . raised,” despite lingering Joint Chiefs skepticism about North Viet-
namese willingness to negotiate seriously. Westmoreland viewed the decision as an
attempt to affect the 5 November presidential election as well as to place Johnson
in the historical record as a peacemaker. That evening, to a national television and
radio audience, the president declared that all air, naval, and artillery bombard-
ment of North Vietnam would cease on 1 November at 8:00 a.m., Washington
time, and talks with Hanoi would commence five days later.103

On 5 November 1968 Republican Richard M. Nixon, in a narrow victory
over Democratic candidate Hubert H. Humphrey, was elected the 37th president
of the United States. The next day, the United States announced the indefinite
postponement of the Paris talks, ostensibly because the South Vietnamese needed
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more time to prepare for the sessions. Furious at South Vietnamese recalcitrance,
at a 12 November press conference Clifford criticized Saigon’s last-minute change
of mind and warned that the president might decide to negotiate at Paris without
them. On 27 November the Saigon government finally indicated that it would
participate in the Paris talks, but soon after arriving in the French capital its del-
egation raised procedural questions, including the “famously stupid” argument
over the configuration of the conference table that would not be resolved until 16
January.104

Although Abrams had supported a complete bombing halt, the aggressive
commander still wanted to carry the war to the North Vietnamese be they in
Cambodia or in the southern half of the DMZ. Abrams proposed in mid-October
to take the war to Cambodia, and in mid-November he recommended small-unit
operations to monitor the activity as well as verify the identity of the troops in
the DMZ. After Clifford agreed, MACV probes between 24 November and 3
December resulted in the capture of prisoners who were plainly North Vietnam-
ese. Consequently Abrams received approval to continue the patrols indefinitely,
but his request for removal of restrictions on the size of the operations was turned
down by the president.19

At a White House meeting on 3 December Rusk reminded the president that
“we agreed to pour it on in South Vietnam after the bombing was halted.” Over
Clifford’s objections Johnson sided with his secretary of state. Believing the North
Vietnamese had failed the American test and afraid of being accused of a sellout,
he even suggested that a resumption of the bombing would be justified. Two days
later the president approved probes into the southern half of the DMZ for the
purpose of driving enemy forces north of the demarcation line. On 13 December,
the Joint Chiefs requested that Clifford authorize hot pursuit of the enemy as far
as three miles deep into Cambodia, employing battalion-size forces. Clifford’s 21
December reply deferred any action as he continued to oppose such potentially
war-widening forays.100

Clifford worked behind the scenes for a “piecemeal disengagement” involving
a mutual withdrawal of forces and trade-offs to reduce the level of violence, taking
care to avoid leaks that would incense the president or harm the peace talks. His
official pronouncements were vague, such as his statement to Congress in January
1969 that pullouts could come in FY 1971 provided the war ended “in such a way
that we can withdraw our forces.” The president’s mood fluctuated during his final
two months in office as he second-guessed his 31 October decision, blamed South
Vietnamese President Thieu for his inability to end the war, and lashed out at his
closest advisers.!97 To the very end of his presidency, Vietham defied an Ameri-
can solution and thwarted Lyndon Johnson. A presidency that opened in tragedy
closed on a similarly somber note.

Vietnam frustrated Clifford also. He sought a political exit but did not con-
sider the consequences or indeed question how a divided, unpopular, and corrupt
Saigon regime might carry on a war. Nor, at times, did Clifford seem to care. “If
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they can’t hold themselves together,” he told his staff in mid-December, “it’s just
too damn bad.” His disgust with the South Vietnamese, exasperation with the
president, and bitterness toward the State Department rendered him more and
more pessimistic during the remainder of his stay in office.108

Neither escalation in 1965 nor de-escalation in 1968 produced the results the
Johnson administration sought. Instead, as Lyndon Johnson turned over the presi-
dency to Richard Nixon, the United States stayed locked in a stalemate in South
Vietnam fighting a war that America’s political and military leaders could neither
win nor end.



CHAPTER VIII

THE AIR WAR AGAINST NORTH VIETNAM:
EscavratioN TO CESSATION,
1967-1968

Two years of a stop and start air war had proven as ineffective as the ground
war in persuading North Vietnam to forsake its support of the insurgency in the
South. It had become an open secret that the president and secretary of defense
reviewed and approved all targets nominated by the Joint Chiefs, that they firmly
controlled the air campaign, and that months of deliberation by civilian advis-
ers preceded any bombing escalation; yet for all the micromanaging, the civilian-
dictated air policy had achieved little in the way of decisive results. Advocates
for intensifying the bombing took Johnson and McNamara to task for ignoring
“the counsel of military professionals” and running the war “with a risky civilian
dilettantism.” Doves were equally impatient. McNamara, though he may have
privately sympathized with them, believed that Washington could not unilater-
ally end the bombing without corresponding concessions from the other side; yet
Hanoi repeatedly rejected negotiations while bombs were falling on its homeland.!
By early 1967, with his earlier self-assured confidence long gone, a frustrated and
anguished secretary of defense found his efforts to reorient bombing strategy hin-
dered by few palatable options, diminished credibility, and increasingly open dis-
agreement with his military advisers.

The State of the Air War at the Outset of 1967

The administration used a lull in the bombing at the start of 1967 to take
stock and plan the next phase of the air war.? McNamara’s testimony before Sen-
ate committees in January highlighted the growing divisiveness over the air cam-
paign not only between OSD civilians and the JCS but also between the defense
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secretary and Senate hawks. Skepticism, if not outright hostility, greeted many
of McNamara’s contentions. When he testified on 23 January that bombing the
Haiphong docks would have little effect on North Vietnam’s petroleum importa-
tion, Sen. Stuart Symington, who had been the first secretary of the Air Force,
wondered sarcastically if McNamara “wouldn’t want to go farther and say the more
you hit the docks the better it would be for the North Vietnamese.” Testifying
alongside McNamara, General Wheeler contradicted the secretary’s claims that
airpower had not significantly reduced the southward movement of personnel and
supplies. Paradoxically, McNamara also declared the bombing effort a success in
that it had improved South Vietnamese morale, increased the cost that the North
Vietnamese paid for infiltration, and, most importantly, provided a bargaining
chip that Washington could play to its advantage. Yet the press reported a redacted
version of McNamaras testimony made public in mid-February as an acknowledg-
ment that the bombing of North Vietnam had failed.3

McNamara began 1967 as a reluctant advocate of continuing the bombing, if
only because abandoning the air campaign would remove what little leverage the
administration had as it groped for a solution to end the stalemate. Throughout
1967 his stance on the air war would periodically shift or seesaw out of loyalty to
Johnson (when the president saw no way forward but escalation), lingering am-
bivalence, or a need to make concessions in order not to become marginalized as
his attitude became more defeatist. But clearly McNamara had shed any illusions
about the efficacy of the bombardment, and there was no mistaking that he and
his military commanders were moving in fundamentally opposite directions even
as their positions briefly converged early in the year.

In January Sharp and the Joint Chiefs proposed intensified and sustained
bombing attacks in the Hanoi-Haiphong area against electric power, industrial,
transportation, military, POL, and port targets. McNamara and Rusk, along with
Rostow, endorsed nine targets having military significance but advised deferring
the others, all industrial, until at least after the Tet holidays (8—12 February). Their
advice took into account an ambitious diplomatic initiative on which the Joint
Chiefs do not appear to have been consulted.” Named Sunflower, this latest ef-
fort to start up negotiations with North Vietnam consisted of three contacts: one
through the embassies of the two countries in Moscow; a second via a direct per-
sonal appeal to Ho Chi Minh; and a third through British Prime Minister Wilson
and Soviet Premier Kosygin.4

Johnson had earlier described for Wilson the so-called “Phase A-Phase B” for-
mula: the United States would stop bombing (Phase A); in exchange Hanoi would
cease infiltration (Phase B). During Kosygin’s February visit to London, Wilson,

*

The JCS were not asked for their views on any aspect of the initiative, and it is unclear whether they as a
group, or the chairman separately, ever discussed the matter with McNamara or the president (/CS and the War
in Vietnam, pt 3:40/13-14).



204 McNamara, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

with White House approval, discussed the forthcoming proposal with the Soviet
leader. On 8 February the president, in conjunction with the Tet bombing pause,
informed Ho that he would stop the bombing after Hanoi quit its infiltration.
This changed the conditions for talks and undercut the Kosygin-Wilson discus-
sions. Once the differences became apparent, Wilson urged Washington to extend
the pause according to the original terms.?

Johnson initially refused because the North Vietnamese were taking advan-
tage of it to rush in troops and supplies. The president stated that a pilot reported
the southbound traffic looked “like the New Jersey turnpike.” Wheeler and Mec-
Namara were anxious to counteract the massive communist supply buildup and
had opposed British requests to continue the suspension beyond the holiday. On
11 February, despite Kosygin’s talks in London, Johnson approved McNamara’s
proposal to resume bombing as far north as the 20th parallel. Then came news
that Ho would soon reply to the president’s personal message; this together with
the opposition of U.S. ambassador in London David K. E. Bruce to any bombing
in the interim persuaded the president to continue the pause.® Wheeler objected
that prolonging the suspension would increase the danger to allied forces, but after
a flurry of last-minute activity on the 13th that Prime Minister Wilson thought
productive, the JCS chairman agreed to another brief extension, feeling that a few
more hours could do little harm since the North Vietnamese had completed their
buildup. Having twice extended the pause, Johnson, even as he granted the short
stay, grew convinced that the North Vietnamese had played him for a fool and that
higher U.S. casualties might result.”

McNamara, equally disturbed by the North’s buildup near the DMZ, inter-
preted Hanof’s actions as a de facto rejection of the U.S. proposal. On 13 Febru-
ary he insisted that the communists would only string out further talks, making
it extremely difficult to justify renewed bombing. Deprived of its best bargaining
chip, the administration, in McNamara’s words, would be “in [a] hell of [a] fix.”
Wheeler described McNamara “fighting like a tiger to get operations cranked up
again.” Air strikes resumed over North Vietnam on 14 February; the next day Ho
answered Johnson’s personal letter by accusing the United States of aggression, war
crimes, and endangering world peace. If the United States wanted direct talks, the
communist leader stated, it must first stop the bombing.* Wheeler inferred from a
conversation with McNamara that several factors—Ho’s peremptory reply, Hanoi
exploiting the Tet suspension to move additional supplies into the South, and tur-
moil in China' that offered a possible window of opportunity—may have swayed
Johnson’s thinking so that the president now seemed more receptive to increasing
military pressure against North Vietnam, including expanding the air war.?

* The North Vietnamese Foreign Ministry released this high-level correspondence between Johnson and Ho on
21 March.

 Chinese officials were preoccupied with political and social upheaval related to the Cultural Revolution
launched by Mao in May 1966.
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The Targeting Debate

Once Rolling Thunder recommenced, the president sought views on the
bombing’s impact and whether and where to expand the number of targets. Mc-
Naughton already regarded further escalation as pointless but thought intensive at-
tacks against the southern panhandle of North Vietnam might be productive. On
17 February Rostow used a funnel metaphor to illustrate three options: interdict
the top of the funnel to limit supplies coming into North Vietnam from China,
hammer the Hanoi-Haiphong region in the middle of the funnel, or concentrate
on targets in southern North Vietnam, the bottom of the funnel. On balance,
Rostow favored the second option, particularly the destruction of North Vietnam’s
power plants. That afternoon the president discussed with Rostow, McNamara,
Wheeler, and presidential consultant Maxwell Taylor the JCS recommendation to
strike the power stations. Although extended deliberations did not result in any
decisions, Johnson asked for several alternative courses of action by 22 February
based on varying levels of risk outlined in Rostow’s earlier proposals. Wheeler left
convinced that there was “a new sense of urgency” about Rolling Thunder.?

At the follow-up White House meeting on 22 February, the president, Rusk,
Wheeler, and McNamara discussed three levels of action proposed by the Chiefs:
continue the status quo with minor escalation (for example, striking power plants);
escalate the conflict with significant policy changes (for example, hitting MIG
airfields); escalate the war with major policy changes (for example, unrestricted
attacks on North Vietnam’s airfields and dikes and the mining of ports). Frustrated
as he was with maintaining the status quo, McNamara continued to believe that
escalation would not stop NVA infiltration but only increase civilian casualties
while unnecessarily risking a wider war. The president’s compromise was Rolling
Thunder 54, an incremental intensification of the air war that enabled him to hold
to his middle ground by approving five new targets (one steel mill and four power
plants) while maintaining the buffer zone along the China-North Vietnam border
and restrictions in the Hanoi-Haiphong area.

Johnson downplayed the significance of the new attacks, portraying the im-
pending strikes on North Vietnamese power plants and the mining of waterways
south of the 20th parallel as a continuation, not an escalation, of military pressure
against North Vietnam.!? Two power plants far from heavily populated areas” were
struck on 24 and 25 February, but the president minimized the raids at his 27
February news conference by describing them as a “more far-reaching” action but
not a step-up of the war.!!

Wheeler believed the president was now amenable to hitting the remaining
electric power facilities. According to Wheeler, Johnson, convinced that the bomb-

* The Bac Giang power plant was about 25 nautical miles northeast of Hanoi and the Hon Gai facility about
an equal distance northeast of Haiphong. Between them the facilities produced about 20 percent of North Viet-
nam’s electricity.
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ing was hurting Hanoi, felt a compelling sense “to get on with the war militarily”
in order to silence his critics. His perception of recent battlefield success as the
result of sound military advice disposed him to discount “contrary [civilian] advice
which has not achieved similar success.” Nonetheless, Wheeler cautioned his field
commanders early in March not to complain publicly about restrictions; “escala-
tion” was still a dirty word in Washington.!?

On 2 March New York Sen. Robert Kennedy called for a halt to the bombing
of North Vietnam without requiring up-front reciprocal concessions by Hanoi.
Johnson solicited the views of his top aides—Rostow, McNamara, Rusk, and Tay-
lor—as to the merits of Kennedy’s proposal. To a man, they disagreed with the
notion of a one-sided cessation of the bombing. McNamara, however, wrote to the
president that a unilateral U.S. action, such as suspending the bombing north of
20 degrees, might induce Moscow to pressure its Hanoi client to enter into discus-
sions. If talks progressed smoothly, the administration could suspend the bombing
completely.13

Rostow reviewed McNamara’s position and explained to Johnson that McNa-
mara was “thrashing about for a short cut” to end the war before 1968 election-
year politics forced the nation into an unsatisfactory settlement. According to Ros-
tow, to get the war off dead center, McNamara would even risk a brief escalation
by taking out all power and cement plants in North Vietnam by the end of March,
then stop the bombing north of 20 degrees in hopes of encouraging the Soviets to
mediate direct talks with Hanoi. The secretary believed—without hard evidence,
noted Rostow—that bombing urban areas in the North only stiffened North Viet-
nam’s will and poisoned public opinion in the United States as well as abroad, but
he was willing to entertain a bold stroke—mining Haiphong harbor or striking the
power plants—if it might force the issue.!4

Confronted with conflicting proposals, the president gathered South Viet-
namese leaders, U.S. military field commanders, embassy officials, and his princi-
pal staff members on Guam on 20-21 March to reevaluate the war. At McNama-
ra’s request, Sharp briefed the attendees on additional military measures that could
be taken against North Vietnam. Advised by Wheeler to “avoid any semblance of
putting pressure on the President” in the form of a “hard sell,” Sharp was to lay
out “logically and with no emotion the military advantages” of a seven-month
campaign directed against 60 targets in five “target systems” (for example, POL,
power facilities, military complexes, and so forth), gradually closing in on Hanoi
and Haiphong. No decisions were expected, and there were none. But on the day
he returned from Guam, 22 March, Johnson authorized one-time strikes against
two Haiphong power plants, calling for extreme caution to avoid hitting foreign
shipping in the harbor and prohibiting attacks on 26 March, Easter Sunday."!5

* Bad weather and the imposition of temporary restrictions prevented the precision attacks on the two
Haiphong power plants until 20 April. There were just four operational flying days in March and six in April.
See msg CINCPAC to JCS, 210430Z Jun 67, Cable files, OSD Hist.
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Despite poor flying weather, by mid-March pilots had struck every originally
authorized Rolling Thunder 54 target at least once. In mid-April Sharp called for
reducing or eliminating some of the Haiphong-Hanoi restricted areas where no air
strikes had occurred since the previous December. McNamara agreed, and on 14
April, aboard Air Force One, he and Johnson, apparently without consulting Rusk,
approved renewed attacks on two Haiphong thermal power plants. Navy aircraft
carried out the strikes six days later.1¢

On 22 April the president approved Rolling Thunder 55, a wide-ranging list
of targets in North Vietnam’s northeast quadrant, among them two MIG air bases
as well as a cement plant and an ammunition dump in Haiphong; only the Hanoi
power plant had been deleted from the JCS-proposed list. U.S. warplanes flew
into the teeth of enemy MIG, AAA, and SAM air defenses as they attacked MIG
fields, POL installations, and industrial or military targets in the northeast quad-
rant. During the week of 21-28 April, 16 U.S. aircraft were lost.!” McNamara
informed his staff members of the president’s decision only on 24 April, revealing
his underlying rationale for endorsing the latest target list by adding, “Let’s get this
behind us to show it won't solve the problem.” He saw the administration at a “wa-
tershed,” similar in magnitude to the major decisions of mid-1965, that demanded
lengthy and “intense examination” of policy with no firm commitments antici-
pated before July.!® Whatever McNamara may have had in mind, the reevaluation
of the air campaign proved more ad hoc than comprehensive and less calculated
than reactive as competing viewpoints vied for presidential approval.

Wheeler told the president at a 27 April top-level meeting that the bombing
campaign was fast approaching the point where all worthwhile fixed targets except
North Vietnam’s ports would have been struck. Thus the administration would
soon have to address attacking them. In the meantime Sharp was proposing still
more new targets for Rolling Thunder 56 as the air campaign reached new levels
of intensity. McNamara believed that escalation had to end, but it could stop only
in the absence of suitable targets in North Vietnam. So at a 2 May presidential
meeting that approved the Rolling Thunder 56 package, he supported short-term
escalation in the belief that striking the power plants would eliminate the last sig-
nificant targets in the Hanoi-Haiphong area, thereby enabling the administration
to “cut back to the 20th parallel.” The increasing intensity of the bombing and
Sharp’s proposals to strike still more new targets around Hanoi and Haiphong dis-
turbed McNamara who, according to Rostow, felt “rational control over targeting
was getting out of his hands.”!?

In early May a flurry of recommendations regarding the future direction of
the air campaign reached the president. McGeorge Bundy, no longer a member
of the administration, advised against escalation. He opposed suspending bomb-
ing without concessions by Hanoi, but, questioning the worth of hitting strategic
targets such as electric power facilities or ports, he recommended concentrating on
interdiction bombing along infiltration routes to the south. In response Wheeler
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insisted that air strikes against the North’s power system had denied or disrupt-
ed electricity to war-supporting facilities and industries ranging from airfields to
ports; he urged attacking yet unstruck power plants and ports. Among the admin-
istration’s senior civilians, however, “the weight of opinion” had shifted against
further intensification of the air war.20

McNaughton drafted a paper that declared the risks of attacking or mining
Hanoi’s ports unacceptable; he again recommended limiting the bombing to the
North Vietnamese panhandle between 17 and 20 degrees. Lighter enemy defenses
in that region would result in fewer aircraft and pilot losses while making possible
some progress in disrupting infiltration. McNaughton sought to create the circum-
stances for an eventual positive North Vietnamese response to a clear U.S. signal of
restraint. Rostow wanted to destroy the Hanoi power station and then switch the
air offensive to the southern panhandle. On 9 May McNamara and Vance offered
an approach that would allow bombing only south of the 20th parallel once the
Hanoi power installation was taken out.?!

The same day State Department experts, backed by CIA Director Richard
Helms, advised Rusk that restricting operations primarily to south of the 20th
parallel was generally the best strategy “strictly in terms of maximum effect in
bringing Hanoi to change.” In Rostow’s view, the remaining presidential “gut deci-
sions” concerned whether to hit the Hanoi power plant, the only “truly important”
remaining target, to close enemy ports, and to cut the rail lines to China. Most
other JCS-proposed targets could be attacked over time without exposing the ad-
ministration to charges of reckless escalation.??

McNamara was ready to strike the Hanoi power facility as soon as possible
in order to “get it over with”; then, according to Rostow, he could say to the JCS
that “all the truly significant targets in the Hanoi/Haiphong area have been hit”
and the air war should be deescalated. The president’s civilian advisers requested
a tactical plan to attack the Hanoi power station that included a clear statement
of anticipated civilian damage. They also wanted a review of JCS targets, both
approved and pending, and unanimously opposed attacks against airfields, ports,
and rail lines to China. Taylor, though in overall agreement, thought their renewed
doubts about the efficiency of bombing would generate a new wave of administra-
tion pessimism likely to lead to concessions that would make the enemy tougher to
deal with. Unless Hanoi responded with a compensatory retrenchment in military
activity, MACV, whose April request for 200,000 additional men was still pend-
ing, would probably ask for even more ground troops.?3

On 16 May, after months of discussion and indecision, the president finally
authorized an attack on the Hanoi power plant, persuaded that the Navy’s new
guided bomb, the Walleye, had sufficient accuracy to limit civilian casualties. The
attack was to be completed before Buddha’s birthday (23 May) and the beginning
of an official visit to Moscow by the British foreign minister. Only two aircraft,
each with a Walleye, struck the target on 19 May; one bomb fell short and the
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other hit one end of the complex. A more successful restrike two days later put the
plant out of commission. The next day, the 22nd, Johnson and McNamara reim-
posed the longstanding 10-mile bombing restriction in the Hanoi area.24

On the same day that aircraft first struck the Hanoi power plant, 19 May, in
a direct appeal to the president, McNamara attempted to force a decision on fu-
ture war policy. In a lengthy draft presidential memorandum, largely prepared by
McNaughton and forwarded without State or JCS coordination, he explained the
futility of bombing and his conviction that Hanoi would not negotiate until after
the 1968 presidential election. No significant targets remained in North Vietnam
unless the administration wanted to go after a few unattacked airfields and ports, an
action that would risk military confrontation with China and the Soviet Union. Ac-
knowledging the damaging effect of a bombing rollback on American troop morale,
McNamara proposed to concentrate air attacks on North Vietnam below the 20th
parallel commencing by late May, warning that the war was acquiring a momentum
of its own that the administration had to stop before it led to national disaster.?>

As the bombing debate reached a critical juncture, Johnson’s advisers displayed
what Rostow on 19 May termed “dangerously strong feelings” in the “official fam-
ily” over the issue. As portrayed by Rostow, Rusk felt the anti-American sentiment
created by the bombing campaign outweighed any military advantage. McNamara
maintained the air war was neither cost-effective nor worth the resultant adverse
domestic and diplomatic consequences. Wheeler argued the bombing was produc-
tive but could muster no firm supporting evidence because no one really knew the
cumulative and indirect costs of the air campaign to the Hanoi government. In a
bid for consensus, Rostow proposed to destroy the Hanoi power plant and then
cut back on attacks against the North’s major cities for several weeks. The scenario
would avert what McNamara and Rusk felt was a dangerous pattern of progressive
bombing escalation, afford an opportunity to seek a diplomatic solution, and allow
time for Wheeler to refine and restate his case.2¢

Rostow’s attempt at a compromise satisfied no one. Decisions again got de-
ferred, the principals having invested too much emotion and conviction in their
respective proposals to yield ground. Endless meetings and position papers that
often culminated in nondecisions sowed only more frustration and mistrust. John-
son himself, journalist Stanley Karnow would write, “swung from depths of doubt
to peaks of ferocity” during this period. Meanwhile, the administration was losing
the race, as Enthoven defined the stakes, between stemming the erosion of public
support for the war and finding a winning exit strategy.?’

The Rift Widens

McNamara’s DPM of 19 May torpedoed Rostow’s attempts to reconcile pol-
icy differences in the “official family,” though by that time disagreements were
likely too great anyway. Wheeler warned Sharp and Westmoreland on 25 May
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that “the current OSD thrust is at considerable variance with our own thinking
and proposals” and informed them of OSD’s preference for interdiction attacks
south of 20 degrees as part of a comprehensive strategic review of U.S. policy in
Southeast Asia then under way in Washington. The thorough reassessment was
never completed. As happened in mid-1965 when the Dominican Republic inter-
vention interrupted deliberations about Vietnam, the outbreak of the Arab-Israeli
War on 5 June 1967 caused disruption. The Six Day War quickly captured atten-
tion, crowding out an orderly approach to Vietnam policy.?® Rather than framing
a systematic reexamination of Vietnam policy, McNamara’s 19 May memo served
only as the focus of another disjointed debate.

Faulting the DPM for errors, distortions, and misrepresentations, the JCS sub-
sequently dismissed the funnel metaphor as less apt than one of a sieve, with sup-
plies for communist forces pouring into South Vietnam from all sides—through
the DMZ, Laos, the South China Sea, Cambodia, and the rivers of the Mekong
Delta. Self-imposed U.S. restraints would allow the North Vietnamese to recon-
stitute their forces, rebuild their damaged economy, strengthen their air defenses,
and continue to import war materiel with impunity. Unaware that McNamara had
already shared his views with the president, the Joint Chiefs almost two weeks after
the fact requested that he not send the DPM to the White House.?’

Rostow thought the defense secretary had overreacted to the JCS position.
The presidential assistant reiterated his previously advocated middle course: avoid
“progressive and mindless escalation of the bombing in the Hanoi-Haiphong area”
while not taking “the heat off that area without an adequate return.” The CIA
also reacted negatively to the McNamara memo, declaring that the interdiction
approach alone would neither reduce the flow of supplies southward nor decrease
Hanoi’s determination to continue the war. Once it became apparent that a “vir-
tual sanctuary” existed north of the panhandle region, the enemy would increase
air defenses and move SAMs into the area, and, with Chinese encouragement,
enjoy greater incentive to persist in its protracted war strategy.3?

Whether swayed by McNamara’s 19 May memo or Rostow’s advice, Johnson,
as mentioned, on 22 May halted all air attacks within 10 miles of the North Viet-
namese capital following destruction of the Hanoi power plant. He later recorded
his feeling that the air strikes in Route Pack VI cost more in U.S. losses than
the results justified. The military thought otherwise. Citing the success of Rolling
Thunder operations since mid-April, on 29 May Sharp voiced sentiments shared
by the Joint Chiefs. He sought the abolition of restrictions on targets and thought
it unfortunate that just when pressure on Hanoi was increasing and the opera-
tional weather over the North improving, “we must back off.”3!

Before learning of McNamara’s DPM, the JCS on 20 May had urged bomb-
ing and mining the port of Haiphong, the entry point for most military imports
and the North’s principal logistic base, attacking rail lines to China, and destroying
airfields to prevent the anticipated introduction of sophisticated Soviet-manufac-
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tured weapons—from SAMs to artillery and guided missile patrol boats—into
North Vietnam. As they requested, McNamara forwarded their views to the presi-
dent. Also on 20 May, McNamara asked the JCS and others for analyses of two
alternatives with respect to bombing of the North. The first was straightforward:
concentrate on targets in North Vietnam’s panhandle region. The second would
end the bombing of fixed targets in favor of a countrywide interdiction campaign
(except for the Hanoi-Haiphong environs). The JCS reply several days later pre-
dictably insisted that the air and naval campaign in the north be expanded and
intensified to deny the aggressor a sanctuary.3?

When they later became aware of McNamara’s minimalist proposals in his 19
May DPM, the JCS argued that curtailing infiltration was only one part of a larger
effort designed to drain the North’s resistance; sustained bombing of fixed targets
was equally important. Rather than hand the communists a respite by restricting
air attacks to below the 20th parallel, the Chiefs, although willing to forego min-
ing major ports, would hit less prominent port facilities, focusing the bombing
mainly against the Hanoi-Haiphong region and the buffer zone along the Chinese
frontier.33

In another DPM, 21 pages long and dated 12 June, McNamara reacted sharp-
ly to the JCS criticisms. What would escalation accomplish? Concentrated attacks
to date against southern North Vietnam had not prevented the flow of enemy
forces into South Vietnam. Moreover, the slow progress made by friendly forces
in South Vietnam, a corrupt and incompetent Saigon government, rising U.S.
casualties, and declining American public support for the war all argued against
further intensifying the air campaign. Still unable to recommend a total bombing
halt, however, McNamara lamely proposed that destruction of NVN supplies near
their destinations in South Vietnam as opposed to their departure points in the
ports and on the rail lines in North Vietnam would lessen risks of enlarging the
conflict, reduce losses of U.S. airmen, and perhaps induce Hanoi to negotiate.34

Meanwhile the president had tried to engage the Soviet Union, as co-chair-
man of the Geneva Conference on Southeast Asia, to broker a diplomatic end to
the conflict. The effort continued in early June when Rostow drafted an overture
to Moscow that involved Washington stopping the bombing in anticipation of
North Vietnam reciprocating by deescalating the conflict. It was anticipated that
the White House would dispatch the letter promptly after the next attack on the
Hanoi thermal power plant. The letter was never sent because on 13 June the
Kremlin announced that it would send a large delegation to New York for an
emergency United Nations meeting on the Middle East crisis. The following day
Kosygin privately informed U.S. officials that he would welcome a visit with Presi-
dent Johnson. Rostow then advised the president to hold off bombing the Hanoi-
Haiphong area until the Soviets had time to get the North Vietnamese leaders to
agree to serious negotiations.>> Attempts to enlist Soviet assistance formed the core
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of the president’s position on Vietnam for the summit meeting with Kosygin held
in the small New Jersey town of Glassboro on 23 and 25 June 1967."

At their first session Johnson informed Kosygin that the United States would
end the air attacks over North Vietnam if aggression against the South ceased.
Kosygin confided later that day that in anticipation of this meeting he had con-
tacted North Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Van Dong who promised that if
the United States stopped the bombing, Hanoi would go to the conference table.
After discussing the proposition with Rusk and McNamara, two days later the
president handed the Soviet leader a proposal offering to stop the bombing on the
assumptions that talks with the North Vietnamese would begin immediately, that
Hanoi’s forces deployed near the DMZ would not move southward, and that allied
forces in I Corps would not advance northward.3¢ Although the president dropped
the previous condition that North Vietnam must stop all infiltration if the United
States ended the bombing, freezing North Vietnamese forces in place above the
17th parallel would have served the same purpose. Hanoi never responded to the
offer presumably because in June it approved in principle a strategy for what be-
came the 1968 Tet offensive.3”

Against this backdrop, the president soon dispatched McNamara to Saigon.’
During the secretary’s July visit, Sharp maintained that the air war had turned in
favor of the United States; it was imperative to hit the northeast quadrant and hit
it hard. If Washington eliminated the “only offensive element of our strategy,”
he concluded, “I do not see how we can expect to win.” According to Sharp, this
infuriated McNamara by contradicting the message he wanted to take back to
Washington. The solid front presented by the military in Saigon, Sharp believed,
was responsible for the continuation of Rolling Thunder.#38

McNamara reported to the president on 12 July that the field commanders
favored intensification and escalation of the air war. He also disputed military
claims of improved bombing results and questioned whether the interdiction ef-
fort against railways in the North affected the war in the South. Wheeler disagreed,
lauded the air campaign, and wanted to enhance it by removing the restrictions
around Hanoi and Haiphong.3? With public support of the seemingly endless

* Mindful of the ill effects of the February 1965 raids against North Vietnam while Kosygin was visiting his
communist allies, one week before the meeting McNamara asked Wheeler to ensure there would be no provoca-
tive incidents while the Soviet premier was in the United States (memrcd McNamara, 16 Jun 67, fldr MFRs,
box 1, McNamara Papers, Acc 71-A-3470).

T On the eve of the secretary’s departure, 29 June, U.S. Navy jets accidentally strafed a Soviet merchant ship
in Haiphong harbor. Anxious to preclude future incidents that might adversely affect the U.S.-Soviet dialogue
on the Mideast and valuing Moscow’s willingness to serve as an intermediary between Hanoi and Washington,
the president promptly ordered initiation of a four-nautical-mile prohibited area around Haiphong but was
otherwise reluctant to change the pattern of bombing operations (msg Wheeler to Sharp, 291929Z Jun 67, fldr
Goodpaster Chron Files [Jan 65] Tab 171, Wheeler Papers; msg CJCS to CINCPAC, 302108Z Jun 67, Cable
files, OSD Hist).

¥ But see Chapter IV for Westmoreland’s views on the meeting.
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struggle continuing to slip along with Johnson’s approval ratings, McNamara had
a tough time making the case for the status quo. Adding to his problem, the Senate
Preparedness Investigating Subcommittee (Stennis Committee), preparing for its
August hearings on the conduct of the war, knew that all commanders in Vietnam
favored intensified attacks on North Vietnam and agreed that restrictions on the
air campaign would allow the enemy to move more war materiel to the front.40

Ever sensitive to the domestic political climate, the president shifted ground
to regain flagging support. At a mid-July discussion of bombing policy he under-
scored the public’s belief that civilian officials ignored military advice in the bomb-
ing of the North. Apparently oblivious to Johnson’s concern, McNamara then
dismissed targets that Sharp recommended in restricted areas, including Phuc Yen
airfield, as “largely unimportant,” likely to inflict high civilian casualties, and “not
worth the loss of a single U.S. plane or pilot.” Generally disregarding his defense
secretary’s arguments, the president proceeded to authorize Rolling Thunder 57,
which included several targets, mainly dispersed petroleum storage and surface-to-
air missile support facilities, within the Hanoi-Haiphong restricted zones. By sid-
ing with his generals, Johnson expected to defuse the mounting congressional criti-
cism of his war policies that was sure to emerge during the forthcoming hearings.
Concurrently, in order to keep congressional doves quiet and minimize charges of
escalation, he ordered no more than three attacks per day on the newly approved
targets. Sharp regarded the decision as a continuation of the piecemeal expansion
that again pushed the “increasingly divisive issue of the air war” to the back burner
and satisfied no one.4!

The president sought to use airpower to accomplish several not always com-
plementary goals simultaneously. He wanted to keep the military pressure on
North Vietnam, but without provoking China or the Soviet Union. He wanted to
keep congressional hawks and administration critics at bay, but without imperiling
ongoing secret pursuit of direct negotiations with Hanoi. Above all, he was looking
for some way to win or at least end the war. Despite all that McNamara had told
him, he still held out hope that escalating the bombing might do the trick. With
these considerations in mind, between 22 July and 5 August the president had
Clifford and Taylor lead a fact-finding mission and make the rounds of U.S. allies
in Asia, beginning with South Vietnam.

Besides the mission’s officially stated purposes, the president evidently wanted
its assessment of the bombing controversy. During discussions with General West-
moreland on 24 July the Washington emissaries requested on a close-hold basis
a list of important but as yet restricted targets along with an explanation of their
value and the risks involved in attacking them. Unable to understand why certain
targets such as Phuc Yen air base and all hydroelectric power plants were off-limits,
and convinced aggressive moves against some untouched targets would weaken
Hanoi’s will or ability to continue the war, they recommended to the president
a review of bombing policy. Both Taylor and Clifford understood the political
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objections to taking out the port of Haiphong but pointed out that such action
was “the biggest card remaining unplayed in our political poker game with Ho Chi
Minh.” They reiterated these themes during a White House luncheon on 5 August
where they urged the president to improve the interdiction effort by narrowing the
restricted zones around Hanoi and Haiphong as well as opening selected targets
within the Chinese buffer zone.42 About the same time that the presidential en-
voys were advocating escalation, a negotiating channel to Hanoi seemed to hold
out great promise. It was at this pivotal juncture that McNamara suffered the loss
of his confidant and close adviser, John McNaughton, who died in the crash of a
commercial airliner on 19 July.”

The Pennsylvania Initiative

From mid-June into October 1967, with Rusk’s approval, McNamara oversaw
the Pennsylvania initiative. The overture to North Vietnam enlisted two French in-
termediaries working with U.S. representative Henry A. Kissinger, then a Harvard
professor and consultant to the Department of State, in the administration’s first
coordinated effort to establish mutually agreeable negotiating conditions with Ha-
noi. The secretary pursued the latest offer quietly, not wishing to embarrass the U.S.
government with the unwanted or misleading publicity that had surrounded ear-
lier negotiating proposals. By discussing Kissinger’s progress at Tuesday luncheons,
McNamara also expected to avoid the pitfalls of launching air strikes at sensitive
moments during the talks, a circumstance he believed had wrecked the earlier Mari-
gold offer. What intrigued McNamara was the report the Frenchmen conveyed in
early August that Hanoi would not take advantage of a bombing cessation.43

With the president’s consent, McNamara personally drafted instructions to
Kissinger stating that the United States would stop bombing North Vietnam if
such action would lead promptly to “productive discussions” and Hanoi promised
not to take advantage of the moratorium. On 19 August, as the two Frenchmen
prepared to return to Hanoi, the president agreed to suspend bombing within a
10-mile radius of Hanoi between 24 August and 4 September. The interval en-
sured the messengers’ safety and added credibility to the proposal because Kissing-
er instructed them to tell the North Vietnamese that there would be a “noticeable
change in the bombing pattern” beginning 24 August. Also on the 19th, the JCS
passed the presidents decision to CINCPAC—again without explanation—to
stop bombing for the proscribed period within that area.44

While the Pennsylvania initiative was under way, the Stennis Committee pre-
pared to open hearings. Anxious to deflect expected congressional criticism, the
president on 8 August approved additional targets in North Vietnam, including

Paul Warnke succeeded McNaughton as assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs on 1

August 1967.



AIrR WAR: EscaLatioN To CESSATION 215

some in the Hanoi restricted area and others in the sacrosanct Chinese buffer zone.
In doing so, Johnson rejected McNamara’s counsel to the contrary, noting, “We
have got to do something to win. We aren’t doing much now.” On the other hand,
he did not deem the action an escalation of the air war.4>

The approval of heavier bombing coincident with the Pennsylvania negotiat-
ing initiative posed a seeming contradiction that required the administration to do
some explaining. Sharp arrived in Washington on 8 August as the leadoff witness
for the congressional hearings. Johnson ordered the admiral prepped on the politi-
cal reasons for the general policy of not escalating the bombing, something the
administration had never done previously. Sharp thought it obvious that authori-
zation and release of the latest targets on the eve of his testimony was a McNamara
maneuver to squelch criticism that the military were being ignored—*to spike my
guns.” A more willing collaborator was Wheeler, co-opted by a Rostow-inspired
“roundup session” to review and evaluate all available targets and “generally get
our ducks in a row for the congressional hearings on the subject.” Wheeler was
amenable, having made known that he could better deal with the committee if he
could say that he had been fully and personally consulted on all major decisions.
Such a statement would head off the argument that target selection had been made
by civilians without benefit of military input.46

To prepare for the “roundup session,” McNamara asked the Joint Chiefs to list
additional fixed targets in North Vietnam for consideration. They responded with
70 new ones. McNamara, walking a thin line between disruption of the Pennsyl-
vania talks because of escalation and appeasement of the JCS and congressional
critics, on 11 August proposed only six be approved. Five days later, the president,
again displaying concern over his diminishing domestic support, suggested strik-
ing “the least dangerous and the most productive targets,” so that he could say “we
have hit six out of every seven targets requested.” McNamara promised he would
get the president 20 more targets while Rusk advised spreading the air missions out
over several days to avoid appearances of a “Roman holiday” that would provoke
charges of escalation detrimental to the administration’s cause.4”

At the Rostow-instigated “roundup session,” held on 18 August at the White
House, McNamara thought there was a good chance of getting the selected targets
“all out of the way by the 24th,” just before his congressional testimony and the
scheduled arrival of Kissinger’s diplomatic contacts in Hanoi. Also rushing against
the deadline, Wheeler proposed bombing the Phuc Yen and Cat Bi airfields, prom-
ising to provide the president justifications in time for his Tuesday luncheon on 22
August. Preoccupied with the Pennsylvania exercise, McNamara failed to heed the
president’s earlier admonition to “worry about the heat he [McNamara] has to take
on the Hill about bombing limitations.”48

To prepare for his testimony, McNamara had CIA Director Helms vet the
draft of his prepared statement on the air war, relying on recent agency appraisals
that the political risks of further escalation outweighed any likely military ben-
efits.42 It was in character that McNamara, certain that he was right, concluded
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that he could effectively counter the committee’s manifest agenda: to establish that
air and naval power alone could win the war and that the secretary and the Joint
Chiefs were at odds over the conduct of the air war. McNamara also expected to
use the hearings as a forum to express his views to the committee and eventually
to a larger audience, but he failed to appreciate that the senators were after his
scalp. He also foolishly hurt his case by his last-minute refusal of Chairman Sten-
nis’s request for several key JCS documents related to the conduct of the air war,>0
which may have fueled the committee’s suspicion that the administration indeed
had something to hide.

Preceding McNamara’s appearance, each of the service chiefs, Admiral Sharp,
and Lieutenant General Momyer, the Seventh Air Force commander, in individual
testimony before a sympathetic committee, agreed that: (1) an expanded and in-
tensified air campaign was necessary against the better and more lucrative targets as
yet unstruck, especially the port of Haiphong; (2) reduction of the bombing effort
would lead to increased U.S. casualties in South Vietnam; and (3) since early 1965,
with the start of Rolling Thunder, the military had favored bombing of maximum
intensity in the shortest feasible time as preferable to the strategy of gradualism
that had allowed the North Vietnamese to adjust to the air campaign.>! At the
time, McNamara praised Wheeler’s testimony, but years afterward he remembered
the hearing as “one of the most stressful episodes of my life,” because the Chiefs
insisted that the bombing was effective “and this poor, inexperienced civilian didn’t
know what the hell was going on and had a different view.”>2

When McNamara’s turn came on 25 August, his prepared statement addressed
the objectives of the air war, JCS target recommendations, and the subject of es-
calation. Hostile senators dissected his remarks in minute detail, but McNamara
gave as good as he got. Expanding the air war to strike all the JCS-recommend-
ed targets, he stated, would “not materially shorten the war,” could not staunch
the flow of supplies that the communists needed in the South, and would only
harden North Vietnamese resistance to a settlement. No evidence existed to sup-
port claims that reduced bombing would increase American casualties. He totally
disagreed that the political restrictions mandating gradualism had hampered the
effective use of airpower.>3

Throughout the adversarial questioning, McNamara resorted to evasion and
obfuscation to ward off his critics. He addressed the issue of targets, for example,
in quantitative terms, arguing that 95 percent of those recommended had been
attacked. He simply dismissed as “not factual in this case” contentions that the
remaining five percent might be more meaningful from a qualitative standpoint.
He also invoked the constitution, pointing out that it made the president, a civil-
ian, commander in chief; it did not require him to follow military advice blindly.
Pressed by the staff counsel about bombing inconsequential targets, McNamara
bridled: “If he [Sharp] doesn’t consider them significant, why did he recommend
them?” Reminded that the admiral had recommended many more targets than
were approved, the defense secretary retorted: “That is not the issue.”>*
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Unmoved and unshaken by his toughest questioner, Senator Symington, Mc-
Namara obstinately insisted despite testimony by uniformed leaders to the contrary
that no gulf existed between military and civilian officials over target selection.>>
This was the McNamara of old—supremely confident, certain of his mastery of
the facts. Throughout the hearing, McNamara may have been on the defensive,
but he was always forceful, opinionated, and unwilling to concede a single point
to his inquisitors. Over and over he returned to his basic theme: expanding the air
campaign would neither shorten the war nor check North Vietnamese infiltration.
But three years of Vietnam had destroyed his credibility, discredited his policies,
and shattered his aura of infallibility.

McNamara’s testimony quickly became the stuff of legend. According to Ro-
swell Gilpatric, the president summoned McNamara on his way back to the Pen-
tagon from the hearings and upbraided him for three hours. McNamara did phone
Johnson after his testimony, but there is no record of the secretary returning to the
White House that evening, one which the president spent with guests aboard the
presidential yacht Sequoia. Nor as has been alleged could the Joint Chiefs have
gathered in Wheeler’s office on 25 August for an emergency meeting to consider
mass resignation; the chairman was en route home from Germany that day, having
departed for Europe following his 22 August testimony.”® When newspaper stories
of a “generals’ revolt” first surfaced in November, Wheeler told the president it was
“absolutely untrue” that any JCS member had threatened to resign. Two of them,
General Greene and Admiral Moorer, later denied the allegation, and Wheeler
curtly dismissed it as “Bullshit!”>7

Having earlier denied any “deep division” between his military and civilian
advisers, Johnson explained any differences as a natural consequence of the policy-
making process. He reminded reporters that six out of every seven recommended
targets had been authorized. Still, the speculation refused to die. Certainly the mil-
itary’s stock rose after the hearings. On 5 September in the immediate aftermath
the president, over the opposition of Rusk and McNamara, approved the JCS
recommendation to bomb two minor ports if no ships were present. The following
month Wheeler formally joined the Tuesday luncheons as a regular member. Mc-
Namara’s testimony, made public on 11 October, reinforced the impression that,
despite his attempts to minimize them, basic differences over the effectiveness of
the bombing campaign persisted between him and the Joint Chiefs.™8

Simultaneously with the Stennis hearings and the imminent return to Hanoi
of the Pennsylvania intermediaries (expected on or about 25 August), the air war
reached a new level of fury. The 24th of August was scheduled as the deadline
to suspend attacks in the Hanoi-Haiphong and Chinese border areas; however,
the president and his advisers regarded operations before that day as unrelated to

* Rostow’s military assistant, Col. Robert L. Ginsburgh, later claimed that after the hearings Johnson decided to

back the JCS and ease McNamara out (Schandler, The Unmaking of a President, 61).
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Pennsylvania, and proposed to hit as many authorized targets as possible before
the French intermediaries arrived in Hanoi.>? Previously planned but weather-
postponed air strikes began on 20 August, a clear day, with 200 sorties. Intense air
raids continued over three days. As had happened with Marigold, with their cities
under heavy air bombardment, North Vietnamese officials initially refused to ap-
pear coerced and rejected the Frenchmen’s visa applications on 21 August. This
time, however, the communists kept the negotiating channel open.

North Vietnam’s air defenses claimed six U.S. planes on the 21st and seven
more plus a helicopter on the 23rd. Communist MIGs aggressively engaged U.S.
aircraft in air-to-air combat, reconfirming for the Joint Chiefs the need to hit the
MIG safe haven at Phuc Yen airfield.® On 24 August the president met with Rusk,
McNamara, Nitze, and two of the service chiefs to decide whether to strike the
airfield. Generals Johnson and McConnell explained that the elimination of the
MIG threat would improve the chances of survival of American airmen. McNa-
mara dissented, believing the operation a serious escalation that would add pres-
sure on the Soviet Union and China to do more for their beleaguered ally, produce
no lasting results, and cost more pilots than it would save. Rusk agreed that the
political disadvantages outweighed the military advantages. Left with “two for and
two against,” the president, though inclined to hit Phuc Yen, did not authorize the
attack; instead he stuck with his decision, effective 24 August, against bombing
within 10 miles of Hanoi. On 1 September he changed it to an indefinite deadline
that was not lifted until 23 October. ¢!

Johnson’s chronic vacillation reflected the administration’s vexation over how
to end the stalemate amid a “discernible polarization” of public sentiment about
the war and the wisdom of U.S. intervention. As the CIA informed him, the inten-
sified air strikes since May 1967 had increased the hardship of daily life in North
Vietnam, destroyed a decade of economic growth, disrupted the transportation
system, forced evacuations from targeted areas, and overburdened Haiphong port.
Nonetheless, this had not prevented the communists from meeting their mini-
mum needs in the North and moving essential military supplies to the South.62
Nor for that matter had heavier bombing silenced hawkish critics, while propo-
nents of a unilateral end to the attacks were angrier than ever and taking to the
streets to protest the war.

Keenly aware of the unfavorable shift in public opinion about the war during
the summer months of 1967, Johnson worried that when Congress reconvened in
January it “will try to bring the war to a close either by getting out or by escalat-
ing significantly.” To avoid those alternatives and to restore public confidence, the
administration had to demonstrate progress in Vietnam. Otherwise, as the presi-
dent put it, “no one can carry an election if he does not show hope of victory to
his people.” Searching for that victory, he asked General Johnson to have the Joint
Chiefs come up with “imaginative ideas” to bring the war to a conclusion, but he
also kept open the Pennsylvania channel.®3
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Throughout September the standoff over the future of the air war continued.
The military pushed for fewer restraints and more targets, especially Phuc Yen and
the port of Haiphong, but McNamara reconfirmed the bombing restrictions on
20 September, deeming escalation harmful to the Pennsylvania effort and without
discernible military benefits. On 26 September, he and Rostow counseled a frankly
skeptical president to give the negotiators more time. After several months of talks
without results, however, the president, convinced the North Vietnamese were
“playing us for suckers,” wanted to strike targets inside the Hanoi circle, including
Phuc Yen. He decided to allow one more week to produce results.®4

During that grace period, on 29 September Johnson publicly offered his so-
called “San Antonio formula.”” This public articulation of the Pennsylvania prop-
ositions was the president’s effort to disarm his critics, revive public confidence in
his war policy, and offer Hanoi a meaningful proposal as the basis for negotiations.
But proclaiming simultaneously steady progress in the war and a willingness to
“stop all aerial and naval bombardment of North Vietnam when this will lead
promptly to productive discussions,” yet again, satisfied neither his domestic op-
ponents nor his foreign enemies. On 3 October Hanoi rejected the president’s
offer as “a faked ‘desire for peace’ that contained “nothing new.”%>

His patience exhausted even before Hanoi’s announcement, Johnson now
considered eliminating all targeting constraints. Moving in the opposite direction,
McNamara, even more convinced that the bombing was ineffectual, inclined to-
ward stopping it unilaterally. After Rusk and Rostow challenged this position at a
3 October meeting, the president requested the opponents to present in writing
their respective views on a continued bombing campaign. This served as the origin
of McNamara’s controversial 1 November draft memorandum initially seen only
by the president.6

With domestic support for the bombing declining, Johnson ignored the poll-
ing numbers and on 4 October overrode McNamara’s objections in an effort “to
pour the steel on” and hit everything except Hanof’s restricted zone. In response
to the president’s 12 September call for “imaginative ideas” to end the war, the
JCS completed their reply on 17 October; McNamara forwarded it to the White
House the next day. It recommended 10 additional actions, all against North Viet-
nam or its operations in Laos and Cambodia.¢”

The proposal was put on hold while senior administration officials and out-
side advisers (longtime trusted friend Justice Abe Fortas, Clifford, and Kissinger)
debated the fate of the Pennsylvania plan. Deep-seated mistrust of the communists
and fears that Hanoi would take advantage of a bombing halt to attack U.S. troops
and installations effectively countered arguments for ending the bombing to in-
duce negotiations. Clifford opposed any bombing suspension because he doubted
the North Vietnamese were serious about negotiating and regarded Pennsylvania

The president addressed the National Legislative Conference in San Antonio, Texas.
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as a dead end. McNamara argued just as fiercely that if the bombing ended, talks
would start quickly. Johnson had previously reminded his advisers, “If we cannot
agree among ourselves we sure cannot get them to agree.” Three weeks had passed
and consensus still proved as elusive as ever.%8

It may seem that U.S. disarray caused the breakdown of the Pennsylvania
initiative, but it is just as apparent that Hanoi had little genuine interest in nego-
tiations. In October North Vietnam was in the midst of preparations for the 1968
Tet offensive. While not rejecting either Pennsylvania or the San Antonio formula
outright, Hanoi anticipated meaningful negotiations only after its attempt to win
the war with a smashing military blow. Ignorant of all this, the president reluc-
tantly agreed to one more attempt by Kissinger to start serious discussions. The
North Vietnamese representative in Paris held stubbornly to the official line with
predictable results. On 20 October North Vietnam closed down the channel.®?

In the wake of Pennsylvania’s demise and large-scale protests and demonstra-
tions on 21-22 October at the Pentagon, a riled president reconvened his advisers
on the 23rd and asked, “Are we now ready to take the wraps off the bombing?”
They discussed the latest 10-point recommendation from the JCS, leading off
with the proposal to hit Phuc Yen in retaliation for three U.S. aircraft recently lost
to MIG fighters. The president noted that the airfield had already been authorized
for attack subject to the winding up of the Pennsylvania talks. “Now we have got-
ten rid of all the excuses. Let’s go with it.” All present, including Rusk, Wheeler,
and a conflicted McNamara, agreed that Phuc Yen plus numerous targets within
the 10-mile Hanoi restricted zone should be struck. The president then lifted the
ban that had been in effect since 24 August. Attacks on Phuc Yen on 24 and 25
October severely damaged the field and its MIG interceptors.”?

Well before the latest escalation, senior administration officials were reassess-
ing the bombing campaign from different angles. Wheeler, for example, greatly
concerned over what might follow if North Vietnam accepted the San Antonio
formula, with McNamara’s guidance and approval on 19 October established an ad
hoc study group composed of Joint Staff, DIA, and ISA members. He tasked them
to consider the effects of a bombing halt, especially the dangers it posed to U.S.
forces in South Vietnam and how to overcome them, and also to establish condi-
tions to renew the bombing if necessary. This became the SEA CABIN™ study.”!

Meanwhile the CIA speculated that even though the bombing in the North
had little effect on military operations in the South, a pause might yet induce Ha-
noi to open preliminary talks with Washington. The communists would, of course,
take advantage of a halt to reconstitute their logistics network and improve their
military capabilities. This analysis was shared by the CIA's George Carver, who
headed a four-man team commissioned by McNamara to produce an “optimum

* SEA CABIN was an acronym for “Study of the Political-Military Implications in Southeast Asia of the Cessa-
tion of Aerial Bombardment and the Initiation of Negotiations.”
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fifteen month scenario” to end the conflict. Their consensus favored a unilateral
bombing halt before the end of 1967 as a politically necessary step and as a pos-
sible path to talks. As Harry McPherson, the president’s special counsel, pointed
out, beyond the military aspects lay the political liability that the American people
just did not understand the bombing program. Recapturing rapidly diminishing
moderate support depended on the president’s ability to explain the rationale for
bombing as well as the conditions for stopping it.”2

The “dangerously strong feelings” in the president’s official family that had
been building steadily since May spilled over when McNamara, verbally on 31
October and in writing on 1 November, urged the president to abandon the cur-
rent U.S. course of action in Vietnam. Moving beyond his 19 May proposals,
McNamara called for a unilateral bombing halt in hopes of eliciting reciprocal de-
escalation and/or movement toward negotiations from Hanoi. Although Johnson
never officially responded to his defense secretary’s memorandum, in private he
questioned McNamara’s optimistic conclusion that the North Vietnamese would
respond to a halt in kind by cutting back military activity across the DMZ. He
worried that as usual the enemy would use any talks for propaganda purposes
rather than serious negotiations.””3

Of the nine principal advisers to whom the president later circulated Mc-
Namara’s memo for comment, only one, Under Secretary of State Katzenbach,
agreed with McNamara’s position on the bombing, but even he wondered if the
administration would accept such a policy.”# Clifford was especially outspoken
that any unconditional halt would only convince Hanoi that the United States was
tiring of the struggle, which in turn would lift enemy morale as well as enable the
North to reconstitute its forces and economy. If Washington ever had to resume
the bombing, a firestorm of national and international protest would erupt. Taylor
interpreted a halt as a prelude to an eventual pullout and something that would
encourage the enemy, discourage America’s allies, and infuriate “the large majority”
of Americans who supported the bombing.”>

At a briefing held 1 November for the administration’s senior officials and
advisers, the invitees including the Wise Men,” McNamara stated that perhaps
his and Rusk’s efforts since 1961 had been a failure, but he did not disclose to the
assembled group of senior statesmen that earlier in the day he had proposed to
the president to stop the bombing in the North. Instead the secretary read from a
month-old CIA estimate that bombing did not reduce the enemy’s flow of supplies
enough to hamper military operations. The Wise Men agreed but noted that the

" In his 1995 memoir McNamara wrote, “My November 1 memorandum did do one thing; it raised the
tension between two men who loved and respected each other—Lyndon Johnson and me—to the breaking
point. Four weeks later, President Johnson announced my selection as president of the World Bank. . . . I do
not know to this day whether I quit or was fired. Maybe it was both” (McNamara, /» Retrospect, 311).

T See Chapter VII.
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bombing was a negotiating chip to stop enemy cross-the-DMZ operations. The
following day at a White House meeting the same advisers unanimously proposed
to moderate but not end the bombing. Although he later chastised the Wise Men
for their conventional advice at the meeting, McNamara remained silent, neither
enlightening the outside advisers about his shutdown proposal nor declaring his
convictions.”® So the bombing continued amidst calls from the JCS for escalation
before the northeast quadrant was closed by bad weather.

The Joint Chiefs’ latest plan, sent to McNamara on 27 November, proposed
to mine Haiphong harbor and reduce the size of the restricted doughnut around
Hanoi and Haiphong, thereby isolating the two cities from each other and the rest
of North Vietnam. The president felt a strong need to placate his hawkish oppo-
nents by hitting all key targets as soon as possible, but it would be at the cost of a
probable heavy loss in planes, pilots, and public opinion. The likelihood of large
civilian casualties during such attacks plus the appearance of escalation caused
State and OSD to recommend against the proposal. Furthermore the most recent
CIA/DIA appraisal declared that even though heavy attacks against the transporta-
tion network had created the most serious disruptions to date, given the enemy’s
modest logistic requirements in the South, Hanoi could still support combat at
current or increased levels.””

In response to McNamara’s earlier request, in mid-December the ad hoc JA-
SON group” concluded that the bombing of North Vietnam “had no measurable
effect” on Hanof’s ability to conduct military operations in South Vietnam because
the regime’s allies were bearing the brunt of the economic and military materiel
costs of the war. With the exception of a few targets in Hanoi and Haiphong, vir-
tually all military and economic targets in North Vietnam had been struck without
apparent diminution of national resolve or popular support for the communist
government.”8

McNamara received the report on 3 January 1968, with a notation from As-
sistant Secretary Warnke that it, like the SEA CABIN study of 22 November 1967,
supported the position that a bombing pause, even for a significant period, would
not appreciably affect enemy strength.”? Warnke dwelt on SEA CABIN’s assess-
ment that despite the bombing North Vietnam had sufficient untapped manpower
and capability to meet its logistic requirements in South Vietnam. Even without
the bombing, a number of constraints would still limit the rate of infiltration.
But SEA CABIN had also concluded that an extended pause (two to six months)
would enable Hanoi to reconstitute its military and economic posture and greatly
increase the flow of men and supplies to the South. More importantly, a bombing
halt could be seen, especially in neighboring Asian nations, as “a display of weak-

ness, lack of determination and unprincipled capitulation to world opinion” by
the United States.80

* See Chapter V.
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Following the enemy’s countrywide Tet offensive launched on 31 January
1968, the JCS on 3 February again sought approval to reduce the restricted areas
around Hanoi and Haiphong and expose critical supply and transportation nodes
to attack. At the Tuesday luncheon three days later, the president overrode McNa-
mara’s objections and went along with the recommendations of secretary-designate
Clifford by reducing the size of the restricted zones and authorizing strikes on 14
targets therein.8!

After Tet

Although most attention at the next Tuesday lunch (13 February) focused on
measures to repel the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese ground offensive in the
South, the president and his advisers also discussed an expanded air offensive against
the North. Rusk favored heavier bombing there in response to the Tet attacks and
Hanoi’s rejection of the administration’s latest peace offer. Clifford, scheduled to
take over from McNamara on 1 March, also advocated increased bombing. McNa-
mara dissented, feeling the military worth of the targets small and the risks high.
Faced with the split views, the president made no decision. Two weeks later at a
27 February meeting, according to participants a distraught and tense McNamara,
eyes tearing and voice faltering, heatedly denounced the bombing of North Viet-
nam. Stunned by the outburst, listeners continued the charged discussions, with
Clifford proposing a reassessment of “our entire posture in SVN” before making
any decision on the future of the war. White House Special Assistant Joseph Cali-
fano, present to monitor the domestic implications of the deliberations, recalled the
session as “the most depressing three hours in my years of public service.”82

The subsequent sweeping but quick reevaluation of U.S.-Vietnam policy
brought to the fore the conflicting perspectives in a fresh round of handwringing.
The differences among the respective camps about bombing North Vietnam were
“so profound” that their consideration had to be tabled while the group moved on
to other issues. With the leaders at an impasse, Clifford’s 4 March report to the
president left undecided the fate of the air war against North Vietnam.83

In the meeting with his advisers on 4 March (absent the departed McNamara)
the president was much taken by Rusk’s comments that the bombing could be
stopped during the rainy season in the North without major military risk. He di-
rected that during this period the State Department “get on your horses” to bring
about peace negotiations. Over the next month Rusk and Clifford drafted plans
for a unilateral and unconditional end to the bombing north of the 20th parallel
accompanied by an offer of talks with North Vietnam. Unlike past efforts, there
would be no diplomatic fanfare or parsing of messages. Hanof’s actions, not words,
would determine what happened next. If North Vietnam did not react after a
month or so, the United States would resume the bombing.84
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Others reinforced the limited bombing message. In mid-March Townsend
W. Hoopes, under secretary of the Air Force, reiterated his February warning that
further escalation was pointless because a U.S. military victory in Vietnam was
not feasible. Warnke counseled that holding the war effort at its present level and
restricting bombing primarily to south of the 19th parallel offered the only way to
achieve a negotiated end to the war. The Joint Chiefs disagreed. At an 18 March
discussion with Clifford they again called for an open-ended, unrestricted air offen-
sive, but admitted that increased bombing alone could not end the war or apprecia-
bly reduce American casualties in South Vietnam. Clifford later acknowledged that
the uncertainties at this and other meetings caused him to change his position from
escalating the air war to limiting it as a more likely means of ending the conflict.8

The day after the 18 March session with the Joint Chiefs, Clifford attended
the usual Tuesday luncheon, in this instance largely devoted to the war in South
Vietnam and its costs. With the administration struggling to contain domestic
opposition to the war, Clifford recommended and the president approved the re-
convening of the Wise Men to seek their latest views and advice. On the following
day, at another White House meeting, Clifford cautiously proposed to suspend
operations north of 20 degrees and, if North Vietnam responded by stopping its
use of the DMZ to launch artillery, rocket, and mortar attacks, further reduce the
bombing. Although conceding that bombing around Hanoi and Haiphong “sure
enrages the world,” the president remained leery of a stand-down there, suspicious
of the North Vietnamese, fearful of infuriating domestic hawks, and concerned
about hurting the South Vietnamese war effort.8¢

Before the Wise Men could reassemble on 26 March, however, the White
House, State, and OSD again reevaluated the air campaign. By mid-March Wheel-
er believed the bombing north of 20 degrees could be stopped because poor flying
weather through mid-April precluded hitting many targets anyway. He expected
Hanoi’s response to be “tangible and measurable,” that is a reciprocal curtailment
of military action by North Vietnam and withdrawal of its regular forces from the
DMZ in exchange for the bombing concessions. It was then that Clifford realized
and suggested that the objective should be: “[W]e are not out to win the war—we
are out to win the peace,” to which the president replied, “That is right.”8”

Around the same time Clifford again suggested that de-escalation begin with
a “limited cessation” of bombing north of the 20th parallel in expectation of re-
ciprocal action by Hanoi in the vicinity of the DMZ. Rusk, while supportive,
doubted Hanoi would reciprocate; William Bundy was skeptical but had no al-
ternative to offer; and Rostow thought Hanoi would see through the charade of
proclaiming a bombing halt in bad weather when few attacks could occur anyway.
On 23 March, Harry McPherson sent Johnson a memo supporting the thrust of
the Clifford-Rusk proposal, suggesting that the president announce his willingness
to stop all bombing if Hanoi reciprocated by not attacking South Vietnamese cit-
ies or U.S. bases and not shelling the South from the DMZ. Two days later, Rusk
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told the president that he agreed with McPherson’s approach, adding that if Hanoi
mounted major attacks full bombing should be resumed; meanwhile, bombing
“should be intensive and without wraps” in North Vietnam’s panhandle region.88
The president met with the Wise Men contingent” on 26 March in the Cabi-
net Room. Some favored an immediate cessation of bombing, others a halt at some
later point but not immediately because of the dangerous situation in the I Corps
area along the DMZ. The recommendation apparently influenced the president’s
subsequent decision to restrict the bombing. On 29 March Clifford and Nitze in-
formed the Joint Chiefs that the president had decided to halt the bombing north
of the 20th parallel in order to shore up crumbling domestic support for the war
and force the North Vietnamese to make the next move. Despite persisting mis-
givings about the effects of the pause, the Chiefs agreed to support the decision.??
On 31 March Johnson publicly announced his order to air and naval forces
to make no attacks on North Vietnam, except in an undefined area north of the
DMZ. If North Vietnam matched this restraint, he continued, even that limited
bombing could end. Attempting to mollify Sharp, once again caught “completely
unaware” of the major policy shift, Wheeler informed him that the duration of
the bombing restrictions depended on North Vietnam’s reaction to the president’s
peace offer. Johnson also told the nation that he would not seek reelection.”?
The president’s vagueness on the exact limitations of the bombing created
a mini-tempest the next day when U.S. planes bombed targets more than 200
miles north of the DMZ, but still south of the 20th parallel. DoD spokesman
Phil Goulding then announced that attacks were continuing south of that line.?!
In such circumstances, Hanoi’s 3 April announcement of its willingness to open
preliminary talks without an unconditional and complete bombing halt surprised
not only Washington but Peking as well. Chinese Premier Chou En-lai twice re-
buked Premier Pham Van Dong for accepting Washington’s proposal for a limited
bombing cessation and disappointing the “people of the world.” Friction between
communist allies perhaps validated U.S. speculation that Hanoi’s subsequent re-
jection of proposed negotiating sites on 13 April came out of deference to China.”?
To ensure that no incidents endangered the fresh initiative, after receipt of the
North Vietnamese message the president ordered field commanders to schedule
all attacks south of the 19th degree line unless otherwise directed by the Joint
Chiefs. The administration, however, made no public announcement of this pol-
icy change, leaving it free to bomb farther north if necessary. As during previous
bombing lulls, North Vietnam quickly set to work to repair its damaged military
and port installations and embarked on a massive effort to shuttle supplies south.
U.S. pilots frequently sighted convoys of as many as 200 trucks in the panhandle
area during April, and intelligence indicated preparation for a new enemy offensive

* Present were Acheson, Ball, Bradley, McGeorge Bundy, Dean, Dillon, Fortas, Harriman, Lodge, Murphy,
Taylor, Arthur Goldberg, Vance, and General (Ret.) Matthew Ridgway.
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was well under way. Alarmed by this upsurge in activity, on 29 April Wheeler noti-
fied Clifford that CINCPAC believed the North Vietnamese, far from reciprocat-
ing the U.S. de-escalation, were once again taking advantage of the restrictions to
improve their military position. Wheeler seconded Sharp’s recommendation for re-
newed attacks between the 19th and 20th parallels to slow the enemy’s progress.?3

Heavy fighting near the DMZ raged throughout May. Concurrently on 4
May, the communists launched a series of attacks against South Vietnamese cities
and U.S. bases, the so-called “Little Tet” offensive. By this time Clifford had grown
convinced of two things: negotiations offered the only exit from Vietnam and “the
gang around LB] is turning [?] against settlement,” thereby endangering the Paris
talks in favor of just beating “the Hell out of them.” Clifford spent the month par-
rying the counsel of the JCS who, supported by Rostow, would expand the bomb-
ing arena in order to offset the second major communist offensive of 1968. On 8
May, the Joint Chiefs proposed expanding air strikes to the 20th parallel to counter
a growing North Vietnamese MIG threat against U.S. aircraft.%4

Responding to the Joint Chiefs, on 14 May Warnke alerted Clifford that
only a “most compelling military reason” could justify bombing north of the 19th
parallel. Otherwise the administration would risk charges of escalation, dissipate
support for its position that the next move toward de-escalation was up to Hanoi,
and possibly jeopardize the Paris negotiations. Clifford made these arguments at
a Tuesday luncheon the same day, concluding that the proposed targets were not
worth the psychological problems they would create by escalating the air war while
simultaneously asking the other side to scale down its attacks. Although the presi-
dent rejected the JCS proposal, at a 15 May meeting he promised to reconsider it
within a week or s0.95 Clifford took this as an ominous sign, recognizing the great
appeal a military solution held for the president.

Clifford described the follow-on Tuesday luncheon on 21 May to his staff
as “the grimmest affair we've had on V[iet] Nam & the bombing.” The defense
secretary was pitted against both Wheeler and Rusk. Wheeler hoped to expand the
bombing, while Rusk, although opposed to a dramatic elevation of the air cam-
paign, worried that overly rigid restrictions on attacks north of the 19th parallel
were counterproductive in light of the large-scale North Vietnamese infiltration
into the South. A skeptical president, also worried about getting locked into a
policy that made it difficult to bomb north of 19 degrees, accused Clifford of “just
carrying [?] me along from week-to-week.” Characteristically, despite his inclina-
tion to hit everything below the 20th parallel, Johnson again decided to postpone
action until the following week.?

These meetings highlighted the differences between Clifford and Rusk over
ending the air offensive. Rusk insisted on reciprocity in advance, Clifford did not.
Rusk would suspend bombing north of 19 degrees, but retain the option to attack
above that line. Clifford, echoing McNamara’s arguments of a few months before,
wanted to ratchet down the air campaign on the way to ending the bombing com-
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pletely. The two chief advisers also differed over the future course of the war. Rusk
“charged that Clifford had lost his nerve,” and Clifford claimed that Rusk regarded
him as a threat because OSD had “won out” on the March debate. Clifford also
directed his ire at the State Department for excluding OSD from receiving certain
sensitive cables; in fact, however, it was the president, annoyed with the defense
secretary’s incessant clamoring to stop the bombing, who had withheld message
traffic pertaining to the Paris talks.”” What neither Clifford nor Rusk realized fully
(or wanted to acknowledge) was that the president told them what they wanted
to hear. In mid-July, for instance, Johnson shared with Rusk the view that there
was little evidence of serious interest by Hanoi in meaningful discussions until the
bombing ended. A few days later the president was telling Clifford how he had con-
fronted South Vietnamese President Thieu in their Honolulu meeting with the de-
fense secretary’s criticism of the South’s war efforts and the need for negotiations.”®

To strengthen his arguments for de-escalation, Clifford in mid-May directed
Colonel Pursley, his military aide, and Warnke to draft a policy paper that would
make a convincing case for U.S. disengagement from Vietnam.” On the subject of
the air war over North Vietnam, the authors depended on a recent CIA analysis
that Hanoi could withstand an all-out, unrestricted air campaign and still sustain
the war in the South. This was possible because the United States would neither
attack the sources of North Vietnam’s war-making materiel, the Soviet Union and
Communist China, nor completely interdict the southward flow of supplies. They
concluded that to reach the conference table the administration would ultimately
have to stop the bombing campaign against the North without preconditions. Clif-
ford realized this action was premature given the administration’s lack of internal
unity and the president’s unwillingness heretofore to take such a step.”” Nonethe-
less the document served as Clifford’s benchmark in his efforts to end the bombing
of North Vietnam.

As the vicious May fighting left the president apprehensive over the lack of
progress in the negotiations, he asked Clifford to consider alternative actions if Ha-
noi should continue to reject U.S. demands for reciprocity. Clifford in turn directed
the Joint Chiefs to prepare alternatives should North Vietnam prove inflexible or
the Paris talks collapse. The Chiefs recited the standard litany: The North Vietnam-
ese were stringing the United States along at the Paris talks to gain by negotiation
what they could not win through aggression. Stopping the bombing only guaran-
teed higher U.S. casualties. Limiting the bombardment to 20 degrees continued the
discredited policy of gradualism. The military solution, as it had been all along, was
unrestricted attacks against all targets in the North, except the Chinese buffer zone,
to force Hanoli into serious negotiations. In early June they cautioned the president
that continued restraints on the use of U.S. military power during the protracted
negotiations at Paris would result only in a deteriorating allied capability. Should

* See also Chapter VII.
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the talks break down, they desired immediate resumption of unrestricted air and
naval attacks on North Vietnam.!90 The JCS found little support.

The CIA felt a resumption of bombing to the 20th parallel would signal a
hard-line U.S. policy but not likely lead to any North Vietnamese concessions.
Opposition to a military solution remained strongest, however, within OSD. Ni-
tze asked if there was evidence of increased movement south by enemy forces and
what a bombing resumption might accomplish. Clifford counseled the president
to continue the current course because renewed escalation would almost surely
cause the breakdown of the Paris talks. He reminded Johnson that no one had
expected the talks to be easy and results to date were about as anticipated.!0!

Two events in early June stifled talk of immediate escalation. The 3 June ar-
rival in Paris of Le Duc Tho, North Vietnam’s special adviser to the peace talks,
caused the U.S. lead negotiators, Cyrus Vance and Averell Harriman, to recom-
mend that further consideration of air strikes between the 19th and 20th parallels
be deferred “to test the water” for any new proposals. Two days later, the president
received a letter from Kosygin stating that he thought North Vietnam ready to
negotiate if the United States stopped its air strikes completely.19?

Rusk, suspicious of the Soviet overture, wanted a guarantee that Hanoi would
do something concrete in response to a bombing halt. Vance was unsure what the
letter meant, Harriman too favored clarification, and Wheeler saw nothing new
in the proposal. Fearful that a pause might lead to higher American casualties and
lower troop morale, the president, as usual, worried that communist violations
might go unpunished because it would be difficult for him to restart the bomb-
ing. Clifford insisted the letter offered “a great opportunity” to bring the war to a
conclusion and advocated that the president accept Kosygin’s assurances. Having
been burned by Moscow’s similar guarantees in the 37-day pause in late 1965 and
early 1960, the president greeted the latest Soviet proposal with understandable
cynicism. Finally, on 9 June, he decided to ask Kosygin what specifically would
happen if the bombing were stopped.1%3

Two days later, the president informed Kosygin that the United States stood
prepared to end the bombing of North Vietnam “if we know it will lead to the de-
escalation of the war.” Hanoi, Johnson continued, must not take advantage of the
cessation and must state what actions it would take to further reduce the violence.
The next day Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin confessed that he was “disappointed”
by the conditions the president had raised and did not feel he had been responsive
to Kosygin’s letter.!%4 Once again Johnson had straddled the issue, willing neither
to escalate nor end the air war. Like so many earlier peace moves, the Soviet initia-
tive went nowhere.

With talks still stalled in late June, at the president’s request Wheeler reported
on the enemy’s current military situation as compared with that of 31 March 1968:
it had deteriorated in the South, but improved in the North. Augmented air de-
fenses, advanced MIG-21 fighters, new airfields, more SAMs and AAAs deployed
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south of 20 degrees, plus restored roads, rail lines, and industrial facilities had
enabled Hanoi to dispatch an unprecedented 80,000 troops southward since the
31 March bombing halt. Those numbers, Wheeler expected, would make them-
selves felt in combat during the late summer and fall of 1968. Increasingly restive
over the enemy buildup in the southern portion of North Vietnam and convinced
Hanoi had no intention of reducing the level of fighting, the Joint Chiefs again
recommended air attacks between the 19th and 20th parallels.!% To apprise the
Joint Chiefs of the issues at stake, Vance during a return from Paris discussed with
them the state of the negotiations. He addressed a variety of issues at a meeting on
17 July, explaining that bombing north of the 19th parallel would seriously ham-
per any chance for successful talks; moreover, the bombing south of the line was
proving effective. Meanwhile Warnke had proposed to go even further—by ending
the bombing unilaterally in the hope of producing meaningful negotiations.!0

Beginning in mid-June, substantially diminished enemy-initiated offensive
activity resulted in fewer rocket and mortar attacks against Saigon and the with-
drawal of an NVA division to 170 miles above the DMZ. Amidst these hopeful
military signs, Hanoi’s diplomatic activity and public pronouncements also sug-
gested restraint. But heavy fighting still raged in South Vietnam’s northern prov-
inces, so it was not clear whether there was genuine restraint or a pause to refit
and regroup for future operations. Given this uncertainty, the JCS on 31 July
urged the president to continue the bombing until Hanoi offered assurances of
a reciprocal reduction in military activity. Johnson, concerned that without the
air attacks against the North more enemy troops and supplies could reach South
Vietnam, fumed that “the International Communists” were behind an “iniquitous
campaign” to end the bombing and lent a sympathetic ear to Wheeler’s arguments
to reopen the area between the 19th and 20th parallels.!%”

Johnson’s quandary over whether to bomb or not manifested itself over a New
York Times editorial of late July that asserted that the only way to gauge Hanof’s re-
straint was to stop bombing the North entirely. To respond to what had become a
“new wave of demands” to end the bombing, the president directed Taylor to pre-
pare a report on the source of the pressure and what to do about it.1% On 30 July
Taylor reported the administration had three choices: (1) succumb to the critics
and stop the bombing, (2) ignore the pressure and ride out the criticism, (3) link
the level of bombing of the North to that of enemy violence in the South. Taylor
favored the second course for the moment, while preparing to shift to tit-for-tat re-
taliation contingent on lifting geographical restrictions on potential targets. Rusk,
Clifford, and Wheeler all agreed with the second alternative.!% Clifford perceived
no merit in escalation because the three-year air campaign had not forced Hanoi
to cease military activity in the South. Moreover it might cause Hanoi to quit the
Paris talks, with the United States blamed for the breakdown. Though still op-
posed to a unilateral bombing cessation absent “substantial restraint on the part of
Hanoi,” he did advise Johnson to develop initiatives that might make it possible
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to cease the bombing entirely, stating that he had “been considering” a plan that
would allow resumption if necessary. In the meantime the secretary advocated
staying the course. After five months of fruitless talks, however, Johnson was “ex-
ceedingly hostile” to any recommendations from Paris, caustically dismissing them
as attempts to influence him as “part of [an] overall conspiracy,” with the enemy
using the president’s own people as “dupes.” Clifford thought this last reference
was to him, Harriman, and Vance.110

Clifford spent the weekend of 3—4 August at the Texas ranch where the presi-
dent was entertaining guests; on Sunday afternoon he managed a private meeting
with Johnson to discuss his plan. Arguing that the war could not be won militarily,
Clifford proposed an end to the bombing in exchange for Hanoi’s agreement to
mutually deescalate, stop violations in the DMZ, and end attacks on Saigon. He
suggested Kosygin as an intermediary to bring Hanoi to the table. Playing on the
president’s vanity, he observed that a peace settlement would be the administra-
tion’s greatest accomplishment. Johnson disagreed with his defense secretary’s ma-
jor points, claiming “he'd rather [leave] office with a ‘fine military solution’ than be
craven.” Still, the president left the door open to the initiative by asking Clifford
to put his thoughts on paper and discuss them with Rusk.!!! Johnson was still
unwilling to give up completely on the bombing campaign; to do so would admit
a major policy failure and further encourage his domestic opponents.

The president blew hot and cold. In early September, he reckoned that if they
could persevere a few more weeks “with our present posture” it could convince Ha-
noi that it would not get a better deal by waiting. But by mid-month, Clifford char-
acterized the president’s mood as impatient and more pugnacious: “It’s: T'm God-
damned if T'll stop the bombing without something from the other side!”” Almost
concurrently, in a 15 September cable from Paris, Harriman quoted North Viet-
nam’s top negotiator as stating that his government was prepared to begin worth-
while discussions the day after the United States stopped bombing his country.!12

Clifford was at Camp David with the president when the cable arrived. John-
son indicated that if the situation in Czechoslovakia® remained quiet, he would
seek Kosygin’s assurance of a quid pro quo: if North Vietnam ceased its violations
in the DMZ, stopped attacking South Vietnamese cities, and entered into nego-
tiations that included South Vietnamese representatives, then the United States
would stop the bombing. Bright hopes for substantive negotiations soon dimmed
as another lengthy round of procedural discussions ensued in Paris. By late Sep-
tember, Clifford, Ball, and Nitze favored a unilateral bombing cessation, while
Rusk, Wheeler, and the president opposed such a step without some reciprocity.113

Talks remained deadlocked into early October when the CIA reported the
withdrawal of numerous North Vietnamese units from South Vietnam into Laos
or Cambodia. It also became clear that the communists’ third offensive of 1968,

* See Chapter XVIIIL.
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launched in mid-August, had failed, leaving MACV far less apprehensive about
the consequences of a bombing halt. On 11 October North Vietnamese represen-
tatives in Paris showed signs of getting down to business; the following day the
Soviet embassy in Paris informed Vance of Hanoi’s willingness to enter substantive
negotiations and to include the participation of Saigon representatives in such
talks once the bombing stopped.!!4

On 14 October the president had a series of meetings with the JCS, con-
gressional leaders, and his own senior advisers to discuss the recent developments
before making a decision. Clifford, supposing that something had happened to
weaken the resolve of the North Vietnamese, thought the administration had to
test Hanoi’s good faith by shifting its position on reciprocity. Wheeler noted that
unlike with previous pauses North Vietnam had made an important move and
agreed to honor the DMZ, not shell the South’s cities, and accept South Viet-
namese participation in the talks. However, it seemed to General Westmoreland,
now Army chief of staff, that the political pressure of the approaching presidential
election was “encouraging concessions to the enemy without due consideration
to future implications.” Nonetheless he too acquiesced in the president’s course.
Armed with a consensus, Johnson instructed Harriman to press the North Viet-
namese for an agreement on a date to cease the bombing. Peace negotiations would
begin a day later.11

The president also sought reassurance from General Abrams and Ambassador
Bunker that Hanoi would not use any respite to reconstitute its battered forces for
another round of attacks. Conceding that hard fighting lay ahead, on 14 October
the general and the ambassador saw no possibility for another large-scale enemy
offensive, were confident allied morale and fighting spirit could be maintained
during negotiations, and believed the North serious about talks as evidenced by
Hanoi’s decision to include Saigon representatives in the discussions. Johnson also
gained support from General Momyer, now back in the United States as com-
mander of the Tactical Air Command, who agreed that a bombing halt over North
Vietnam at the current time posed minimal risks to U.S. forces.!1¢

As the administration prepared to announce the bombing cessation, however,
the North Vietnamese delegates imposed new conditions such as a written state-
ment committing Washington to an “unconditional” bombing halt, an interval
between the end of the bombing and the beginning of talks, and the inclusion of
the communist National Liberation Front representatives as a separate party at the
negotiating table. Hanoi’s backsliding may have stemmed from Peking’s displea-
sure with its ally’s decision to accept South Vietnamese representatives, thereby
giving legal standing to the “puppet regime” in Saigon.!!”

Clifford remained unwilling to end the air campaign unless both sides agreed
on a definite date to begin talks. To do otherwise would lay the president open
to criticism that with nothing to show in exchange he had stopped the bombing
solely to influence the November elections. On 27 October Hanoi conceded that
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it would open talks within four days of the bombing halt, agreed on as 29 October;
it dropped all other proposals, thus eliminating Clifford’s objections. Two days
later, avoiding public attention, Abrams flew from Saigon to Washington to confer
in the early morning hours with the president, on the verge of making his final
decision. Abrams unconditionally supported a cessation, much to the relief of Clif-
ford who had not been entirely sure how the field commander would respond.!!8

Clifford described the final days leading to the 31 October presidential an-
nouncement as “a roller-coaster” ride. Seemingly firm decisions collapsed, dis-
agreements between Saigon’s leaders and Washington flared, critics abounded, and
rumors floated that leading Republicans were telling South Vietnam’s President
Thieu not to cooperate with Johnson who would soon be out of office. Despite the
last-minute flurry of distractions and complications,” at the NSC meeting held 31
October the president announced that he would go ahead with a bombing suspen-
sion to test the good faith of the North Vietnamese. After listing all the military
and civilian officials whose support he had requested and received, he asked each
attendee if he disagreed; no one did. In a national radio and television address that
evening, Johnson announced an end to bombardment of North Vietnam of any
kind as of 8:00 a.m., 1 November, Washington time; talks would commence five
days later.'’? Rolling Thunder ended as it had unfolded—troubled, contentious,
and inconclusive.

* The Saigon government first attempted to interject new demands into the negotiations and then on 28 Octo-
ber objected to beginning talks on 2 November. North Vietnamese negotiators in Paris agreed to resetting the
bombing halt to 1 November and opening negotiations on the 6th.

T The president had recorded the address on 30 October for broadcast the following day.



CHAPTER IX

BirLrs ComMme DUE:
BUDGETS AND SUPPLEMENTALS,
1968—1970

As the fighting in Vietnam escalated, domestic economic conditions wors-
ened, exposing swollen Defense budgets as prime targets for congressional budget
hawks and other critics of administration policies. In early 1967 the administra-
tion was struggling to contain growing Defense costs, sustain social welfare legisla-
tion, and obtain more tax revenues to accomplish its goals. On 9 January 1967, the
eve of his State of the Union address, Johnson presented to his advisers a revised
package of tax surcharges offset by higher Social Security benefits and tax credits
that he found acceptable. The president typically insisted that each adviser initial a
memorandum recommending the program, leading one, Clark Clifford, to quip,
“Does he want it notarized and sworn t0?” When the president announced that he
would seek a six percent corporate and individual tax surcharge for at least the next
two years, congressional reaction was predictably cool and, according to the Harris
public opinion poll, nearly two-thirds of Americans opposed the idea.!

Confronting double-digit deficit numbers and projections of even higher Viet-
nam costs, estimated at $21.8 billion for FY 1968, the administration cautiously
explored the longer-term postwar economic horizon. Here too the news was dis-
couraging. A dramatic decrease in DoD spending in a post-Vietnam era was un-
likely; in paying for the war to date OSD had deferred numerous requirements
not directly related to the conflict, particularly force modernization and inventory
replenishment. According to McNamara, “some extraordinary Defense procure-
ment” would continue well beyond any settlement.? In the absence of a peace
dividend, the president had to look elsewhere for revenue to pay for his cherished
domestic social programs.

233
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Immediate concern was triggered by a late February government survey of
business investment suggesting that tight money and the suspension of the capital
investment subsidy had worked too efficiently and seemed to be leading to an
impending capital goods collapse. Following Ackley’s advice, on 9 March the presi-
dent requested reinstatement of the investment tax credit, and Congress quickly
obliged. Fowler, Schultze, and Ackley maintained that the economy needed stimu-
lation, not restraint, so a tax hike could wait until the economy shifted into antici-
pated high gear later in the year.?

Congress, though, was growing increasingly prickly over the lack of accurate
information on Defense spending, especially because of April rumors that 50,000
or even 100,000 additional U.S. troops might be sent to Vietnam. By mid-1967
House Appropriations Committee chairman Mahon, for one, took for granted
that supplemental funding would be needed to pay for any further reinforcements
because McNamara had predicated the FY 1968 budget on supporting fewer than
500,000 men in Vietnam.4 Talk about deepening U.S. involvement in the war was
hardly confined to cocktail circuit gossip. At the highest levels deliberations were
already under way about dispatching additional troops to Southeast Asia.

General Westmoreland’s March 1967 request to deploy another 200,000
troops to Vietnam had avoided the question of whether the nation could afford
the additional costs. Federal expenditures for Defense and the Great Society were
rising while federal receipts remained flat. This created a post-World War II record
deficit of $15 billion in the second quarter of 1967 that, without a tax increase,
would hover around $12.5 billion for the year, barring further unanticipated in-
creases in DoD expenditures.> But Defense spending continued to rise and along
with it so did the deficit.

Southern Democrats, Republicans, and some doves united “to put the Ad-
ministration on notice that Congress wants ‘nonessential’ domestic spending cut
sharply.” Westmoreland’s latest troop request confronted the administration with
the prospect that it would lead to substantially higher DoD spending and conse-
quently greater deficits that in turn would sharply raise interest rates and inflate
consumer prices. On 9 June Ackley recommended a six percent tax surcharge if
the nation’s strong economic performance continued and if Defense spending re-
mained stable.

OSD, BoB, Treasury, and the CEA, fearing that premature action might de-
rail the expanding economy, could not agree on the timing to impose corrective
measures. McNamara favored a tax hike to stem the growing deficit but thought
the exact amount should depend on reinforcement decisions for Vietnam after
his return from Saigon in early July. The economic troika concurred with Mc-
Namara’s approach, although on 19 June Ackley warned that an upward drift of
only $1 billion in defense outlays per quarter without a tax hike could put the
economy “back in the soup of inflation and tight money” in 1968. Staring at the
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likelihood of another major troop escalation in Vietnam, on 10 July the president
sought advice from his economists. Ackley and Schultze argued for a tax increase;
along with Fowler they agreed that if major reinforcements were sent to Vietnam
a considerably higher tax surcharge would be needed. The president opted to wait
for McNamara’s evaluation of Westmoreland’s troop request because it would play
a major part in determining FY 1968 defense expenditures, estimates for the FY
1969 DoD budget, and the proposed rate of the tax surcharge, somewhere be-
tween six and ten percent, then under consideration.”

Since mid-1965 McNamara had argued for higher taxes to pay for the war, so
his 10 July 1967 cable from Saigon strongly supporting a tax surcharge was hardly
surprising, but he opposed any expansion of U.S. forces in Vietnam if it would re-
quire calling up the reserves. This meant that the FY 1968 DoD budget should not
be any larger than originally estimated and that a six or eight percent surtax was
preferable to a ten percent hike. Furthermore, Systems Analysis had just identified
excess troops in the active duty force structure whose availability for Vietnam duty
by the end of 1968 made unnecessary any reserve call-up. Armed with these figures
and agreement by Westmoreland and Wheeler, on his return from Vietnam on 12
July McNamara recommended a 55,000-man increase to U.S. forces in Southeast
Asia without a reserve call-up. The president approved it the same day.?

On 21 July, McNamara conferred with senior economic advisers who, with the
exception of Labor Secretary W. Willard Wirtz, anticipated federal expenditures
reaching $138-139 billion because of increased defense spending. Opinions varied
on the amount of a tax surcharge, McNamara now favoring nine percent. If addi-
tional taxes slowed the economy too much, he could always add another $2 billion
in defense spending to reenergize it. The participants initialed a 22 July memoran-
dum to Johnson that recommended, among other revenue raising devices, a ten
percent tax surcharge on individuals and corporations.?

Two days later Johnson met with congressional leaders in an effort to convince
them that a tax increase, cuts in DoD expenditures, and legislative restraint to hold
down nondefense spending were necessary to control the growing deficit. He made
the same approach to the Senate committee chairmen the following evening, fur-
ther encouraging them to pass pending appropriation bills so he could judge what
programs to cut. More arm-twisting ensued as the president met with Rep. Wilbur
Mills, who made clear that he would not support higher taxes without correspond-
ing reductions in spending. On 31 July Johnson again argued the urgency of the
tax bill to Democratic congressional leaders. After weeks of persistent persuasion,
on 3 August he finally sent his proposal for a ten percent tax surcharge to Capitol
Hill where it ignited a long and bitter struggle.!”
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The Final FY 1968 Defense Budget

The president’s proposed tax surcharge did not have any direct effect on the
FY 1968 DoD budget, then in its final months of congressional massaging. Still,
these final months proved as difficult and contentious as the preceding year of
formulation.”

To reconcile the president’s injunction to hold down federal spending yet pay
for the soaring costs of the Vietnam War (now calculated at $3 billion above Janu-
ary estimates), in early June McNamara instructed OSD and the services to comb
through their respective FY 1968 budgets and identify possible expenditure sav-
ings to offset the potential increases. OSD typically achieved most financial econo-
mies by deferring modernization projects and perpetuating maintenance backlogs
of real property and equipment. Funding non-Vietnam related programs at the
previous year’s level left reduced inventories unreplenished as units steadily dimin-
ished their stockpiles merely to continue daily operations.!!

When presenting his tax package on 3 August, the president announced his
intention to send at least 45,000 more men to Vietnam during the fiscal year.
Confronted by falling federal revenues (down $7 billion) and rising expenditures
(up $8.5 billion, including $4 billion for DoD), Johnson called for frugality and
specifically challenged McNamara to review defense spending with an eye “to
withhold all such expenditures that are not now essential for national security.”
Meanwhile money-conscious House and Senate appropriations committees were
making major reductions and some unasked-