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Foreword

This publication is the first of a series titled The United States Air Force in
Southeast Asia. 1t tells the story of the Air Force’s involvement in the region from
the end of the second World War until the major infusion of American troops
into Vietnam in 1965. During these years, and most noticeably after 1961, the Air
Force’s principal role in Southeast Asia was to advise the Vietnamese Air Force
in its struggle against insurgents seeking the collapse of the Saigon government.

This story includes some issues of universal applicability to the Air Force:
the role of air power in an insurgency, the most effective way to advise a foreign
ally, and how to coordinate with other American agencies (both military and
civilian) which are doing the same thing. It also deals with issues unique to the
Vietnamese conflict: how to coordinate a centralized, technological modern air
force with a feudal, decentralized, indigenous one without overwhelming it, and
how best to adapt fighter, reconnaissance, airlift, and liaison planes to a jungle
environment.

Additional volumes in this series will tell the story of the Air Force in South
Vietnam, in Laos, and over North Vietnam until the cessation of the Air Force’s
direct role in 1973.

JouN W. HusToN
Major General, USAF
Chief, Office of Air Force History






Preface

Robert Frank Futrell’s works on Air Force history span the decades from
the second World War to Vietnam. For the former conflict he contributed
sections to The Army Air Forces in World War 11, edited by Craven and Cate.
His volume The United States Air Force in Korea, 1950-1953 is the official
history of the Air Force in that action. His Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine book is a
fundamental primer of basic thinking about air power among American military
services from 1907 through 1964. Before his retirement in 1974, Dr. Futrell wrote
a detailed manuscript on the early years of the USAF involvement in the
Vietnamese war. I consider it an honor to have been called upon to prepare this
manuscript for publication.

I wish to thank Major General John W, Huston, Chief, Office of Air Force
History, for a hospitable environment; Dr. Stanley L. Falk, Chief Historian, for
invaluable counsel and support; Mr. Max Rosenberg, Deputy Chief Historian,
Mr. Carl Berger, Chief, Histories Division, Colonel John Schlight, Chief, Special
Histories Branch, and Mr. Jacob Van Staaveren, historian, for helpful com-
ments; Dr. George M. Watson for responses to my requests for information; and
all the members of the Office of Air Force History for making me feel at home.

1 am responsible for any omissions or distortions in this narrative.

Martin Blumenson
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Part One:

The Truman Years






I. Origins of
The American Commitment
to Vietnam

About 700 miles west of the Philippine Islands, across the China Sea, lies the
great Indochinese peninsula. China is to the north, Burma to the west, and
Malaysia to the south. The western part of the peninsula holds Thailand (ancient
Siam) while the eastern portion contains Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam
(formerly elements of French Indochina). This area of Southeast Asia (SEA)
attracted little American interest and attention until the closing months of World
War I1.

American policymakers who shared President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s
anticolonial sentiments expected Indochina to be freed from French hegemony.
Yet France reestablished control over Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, which had
been part of the French Empire since the 19th century. To some extent this
occurred because the British government wished to resuscitate France as a
European power to help Britain balance somewhat the growing strength of the
Soviet Union. The United States acquiesced in this aim, and increasingly so as
the confrontation of the postwar superpowers evolved into the cold war. It was
the cold war that drew the United States into this region.!

Japan had virtually occupied Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam after the fall of
France in 1940. While allowing the French to maintain a presence and a measure
of control, the Japanese incorporated the Indochinese economic resources into
their system. In March 1945, with Metropolitan France liberated and a full-
fledged member of the Allied coalition, the Japanese interned French civilian and
military officials and removed the pretense of a combined occupation.?

French police agencies and other offices of internal control having been
eliminated, indigenous groups secking Vietnamese independence began to
expand their activities. The most vigorous organization was the Viet Minh.
Dominated by the Indochinese communist party and directed by Ho Chi Minh,
the Viet Minh launched guerrilla operations against the Japanese and soon
claimed to control much of northern Vietnam, the Tonkin provinces. To help
harass the Japanese and also to gather intelligence, the U.S. Office of Strategic
Services sent several small teams to Vietnam.

By the time of the Japanese surrender in August 1945, the Viet Minh had
emerged as the leading nationalist group in Vietnam. Viet Minh soldiers on
August 19 arrived in Hanoli, capital of Tonkin, and assumed de facto control. In
Hue, capital of Annam, the central provinces, Emperor Bao Dai, last of the
Vietnamese royal family and a puppet of both France and Japan, abdicated. In
Saigon, capital of Cochin China in the south, a committee took power while
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THE ADVISORY YEARS

recognizing the overall authority of the Hanoi regime. On December 2 in Hanoi,
Ho Chi Minh proclaimed the independence of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam.

Meanwhile, the war in Europe had closed and in July 1945 the Potsdam
Conference convened. The American, British, and Russian representatives
agreed to include French military forces in operations being planned in Asia,
chiefly to liberate Indochina. The conferees also acted to regularize operational
boundaries. The China Theater under Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek was
extended southward to the 16th parallel, just below Tourane (Da Nang). The
territory south of that line came under the Southeast Asia Command headed by
Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten. This division determined who was to exercise
control after the Japanese capitulation.?

In August 1945, Chinese nationalist troops moved into Tonkin and part of
Annam, while British troops occupied the rest of Annam and all of Cochin
China. The British restored French authority in the south, and the French
brought military forces into the country and ruthlessly suppressed Vietnamese
aspirations for independence. Despite some continuing guerrilla activity, the
French had regained their former colonial status and were well established in
Saigon by the end of the year.

In the north the Chinese refused to intervene in a contest between the
well-organized Viet Minh and the small numbers of French. Concerned by the
threat of the Chinese communists under Mao Tse-tung, the Chinese nationalists
were reluctant to see the triumph of Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam. They preferred the
return of the French if France would abandon territorial and economic rights
formerly granted as concessions in China. This generally neutral stance fueled the
struggle for power between the Viet Minh and the French. A guerrilla war of low
intensity soon developed.

When the French agreed to renounce their concessions early in 1946,
Nationalist China recognized French sovereignty in Indochina and moved
Chinese troops out of Vietnam. By the end of March, they were being replaced by
French military forces.

Ho Chi Minh had been negotiating with the French authorities for recogni-
tion of his new government and ultimate independence. The exchanges were
futile and incidents of violence multiplied. The climax came in November 1946
after a French patrol boat in Haiphong harbor clashed with Vietnamese militia.
The French responded by brutally bombarding the city and killing an estimated
6,000 civilians, whereupon Ho broke off the talks. In December he moved his
government.into the mountains of Tonkin and opened full-scale guerrilla war by
attacking the French in Hanoi.

American policymakers had conflicting feelings. Their sympathy for the
Vietnamese nationalists left them reluctant to see France restore control by
force—they wanted French authority to enjoy the support of the Vietnamese
people. On the other hand, Americans were uneasy because Vietnamese inde-
pendence might produce a communist state.?
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Hoping that the Vietnamese were more nationalistic than communistic,
U.S. government officials urged the French to end the guerrilla warfare and to
find a political solution acceptable to both parties. If France made a bona fide
accommodation to ultimate Vietnamese sovereignty, Ho’s strength might col-
lapse. Continually advocating an equitable solution to the problem of conflicting
claims to power, the United States prohibited the export of war materials to the
French in Vietnam, although munitions sent to Metropolitan France could, of
course, be reshipped to Southeast Asia.’

While combating Ho's guerrilla activities, France entered into negotiations
with anti-Ho Vietnamese parties. To give these elements a native leader, the
French in the spring of 1949 installed Bao Dai, the former emperor, as the chief of
state of an entity formed by the union of Tonkin, Annam, and Cochin China. But
this was hardly more than a show of sovereignty, for the French retained control
of Vietnamese foreign and military affairs.6

Troubled American officials began to accept this arrangement as the cold
war intensified everywhere. The Greek civil war, the Berlin blockade, the coup
d’etat in Czechoslovakia, as well as the successes of the Chinese communists
against the nationalists, led to a heightened concern with worldwide communism
that appeared to be monolithic. Surely, Ho Chi Minh’s communist affiliation
was part of a growing global menace. To cope with this and to rehabilitate
Western Europe as a force against communist encroachment, the United States
early in 1949 helped to form and joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) for mutual defense.

The final triumph of the Chinese communists in October 1949 seemed to
confirm the worst American fears. It spurred the Congress to pass the Mutual
Defense Assistance Act designed to deal with the cold war. The President was
empowered to dispense funds to various nations, including “the general area of
China” which was extended to cover Southeast Asia and specifically Vietnam.”

The ongoing guerrilla war in Vietnam that weakened French support of
NATO and the defense of Western Europe, the arrival of Chinese communist
troops at the northern frontier of Vietnam at the beginning of 1950, the formal
recognition of Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam by Communist
China and the Soviet Union in January 1950—all persuaded the United States
government to adopt the Bao Dai solution. On February 7, 1950, the United
States extended diplomatic recognition to the State of Vietnam as well as to the
Kingdoms of Cambodia and Laos.

Nine days later, France requested American economic and military assist-
ance for prosecution of the war in Indochina. Unable to bear the burden without
American aid, France was thinking of withdrawing from the region if Ho Chi
Minh received increasing resources from China and the Soviet Union.®

What the French needed imimediately were ammunition, napalm, and
barbed wire to help defend perimeters around Hanoi and Haiphong against Viet
Minh attacks. Their air units in the Far East possessed only obsolete and
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THE ADVISORY YEARS

miscellaneous aircraft.* Few fully trained military maintenance technicians were
on hand because of a general shortage in Metropolitan France, where the French
Air Force depended in large part on contract aircraft maintenance.?

President Harry S. Truman regarded the emergence of Communist China
as an extension of Soviet power and saw the growth of communist influence over
Asia as a threat to American interests. He instructed the National Security
Council to formulate a policy for strengthening non-communist Asian nations.
The result was a resolve to block communist expansion by collective and bilateral
security treaties. Since the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) had already recommended
spending funds to support anti-communist forces in Indochina, $75 million
allocated in the Mutual Defense Assistance Act for “the general area of China”
was appropriately at hand.

The French wanted a substantial and long-term American commitment.
And in the spring of 1950, American decisionmakers all opposed what was called
losing Southeast Asia to communism. Consequently, the United States Govern-
ment during fiscal year 1951 decided to provide $164 million in military aid to
France for use in Indochina.!0

Whatever doubts some American officials may have had that French
military success, predicated on American military assistance, would necessarily
lead to a strengthened non-communist government in Vietnam vanished in the
face of two events. The first was intelligence confirmation of increasing aid to the
Viet Minh by the People’s Republic of China. The second was the invasion of the
Republic of Korea on June 25, 1950, by the communist forces of the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea.

Now the struggle seemed absolutely clear. As President Truman told Ameri-
cans on June 27, the communists had “passed beyond the use of subversion to
conquer independent nations and will now use armed invasion and war.” The
United States, he promised, would resist aggression in Korea and at the same
time accelerate military assistance to France and the Associated States in Indo-
china (Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia).!! Even as he spoke, eight C-47 transports
were being prepared for delivery to Metropolitan France. Because the situation
was critical in Southeast Asia, American pilots flew these planes direct to Saigon
and turned them over even before formal U.S. agencies were in the country to
coordinate shipments of assistance materials. These eight aircraft were the first
aviation aid furnished by the United States to the French in Vietnam.

As American forces entered the war in Korea and as the French resisted Viet
Minh attacks in Tonkin, Donald R. Heath became the U.S. Minister to the
Associated States on July 6, 1950. The initial elements of the U.S. Military

*French Air Force Indochina consisted of two squadrons totaling forty-six British MK-IX
Spitfires, threc squadrons of sixty-three American F-63 Kingcobras, two squadrons of thirty-five
German JU-52 transports, and one squadron of twenty American C-47s, plus some light liaison
planes. The French Navy had a patrol squadron of eight American PBY-5A Catalinas and a
reconnaissance squadron of nine British Supermarine-1 Sea Otters. A lack of specialized aircraft
required the use of fighters for reconnaissance, strafing, and bombing missions. In general, however,
bombardment was conducted by PBY patrol planes and by JU-52 transports under contract.
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Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) entered Saigon on August 3. Brig. Gen.
Francis G. Brink, USA, assumed command on October 10, and Lt. Col.
Edmund F. Freeman, the Air Attaché in Saigon, handled air assistance duties
until the Air Force Section of MAAG-Indochina came into being on November §
under Col. Joseph B. Wells.12

Mr. Heath was the Chief of Mission and the senior U.S. representative in
Saigon. General Brink, the MAAG chief, was his military advisor. MAAG
received and reviewed requests for American aid to the ground, naval, and air
forces, established requirements and, after coordinating with Heath, submitted
them to the Department of Defense (DOD).13

Although Americans hoped to work directly with the Vietnamese as well as
with the French, the French termed the Bao Dai government and its military
forces incapable of dealing with assistance matters. French troops were carrying
the burden of the war, and the few Vietnamese units in existence had limited
capacities except as auxiliaries.

As a consequence, MAAG received requests from the French, transferred
title of military assistance program materials to them, and tried to insure the
proper use of the items supplied. On December 23, 1950, the United States,
France, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos signed the Mutual Defense Assistance
Agreement. A provision stipulated that American goods destined for Indochina
would pass through French hands.!

The military assistance effort had three priorities. The first was responding
to emergency requests to enable French forces to meet immediate threats. The
second was improving French military capabilities. The third and least important
was developing indigenous Vietnamese armed forces.

With respect to aviation requirements, not until October 1950, when forty
U.S. Navy F-6F Hellcats arrived in Saigon aboard a French carrier, could the
United States make available fighter aircraft to replace the old MK-1X Spitfires.

While the French requested F-63 Kingcobras primarily because of their
37-mm cannon, the United States Air Force (USAF)* had no spare parts or
ammunition for these obsolete aircraft and instead furnished ninety F-8F Bear-
cat fighters, which were ferried to Vietnam in February and March 1951. Delays
in installing ground equipment postponed the arrival in Vietnam of five RB-26
reconnaissance planes until July. Twenty-four B-26 bombers were renovated and
transported to Hawaii by carrier in December, then flown to Tourane. Nine
others flew from Sacramento to Hawaii and on to Vietnam at the of the
year.

These deliveries completed the initial aviation schedules under the Mutual
Defense Assistance Program. The planes enabled the French to expand sortie

rates from an average of 450 a week in the summer of 1950 to 930 in the spring of
195115

* Hereafter in this work, the terms “Air Force,”“Army,”“Navy,”and “Marine Corps” will mean
“U.S. Air Force,” “U.S. Army,” “U.S. Navy,” and “U.S. Marine Corps.” Military forces of other
nations will be specifically designated, for example, “French Air Force.”
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(Bottom) F-8F Bearcats ferried to Vietnam. (Upper left} C-47 with French markings. (Upper right) USAF
C-119s with French markings leave Haiphong to drop supplies at Dien Bien Phu.

P. 9: (Top) B-26s. (Center) Morane-500 Crickets. (Bottom) F-8F Bearcats on Dien Bien Phu Airfield.

S . -/ /
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Courtesy: French E.C.P. Armées

Courtesy: French E.C.P. Armées
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Courtesy: French E.C.P. Armées
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Despite higher American priorities in Korea, U.S. materiel dispatched to
Vietnam helped the campaigning. High Commissioner and Commander in Chief
Gen. Jean de Lattre de Tassigny said in January 1951 that U.S. air resources,
“especially napalm bombs, arrived in the nick of time.” Mr. Heath believed that
“French superiority in aviation and artillery was responsible for turning back a
Viet Minh offensive. In particular, the use of napalm . . . was a decisive factor in
the French holding operations.”!6

Further French victories in May 1951 compelled the Viet Minh to abandon
battles of confrontation and to retreat to lower-key guerrilla operations of
harassment and ambush. The war assumed the characteristics of a stalemate.!”

For a variety of reasons—to gain the initiative, to respond to American
urging for a greater Vietnamese stake in the struggle, to allow France to contrib-
ute more to the NATO defenses in Europe—the French acceded to a request
from Bao Dai and projected an expansion of Vietnamese military forces. They
opened an air training center at Nha Trang Airfield in June 1951 and a Viet-
namese Air Force office in Saigon during July. Furnishing for training several
Morane-500 Cricket liaison aircraft (French-built version of the German Fieseler
Storch), the French established the Vietnamese 312th Special Mission Squadron
at Tan Son Nhut Airfield near Saigon. Though the first Vietnamese flyers
received their training in Metropolitan France, French instructors at Nha Trang
started in March 1952 to train small numbers of pilots, observers, and mainte-
nance men.

These efforts permitted the activation in 1953 of two Vietnamese Cricket
observation squadrons and in 1954 of a light combat assault liaison squadron
equipped with French Dassault M.D.-315 Flamants. The three squadrons were
reorganized on July 1, 1954, into the Vietnamese 1st Liaison Group. Although
the air training program had significance for the future, it yielded only a token
number of Vietnamese liaison pilots and observers who had begun to fly combat
missions under French control toward the end of 1952.18

By then the new MAAG chief, Brig. Gen. Thomas J. H. Trapnell, USA,
and Col. Arvid E. Olson, chief of the MAAG Air Force Section, were concerned
over the effectiveness of French Air Force Indochina. It was limited to a
personnel ceiling of 10,000 men and still suffered from a scarcity of technicians.
Aircraft maintenance and supply were consequently marginal. Plagued by poor
consumption records, the French found it difficult to project future materiel
requirements. At the same time, the Korean War imposed its own needs.
American deliveries to Vietnam decreased, and F-8Fs and B-26s scheduled to
meet increasing attrition remained unsent during 1952. Yet ten C-47s arriving in
March and April 1952, and ten more in September and October bolstered the
French.!?

The French flew the C-47s to their limits to meet stepped-up action by the
Viet Minh in October. The planes performed so well that Gen. Raoul Salan, who
had replaced de Lattre, asked General Trapnell for additional ones. Trapnell
passed the request to Washington and, toward the end of the year, Far East Air
Forces (FEAF) headquarters in Tokyo received instructions to fill the order.

10
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FEAF hurriedly dispatched twenty-one C-47s to Clark Air Base in the Philip-
pines. There, the 24th Air Depot Wing removed USAF insignia, added paradrop
equipment, and delivered the planes to the French at Nha Trang. To provide
technicians for better maintenance and supply, the wing sent a temporary duty
force to Nha Trang on January 4, 1953. This was the first USAF contingent,
exclusive of the MAAG, to deploy to Vietnam. They remained in the country
until French troops relieved them on August 14.20

While the United States was funding approximately one-third of the costs of
military operations, the French, despite limited success in northwest Tonkin,
became increasingly disheartened by their own casualties and expenditures.
Appropriations from Bao Dai’s government and from the French National
Assembly for continuing military operations were difficult to obtain.2! As Secre-
tary of State Dean Acheson informed President-elect Dwight D. Eisenhower in
November 1952, the French, in Paris as well as in Vietnam, were wavering in
their support for the war. They wanted international backing and additional
assistance for their efforts.??

Dealing with this problem would be one of President Eisenhower’s
concerns.

FAR EAST AIR FORCES
{Japan)
5TH AIR FORCE 13TH AIR FORCE 20TH AIR FORCE FAR EAST AIR MATERIEL
(Japan) (Philippines) (Okinawa and Guam) COMMAND  (Japan)

JUNE 1950
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II. Dien Bien Phu

Early in his administration, President Eisenhower decided that three actions
were necessary for French success in Indochina. France had to give “greater
reality” to Vietnamese nationalistic aspirations and thereby deny the Viet Minh
their claim of struggling for independence. With the Vietnamese people thus
allowed a greater stake in their destiny, the French had to place more reliance on
indigenous military forces, requiring better equipment and training facilities.
Finally, the free world had to furnish more assistance to France, which alone was
carrying on what appeared to be an international struggle.!

In March 1953 Secretary of State John Foster Dulles advised French
authorities that the United States would enlarge its fiscal support if France
framed an acceptable plan for resolving the war.2 Before the French government
could make a detailed response, the Viet Minh launched another offensive in
western Tonkin in April 1953, moved into Laos, and threatened Thailand.?

A NATO foreign ministers conference was in progress in Paris and French
officials asked Dulles for the loan of C-119 transports to lift tanks and other
heavy equipment into Laos. Although Eisenhower was unwilling to employ
USAF crews on these combat missions, he agreed to lend the planes if Civil Air
Transport contract crews from Taiwan flew them. These arrangements made,
FEAF received the order to provide the aircraft. In May USAF crews flew six
C-119s to Nha Trang where contract pilots took them to Cat Bi Airfield near
Haiphong. The 24th Air Depot Wing sent a supporting maintenance and supply
detachment to Cat Bi, and then to Gia Lam Airfield near Hanoi. The aircraft and
detachment withdrew from Vietnam late in July after satisfying the requirement.?

General Henri Eugene Navarre, a new commander in chief, arrived in
Vietnam in May 1953, with instructions to defeat the Viet Minh and bring the
war to a close in conformance with American provisos. Navarre drew a plan to
use mobile strike forces against main enemy units. He hoped to expand support,
heighten cooperation among ground, naval, and air forces, secure fresh rein-
forcements from France, and improve Vietnamese forces. He proposed to lure
the Viet Minh into open battle, break up their main forces by 1955, and reduce
them to a low level of guerrilla warfare that for the most part indigenous troops
could contain.’

To help Navarre and incidentally to observe the local conditions, an Ameri-
can joint military mission headed by Army Lt. Gen. John W. O’Daniel and
including Maj. Gen. Chester E. McCarty, commander of FEAFs 315th Air
Division (Combat Cargo), reached Saigon on June 20. O’Daniel was favorably
impressed with Navarre’s plan. So was McCarty. Because of the personnel
shortages in French Air Force Indochina, McCarty noted, deliveries of more
U.S. aircraft without air and maintenance crews made little sense. Navarre
wanted extra paratroop lift capacity, and McCarty proposed to lend the French
C-119s. The planes could be dispatched to Cat Bi a day before a planned
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operation, flown in combat by French crews, and returned to Clark Air Base for
maintenance.6

The commander of French Air Force Indochina rejected the C-119s.
Instead, he requested MAAG in August 1953 to supply twenty-five C-47s plus
necessary equipment by October I. Pulled out of units in the United States, these
aircraft were delivered to Vietnam in December.’

The armistice in Korea, signed on July 27, 1953, raised the possibility of
greater support not only by the United States for the French but by Communist
China for the Viet Minh as well. American officials nevertheless believed in the
efficacy of Navarre’s plan. When the French government in September agreed to
the eventual independence of Vietnam, the United States promised to make
available—in addition to the assistance funds already committed to the French
and the Associated States of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos—$305 million by
the end of 1954. In March 1954 the United States would offer to boost the
amount and to reimburse France up to $785 million for expenditures in Indo-
china during calendar year 19548

In Vietnam, Navarre said he would keep General Trapnell and MAAG
informed of operational plans and not limit their function simply to handling
materiel requests. Expecting MAAG to play a larger role in assisting the French,
Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson in January 1954 augmented the Air
Force Section from seven officers and eight airmen to thirty officers and thirty-
fiveairmen. Yet, despite public announcements in Washington of all-out Ameri-
can support, MAAG continued to have little influence on French activities.
MAAG complained (as other bodies with similar missions elsewhere normally
noted) that the French were reluctant to accept advice. They generally expected
the United States to deliver everything requested, regardless of their ability to use
or to maintain it.%

Starting his operations in the fall of 1953, General Navarre focused on the
plain of Dien Bien Phu. Located in northwest Tonkin and near the border of
Laos, it controlled the main road between the two regions. A strongly fortified air
and ground base at Dien Bien Phu would reestablish French authority in the area
and block Viet Minh incursions into the neighboring kingdom.!0

Paratroopers jumped onto an airstrip at Dien Bien Phu on November 20,
and began to fortify the area. They needed heavy equipment, including large
quantities of barbed wire. On December 5 FEAF started to ferry 315th Air
Division C-119s to Cat Bi Airfield for further flight by French military or by
civilian contract crews. At Cat Bia detachment of the 483d Troop Carrier Wing,
the 8081st Aerial Resupply Unit, and a provisional maintenance squadron of the
Far East Air Logistics Force supported from twelve to twenty-two C-119s at any
given time.!!

As Navarre developed an enclave in northwestern Tonkin, he had to
weaken the French defenses of Hanoi and Haiphong. In December 1953 and in
January 1954, Viet Minh attacks threatened French security inthose cities. Even
more serious was a growing Viet Minh concentration around Dien Bien Phu.!2
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The American government noted the dangers, and Assistant Secretary of
Defense for International Security Affairs Frank C. Nash directed the military
services to give the highest priority to the Mutual Assistance Program without
regard to funding. On January 16, 1954, President Eisenhower instructed
Defense Secretary Wilson to report to him all that could be done to help the
French without actually committing U.S. forces to combat. To permit the
French to counter Viet Minh incursions into Laos, six long-range B-26s arrived
in Indochina in January. When the French then requested twenty-two more, ten
to offset attrition and twelve to augment bombing capabilities, Assistant Secre-
tary Nash on January 29 resolved to provide them even if they had to come from
operational USAF squadrons in the Far East. Notified of the decision, FEAF
ferried sixteen of its planes from Japan to Clark Air Base where French markings
were painted on, then delivered them to Tourane in mid-February. These
aircraft remained on loan until sixteen B-26s and three RB-26s, funded by
the Mutual Defense Assistance Program, could reach Indochina later in
February and March.!3

Despite talk of getting additional aviation personnel from France and of
using Vietnamese to augment French service troops, the French air units
remained approximately one-fourth undermanned. FEAF received instructions
on January 31 to organize for duty in Vietnam several provisional C-47 and B-26
maintenance and supply units, with a composite strength of some three hundred
men. Brig. Gen. Albert G. Hewitt, commander of Far East Air Logistics Force,
arrived in Saigon on February 2, 1954, and established a B-26 detachment at
Tourane and a C-47 detachment at Do Son Airfield near Haiphong. Three days
later, the members of this highly classified undertaking began to be airlifted in.
President Eisenhower informed the American public that “some airplane
mechanics . . . who would not get touched by combat™ had been sent to
Vietnam. 4

Support of the French bothered Gen. Otto P. Weyland, FEAF command-
ing general. Because furnishing USAF personnel hampered his own combat
readiness, he preferred the French to receive American funds for contract
maintenance. Traveling to Vietnam early in February, General Weyland gained
the impression that the French problems were “primarily political and psycho-
logical.” The Vietnamese disliked the French and served poorly under them.
More serious, the Vietnamese laborers who worked at the Hanoi airfields by day
might well be joining the Viet Minh at night.!s

As growing communist forces gathered around Dien Bien Phu and cut the
surface routes to the garrison, General Navarre airlifted new French and Viet-
namese troops into the airhead. By mid-January 1954, air supply required twenty
C-119 and fifty C-47 sorties each day. The security of this airlift seemed threat-
ened when radio intercepts reported Viet Minh stockpiling of 37-mm rapid-fire,
Soviet-made antiaircraft (AA) artillery ammunition nearby. At the request of the
Army attache in Saigon, two FEAF experts in antiaircraft warfare, Captains
Robert M. Lloyd and Robert W. Hicks, visited Vietnam between January 16 and
February 5. They warned that 37-mm guns sited along the limited air approaches
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to Dien Bien Phu would have “considerable success” against low-flying trans-
ports. But after studying aerial photographs, the officers concluded that the
French had exaggerated the threat—there were no enemy 37-mm guns in the
area.l¢

President Eisenhower was apprehensive that the Viet Minh would overrun
the troops besieged in the isolated fortress at Dien Bien Phu, but Navarre
rernained optimistic. The position was attracting a large part of the Viet Minh
military forces and if they attacked, the French would inflict heavy casualties on
them. The report of the American antiaircraft artillery experts was reassuring.
French Minister of Defense Rene Pleven and Armed Forces Chief of Staff Lt.
Gen. Paul H. R. Ely visited the site in February and were impressed with the
strength of the defenses. General O’Daniel enthusiastically reported the land
garrison able to withstand any attack that the Viet Minh could launch “at
present.” The USAF directorate of intelligence decided in March 1954 that Ho
Chi Minh would be “stupid” to attack and take heavy losses when “hit and run”
tactics were so much more effective.!?

In talks completed on February 18, 1954, France, the United States, Great
Britain, and the Soviet Union agreed to discuss political solutions for Korea and
Indochina at a conference to be held in Geneva on April 26. Secretary of State
Dulles had opposed setting a specific date for further international negotiations,
arguing that a fixed time would tempt Ho Chi Minh into a spectacular
operation. 8

His concern was prophetic—Ho sought an all-out victory at Dien Bien Phu.
Chinese advisors had trained and equipped Viet Minh artillery and antiaircraft
units. Disassembled weapons, brought in on the backs of human carriers, had
been reassembled and placed in positions concealed under heavy vegetation in
the hills surrounding the French garrison. Artillery pieces included 75- and
105-mm howitzers, the latter of American manufacture that had been captured
in Korea. Among the antiaircraft arms were Soviet-made 37-mm automatic
weapons and 12.7-mm heavy machineguns. A 100-mile road was opened to a
major depot on the Chinese border, and a fleet of 1,000 trucks arriving from
China assured sufficient shells for a high rate of fire.!

Before the Viet Minh launched their attack against Dien Bien Phu, guerril-
las struck the Gia Lam and Cat Bi airfields inside the Hanoi-Haiphong perim-
eter. On the night of March 3, infiltrators used plastic explosives to damage or
destroy ten civil transport aircraft at Gia Lam. Three nights later at Cat Bi,
guerrillas destroyed one B-26 and six Morane-500 Crickets and damaged three
parked B-26s.20

The attack against Dien Bien Phu began on March 10 with shelling of the
two airstrips. At nightfall on the 13th the Viet Minh mounted massed assaults
against outposts. Although the French dropped two paratroop battalions into
Dien Bien Phu on March 14 and 16, the Viet Minh clung to the surrounding hills
and sent artillery fire plunging down upon the garrison and airstrips. Ground
support came from all available air units of French Air Force Indochina, the
French aircraft carrier Arromanches, and from some naval patrol airmen flying
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PB4Y-2 Privateers out of Cat Bi. Sorties during the week of March 11-17
averaged forty-three per day.

On the 14th communist gunners closed the principal airstrip at Dien Bien
Phu, then destroyed seven F-8Fs, two C-47s, one C-119, four Crickets, and two
H-19B helicopters on the ground. A B-26 hit by antiaircraft fire crashed upon
landing at Cat Bi. Enemy fire the next day downed one F-6} and one F-8F. That
same week, flak damaged three F-8Fs and one C-119. C-47¢ and smaller planes
sneaked into the airstrip at night for two weeks to evacuate casualties. These
missions ceased after an air ambulance was destroyed by artill>ry on March 28.2!

French fighters and light bombers giving direct and close air support to the
ground troops had to operate from higher altitudes because of the accurate
antiaircraft fire. The crews therefore found it harder to locate and hit dug-inand
carefully camouflaged positions. Since napalm dropped by C-47s seemed partic-
ularly potent, the French on March 18 asked to use FEAF C-119s for larger
napalm drops on moonlit nights. While General Weyland thought the C-119s
rather vulnerable for such work, he agreed to furnish them. One plane carrying
4,000 gallons of drummed napalm crashed during takeoff from Cat Bi on March
23. Nevertheless, the French flew some C-119 drops with satisfactory results. But
napalm, effective in the rice paddies of the Red River Delta, was less suitable to
the canopied and rain-soaked forest around Dien Bien Phu.??

With the major airstrip at Dien Bien Phu closed, the 170 tons of ammuni-
tion and 32 of food required each day to sustain the garrison had to be dropped
into ever-shrinking zones. All military air transports, including American C-119s,
were committed to this resupply, even though high-altitude drops from 8,000 to
10,000 feet dispersed much cargo into Viet Minh territory. Drops from 3,000 to
4,000 feet were impossible because of the 37-mm antiaircraft fire. Supplies in lieu
of aircraft and crews were sacrificed, and one-half to two-thirds of the items fell
into enemy hands.2

President Eisenhower seriously considered a direct U.S. military interven-
tion. But judging adequate ground forces to be already engaged, he was reluctant
to commit American ground troops in Southeast Asia or to employ air units
squarely in support of the French. He was unwilling to authorize stronger U.S.
measures unless a coalition of powers, including Britain in particular, gave moral
meaning to such an undertaking.?4

Talk of using American air and naval forces to support the French
prompted Vice Chief of Staff Gen. Thomas D. White to direct a study on how
best to employ the Air Force in Indochina. Army Chief of Staff Gen. Matthew B.
Ridgway dispatched a team of officers under Maj. Gen. James M. Gavin to
Vietnam to gather facts on a possible ground force commitment. President
Eisenhower, noting that General Trapnell was due for rotation, directed that
General O’Daniel, an experienced combat commander who still visited Indo-
china periodically, be assigned as Chief of MAAG.2

In Washington on March 20, French General Ely met with President
Eisenhower, Secretary of State Dulles, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
Admiral Arthur W. Radford, USN, who were gravely and sympathetically
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P. 20: (Top) USAF C-124 at Ceylon airlifting French soldiers to Vietnam. (Center) French paratroopers.
(Bottom) French Foreign Legion.

P. 21: (Top) President Eisenhower with Gen Paul Ely and Adm. Arthur W. Radford. (Below) Supplies
unloaded in Indochina under the Military Defense Assistance Program.

21



THE ADVISORY YEARS

concerned about the situation. Eisenhower directed Radford to give the French
whatever materials they requested. He was speaking of logistic assistance, but Ely
had the impression that much more was involved in the offer, Dulles reiterated
the position that overt U.S. participation in the war would depend on French
willingness to expand the training of indigenous forces and to give ultimate
independence to the Associated States. Radford was more encouraging. He
spoke of direct U.S. intervention by sixty B-29 bombers escorted by 150 carrier
aircraft of the Seventh Fleet against the Viet Minh at Dien Bien Phu.

In Paris, Ely reported Radford’s personal assurance of naval air support if
the situation required it. The French government on March 29 then sent Col.
Raymond Brohonto Vietnam to see if American intervention was needed to save
Dien Bien Phu.26

In Hanoi, Brohon told General Navarre of possible American air strikes. At
first feeling that they might trigger overt Chinese intervention, Navarre informed
General Ely on the night of April 3 that direct American action might “have a
decisive effect particularly if it comes before the [next] Viet-Minh assault.” The
Viet Minh had already launched a massed attack on the evening of March 30,
and were about to mount another on the night of April 4. They seemed to be
taking heavy casualties.??

On the 3d of Aprilin Paris, the French government asked the United States
to fly two battalions of French paratroopers and some naval personnel from
France to Vietnam. The Americans agreed and set the first airlift for the 15th.28
Alerted on April 3 to assume the mission, the United States Air Forces in Europe
planned to use C-119s of the 322d Air Division (Combat Cargo). On the 6th,
however, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru refused to permit flights over India,
even though the troops transported would be unarmed and dressed in civilian
clothes. Air Force headquarters accordingly directed the 62d Troop Carrier
Wing to deploy C-124s from Larson Air Force Base, Washington. On April 20,
six C-124s picked up 514 passengers in Paris and Tunis and traveled to Vietnam,
with intermediate refueling stops in Libya, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan,
Ceylon, and Thailand. The planes unloaded at Tourane on the 23d. A second lift
of five C-124s departed Marseilles with 452 passengers on May 5, followed much
the same route, and arrived at Tourane on the 8th.2%

Meanwhile, at midnight on April 4, Premier Joseph Laniel asked Ambas-
sador C. Douglas Dillon for strikes by Navy carrier pilots against Viet Minh
artillery around the besieged French forces. As an alternative, he requested the
immediate loan of ten to twenty B-29s, these to be maintained by USAF
personnel and flown by French crews.30

Secretary Dulles had earlier spoken of the determination of the United
States to resist Chinese aggression. In a speech to the Overseas Press Club in
Washington on March 29, he expressed strong opposition by “whatever means”
against the extension of communist power into Southeast Asia.3!

British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden wanted to be sure exactly what
Dulles meant, for Eden thought it useless to encourage the French in an
adventure that would succeed only with more than limited military assistance.
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Accordingly, the British Ambassador Roger M. Makins informed Dulles that his
government believed the French situation in Indochina to be beyond salvage. It
was therefore important, he said, to refrain from jeopardizing the negotiations to
be held in Geneva.3?

Secretary Dulles, Admiral Radford, and Deputy Secretary of Defense
Roger M. Kyes on April 3 briefed a select group of congressional leaders. The
latter made it clear that the Congress would support no unilateral U.S. interven-
tion in Indochina unless three conditions were met: unified action by the non-
communist nations in Southeast Asia and by the United Kingdom, complete
independence to be granted to the Associated States, and continuation by the
French of their military effort on the same scale after other nations entered the
conflict.??

Because congressional support for U.S. air and naval assistance to France
depended on a British alignment, President Eisenhower wrote Prime Minister
Winston Churchill a personal letter on April 4. Churchill’s response three days
later indicated little enthusiasm for involvement.34

On April 5 Dulles had revealed in testimony before the House foreign affairs
committee that the Chinese were “coming awfully close” to overt military
intervention, This, he said, Eisenhower would not countenance. Yet, given the
British position, the United States on the 6th informed France that other
circumstances were necessary for a direct American role in Vietnam.3

On the same day, Gen. Nathan F. Twining, Air Force Chief of Staff,
recommended against lending B-29 aircraft for two reasons. The French had
little ability to operate the planes and none to support them. Suitable targets for
the large bombers were absent.36

General Navarre informed Paris on April 7 that he lacked French flight
crews to man borrowed B-29s. Furthermore, without fighter escorts, the B-29s
might be shot down if the Chinese sent in MIG jets.3’

Convinced of Indochina’s major importance to the free world, President
Eisenhower on the 7th explained to the press why he thought so. The surrender of
any free people to communism, he said, was inimical to freedom everywhere. The
loss of Vietnam would expose other nations in Southeast Asia to communist
aggression. “You have a row of dominoes set up, you knock over the first one,
and what will happen to the last one is the certainty it will go over very quickly.”8

American military studies were far from optimistic about the prospect of
employing U.S. combat forces to support the French. A FEAF staff paper
stressed the point that the French still followed an “arrogant” colonial policy and
had so alienated native loyalties as to make a military solution probably impossi-
ble. Besides, rigid ceilings on French military manpower and a reluctance to
develop native forces had dashed what hope there might have been to deal with
the Viet Minh militarily. More specifically, the French had failed to exploit their
planes fully, for they had neither interdicted enemy supply routes nor properly
used air strikes against the hostile concentrations ringing the fortress.*

A USAF staff study concluded that air power would contribute to the
efforts of land forces, but several factors would seriously inhibit air effectiveness.
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Cited were the character of the ground operations, the terrain, the weather, the
absence among the indigenous population of a will to fight, the general scarcity of
good air targets, and the want of target information.4

The Army fact-finding team headed by General Gavin reported that eight
U.S. divisions plus thirty-five engineer battalions would have to fight in the
Hanoi Delta and possibly seize Hainan Island. Because Southeast Asia had no
good ports, airfields, and land communications, support requirements were
tremendous. “We finally decided when we were all through,” Gavin said later,
“that what we were talking about doing was going to war with Red China under
conditions that were appallingly disadvantageous.” Ridgway sent the report to
President Eisenhower who was struck by the enormity of the requirements
posited.4!

Yet U.S. military commanders in the Far East tried to furnish all-out logistic
support to the French, even drawing equipment from American units. Gen. Earle
E. Partridge, who assumed command of Far East Air Forces on March 26, 1954,
directed “full, prompt, and effective” action. Thus, when the French High
Commissioner asked Ambassador Heath early in April for eighteen C-47s to
replace losses, the planes were flown from Japan to Tourane on April 9 and
placed on loan. When the French wanted twenty-five B-26B aircraft, these too
were provided. Other expedited deliveries included H-19 helicopters taken from
Marine Corps units in the Far East, L-20 liaison aircraft from the Air Force, and
twelve F-8F replacement aircraft diverted from Thailand commitments. The
carrier Saipan brought twenty-five F-4U Corsair fighters to Tourane to augment
the I-6Fs aboard the Arromanches. While FEAF sent large air shipments of
munitions, paraflares, and white-phosphorus bombs, larger deliveries of heavier
ordnance came by surface vessels loaded in Korea and Okinawa.*

Maj. Gen. Jacob E. Smart, FEAF deputy for operations, offered the French
on April 7 the Hail (Lazy Dog) munitions stored in Japan. These small finned
bullets had been manufactured for antipersonnel missions during the Korean
War but had never been used in combat. With 11,200 of the missiles packed in a
cluster adapter about the size and weight of a 500-pound bomb, the tactic was to
drop the clusters from 15,000 feet and burst them at 5,000 feet. This allowed the
finned bullets to gain lethal velocity as they approached the ground.4

Five million of these small missiles and 500 cluster adapters arrived at
Haiphong on April 16, but the ship was delayed on berthing and did not unload
until the 23d. When the shipment was unpacked, about half the missiles were
corroded and many had damaged fins that affected their ballistic flight. Two
FEAF technical experts, Lt. Col. William B. Sanders and Maj. Robert V.
Prouty, urged the French to employ the finned bullets in a fairly large strike
against enemy personnel. The French, however, preferred to use them against
antiaircraft artillery emplacements. Four PB4Y-2 aircraft, each carrying 12
cluster units, opened the attack and through May 2 dropped 227 units; B-26s
dropped 132.

Though Sanders and Prouty were unable to obtain concrete evaluations of
results, the French appeared to be happy with circumstantial evidence. On April
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30 and May I the missile bombs were extensively employed in conjunction with
air resupply missions, and on these dates C-119 crews reported less antiaircraft
fire than usual. Perhaps more indicative, the Viet Minh dispersed their antiair-
craft batteries. To Sanders it seemed that “the finned bullet attacks were success-
ful but only due to volume rather than good delivery tactics.™*

When Generals Partridge and Smart visited Vietnam during April 14-18,
General Navarre asked whether B-29 operations were feasible. On his way home,
Partridge radioed Brig. Gen. Joseph D. C. Caldara, commander of the FEAF
Bomber Command (Provisional), to meet him at Haneda airport in Tokyo.
There Partridge told Caldara of Navarre’s request. According to Navarre, B-29
operations had been cleared through diplomatic channels. Partridge had
received no such directive. In any case, Caldara was to go to Vietnam and see
whether B-29s would be effective. If so and B-29 flights were authorized, Caldara
would have complete operational control. Partridge wanted him to employ his
force as a total unit under mass-strike conditions.*s

Leaving Japan on the following day, Caldara flew to Saigon. After con-
ferring with Robert McClintock, Chargé d’Affaires at the American Embassy,
and with French officials, Caldara received an intelligence briefing. He then flew
over Dien Bien Phu, He concluded that there were “no true B-29 targets.” But if
B-29s were “the only aircraft that can put the required tonnage on the roads and
supply areas, we can do the job if directed.” The monsoon weather had set in,
limiting visual bombing. Hence bombing by shoran radar or by airborne radar
would be essential.

Believing that B-29 operations could best be mounted from Clark Air Base
in the Philippines, General Caldara planned to fly a maximum effort strike with
1/10-second-delay-fused, 500-pound general purpose bombs. Navy fighters
operating from carriers would escort the bombers. “The bombing raid,” Caldara
later reminisced, “could have effectively destroyed the entire enemy force sur-
rounding Dien Bien Phu.”

This may have been wishful thinking. Although General Navarre repeatedly
sought information on the ability of the B-29s to destroy antiaircraft facilities, he
felt that the absence of ground-based radar guidance made a mass strike so close
to the camp impossible. He preferred an American air strike against the major
Viet Minh supply base at Tuan Giao, a road-junction town about fifty miles
northeast of Dien Bien Phu. Caldara made a personal aerial reconnaissance of
the enemy supply lines from Dien Bien Phu to the Chinese border and presented
target information to the French. In Hanoi he discovered the French possessed
more fighter-bombers and light bombers than they could use on any given day
because of personnel and maintenance restrictions. Finally, Caldara judged a
mass bombing by B-29s to be impractical under the conditions. He also informed
Partridge, who directed him to return to Japan.4.

Arriving in Paris on April 19, Secretary Dulles learned that the situation at
Dien Bien Phu was “virtually hopeless.” It could be saved only through U.S. air
intervention. Dulles suggested to the French government that Generals Navarre
and O’Daniel hold an emergency consultation. But on the 23d when Navarre
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asked for an American B-29 air strike, Dulles told Foreign Minister Georges
Bidault that direct U.S. intervention required a prior political basis.

Dulles conferred with Admiral Radford when the latter reached Paris on
the evening of April 24, and they concluded that it was too late for United States
action. In Geneva the following evening, Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden made
it quite clear that the United Kingdom opposed direct American air involvement.
Discussions next turned toward a new policy on the basis of a French defeat in
northwest Tonkin.4’

With direct American intervention ruled out, the sole hope for continued
French resistance at Dien Bien Phu rested on reinforcing the garrison. Para-
troopers flown from France to Vietnam in USAF aircraft offered the prospect of
releasing experienced paratrooper battalions in reserve at Hanoi. Nevertheless,
the dispatch of relief was meaningful only if air transport supply was available.

Navarre dropped small numbers of paratroopers into Dien Bien Phu on the
nights of May 3, 4, and 5, but canceled another planned drop because of scarce
airlift. Through April and early May, French combat aircraft and transports
operated under the most severe restrictions of adverse weather and terrain as well
as of hostile ground fire.48

As the defensive perimeter at Dien Bien Phu contracted, the drop zone
diminished to a diameter of about 2,000 yards. Antiaircraft weapons sited on
high ridges alongside the drop zone caught aircraft flying through the slot in a
murderous crossfire. To escape flak, French C-47s dropped parabundles from
10,000 feet and had to make several passes over the target before they could kick
outf their complete loads. In deference to the ground fire, C-119s raised their drop
altitude to 5,000 feet, and dumped their loads quickly in a single pass. Hardly safe
from flak at that height, Civil Air Transport pilots complained that the C-47s
dropped parabundles through their flights and that escorting flak-suppression
aircraft were dropping bombs through flight formations. These were hazardous
conditions for civilian crews whose contracts made no mention of flying in active
combat areas.

To increase drop accuracy at 8,000 to 10,000 feet, French airborne techni-
cians devised an ingenious procedure. They used a refueling line to hobble a
cargo parachute until it neared the ground. Then an explosive time-delay fuze cut
the line and allowed the parachute to deploy. The device appeared to work, and a
detachment of the U.S. Army 8081st Quartermaster Airborne Supply and
Packaging Company, which loaded C-119s at Cat Bi, adopted the parachute
delay apparatus and used it on all C-119 drops during the last two weeks of the
Dien Bien Phu campaign.¥

Fragments of a 37-mm shell severely injured Civil Air Transport pilot Paul
Holden on April 24, His fellow civilians refused to fly to Dien Bien Phu again
without adequate combat air support, so French military pilots manned the
C-119s. On the 26th, antiaircraft fire downed one F-6F and two B-26s. Flak-
suppression missions (including a heavy concentration of Hail missiles), flown at
the expense of close air support strikes and supply line interdiction, improved the
situation. The civilian pilots returned to their planes on the 30th. Breaking a short
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period of silence, 37-mm guns on May 6 scored hits on one C-119and shot down
another flown by civilian pilot James B. McGovern.*s

On the 6th planes delivered 196 tons of supplies to the garrison. What was
to be the final Viet Minh assault started that evening. At noon of the 7th,
soldiers broke into the heart of the French defenses, and the battle ended
several hours later. Ho Chi Minh had scored a decisive victory that coincided
with the negotiations in Geneva. There, delegates had failed to reach political
agreement on Korea and were about to take up the problem of restoring peace
to Indochina.s!

“A legendary figure in Asia, McGovern had come to be known as “Earthquake McGoon” in
deference to his huge size and black beard. He was a Fourteenth Air Force pilot in World War 11and
remained in the Far East with the Civil Air Transport Company. He died in the C-119 crash.
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III. The Geneva Agreements
and French Withdrawal

Victory at Dien Bien Phu allowed the Viet Minh to move troops and
weapons toward the Hanoi-Haiphong perimeter. During the night of May 12,
500 Vietnamese regulars at Hanoi deserted with their arms. Grave doubts about
holding the Red River Delta arose among the French. Deciding that the safety of
the Expeditionary Corps in Vietnam had become the prime consideration, the
government directed the French commander to withdraw. He could retire as far
as the 18th parallel to safeguard the southern part of Vietnam.!

Although President Eisenhower believed overt Chinese intervention in
Indochina hardly likely, he permitted the military services to plan for the
contingency. Identifying the options open to the United States may have bene-
fited French morale. At the time, Adm. Felix B. Stump, USN, was Commander
in Chief, Pacific Command (CINCPAC), the unified commander responsible for
U.S. military operations in Asia south of the 30th parallel. He conceived that an
American commander of a Southeast Asia Defense Command ought to move
into Vietnam with U.S. naval and air forces, perhaps eight Army divisions, and
probably exercise operational control over the French forces.?

General Partridge, FEAF commander, promptly protested Admiral
Stump’s concept because it would divide the unity of air command in the Pacific
and base air units on hazardous airfields. Less than enthusiastic about B-29s with
conventional weapons, Partridge favored using carriers. Believing the struggle to
be basically a civil war in which long-term pacification and unification rather
than destruction were the prime objectives, he thought that conventionally
armed B-29s might produce favorable short-term psychological effects but no
lasting results. Indecisive and devastating air attacks would be counterproductive
because the real task was to build indigenous military, economic, political, and
psychological leadership.3

Toward the end of May, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were reluctant to place
large numbers of American forces in Vietnam. They wished to avoid a defensive
Korea-type response and preferred an offensive against mainland China, includ-
ing attacks against the Chinese war-making capability and “employing atomic
weapons, whenever necessary.”

President Eisenhower sent General Trapnell, MAAG-Indochina chief, to
Paris at the end of May to discuss cooperative planning with General Ely, who
was preparing to go to Vietnam as Commander in Chief and High Commis-
sioner. When Ely failed to receive positive assurance of U.S. intervention even in
the event of an overt Chinese attack, he was unwilling to accept an overall
American commander and was averse to having American ground troops,
except for one or two divisions as a show of good faith.
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After that, the prospects of American intervention diminished. Discussions
in Geneva on Indochina commenced May 8 between delegates from the United
States, the United Kingdom, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, France, the
People’s Republic of China, the Kingdoms of Laos and Cambodia, the State of
Vietnam, and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The question was how to
end the war between France (and its adherents) and the Viet Minh, the former
supported by the United States and the latter by Communist China and the
Soviet Union. The Viet Minh delegate was hardly anxious to compromise. He
felt that the French colonials had been defeated and that all of Vietnam lay within
Ho Chi Minh’s grasp.

Seeing little chance of holding an enclave in Tonkin, the French in June
were agreeable to a partitioning of Vietnam that would leave the southern part to
them. By then, the Viet Minh were establishing control over the central high-
lands. On the 24th, in Mang Yang Pass, they cut off and virtually destroyed 3,600
men of French Mobile Group 100 that was withdrawing toward Pleiku along
Route 19.

The Viet Minh continued their military successes and the Geneva negotia-
tions dragged on. Between June 25-28 in Washington, President Eisenhower and
Prime Minister Churchill drew up a paper and offered it to the French as the
basis for an armistice. Pledging to press for a collective defense of Southeast
Asia, they warned that the international situation would be “seriously aggra-
vated” if the French government refused to accept an agreement.®

The Soviet Union seemed more interested in Europe than in Southeast Asia.
Informed speculation indicated that Foreign Minister Vyacheslav M. Molotov
proffered Premier Pierre Mendes-France a somewhat favorable settlement in
Indochina if the French abstained from participating in a European Defense
Community. At the same time, Chinese Foreign Minister Chou En-lai, appar-
ently impressed with the atomic might of the United States, hoped to demilitarize
Indochina to deny the Americans bases there.”

On July 8 in Geneva, serious discussions centered around the place where a
dividing line could be drawn across Vietnam. The French insisted on the 18th
parallel, while the North Vietnamese argued for the 14th. After a private discus-
sion between Mendes-France and Chou En-lai in Bern, the Viet Minh accepted
the 17th parallel as the demarcation, and the negotiations moved rapidly to a
conclusion on July 21.8

Signing an agreement on Vietnam, French and Viet Minh military represen-
tatives established two states separated at the 17th parallel, a demilitarized zone
oneach side of the line, and the withdrawal of French troops from the North and
of Viet Minh from the South. They prohibited introducing fresh troops, arms,
and munitions, as well as building new military bases in Vietnam. International
Control Commission teams from Canada, India, and Poland were to supervise
the implementation of the armistice and to report violations that might lead to
resumed hostilities. Finally, there were to be, by July 1956, elections throughout
Vietnam to unify the country. Consultations between representatives of the two
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parts, North and South, were to start no later than July 20, 1955, to prepare for
the vote.?

The Soviet Union wished all parties to accept the Geneva accords formally,
but the United States preferred to keep them a matter between the two principals.
Nevertheless the American delegate, Under Secretary of State Walter B. Smith,
gave assurance that the United States would “refrain from the threat or the use of
force to disturb” the agreements and would “view any renewal of the aggression
in violation of the . . . agreements with grave concern and as seriously threaten-
ing international peace and security.” The delegate from South Vietnam
solemnly protested that his country was not bound by agreements. He objected
that the French High Command had arrogated to itself the right to fix a date fora
future election, a political rather than a military decision. !

The Geneva accords led to the removal of USAF logistic support detach-
ments, and General Partridge had started the withdrawal as early as May 13. But
when the French need for support to hold the Red River Delta slowed the
evacuation, Partridge directed the detachments to take necessary measures for
their own safety and security.!!

The C-47 detachment at Do Son Airfield departed on June 29. The C-119
detachment at Cat Bi moved on May 23 to Tourane and joined the B-26 support
group.!?

On July 13 Defense Secretary Wilson ordered immediate suspension of all
materiel shipments to Indochina. The Air Force stopped all deliveries, started to
recover the B-26 and C-119 aircraft on loan, and arranged to evacuate its
personnel. Much materiel already en route to Indochina in French-controlled
ships could not be diverted, and eventually ended up in French dumps and
depots. The B-26 and C-119 logistic support detachments remained at Tourane
onaircraft recovery missions until the last of the loaned planes returned to Clark
Air Base on September 6.1

The USAF units had little trouble evacuating their own people from
Vietnam, but were hard-pressed to fulfill other personnel movements. The
French requested assistance to repatriate wounded men from North Vietnam,
and five C-124s moved 504 individuals. The 315th Air Division and 6481st
Medical Air Evacuation Group handled these patients from Saigon hospitals via
Clark Air Base to Tachikawa Air Base, Japan, where Military Air Transport
Service (MATS) craft flew them to the United States and finally to France and
North Africa. The Navy hospital ship Haven moved 725 men from Vietnam to
Oran, Algeria, and to Marseilles.'4

Air Force transports flew U.S. nationals from the Hanoi-Haiphong area;
the Philippine Air Lines evacuated Filipino residents; Civil Air Transport planes
took out Chinese; U.S. Navy Amphibious Group One and the Military Sea
Transport Service lifted supplies and thousands of Vietnamese refugees to safety.

The largest of these movements by far took place between July 10, 1954, and
July 30, 1955. Before the Viet Minh stopped the migration, about 880,000
Vietnamese fled from the North to the South.!s
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North Vietnam when
the country was
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parallel.
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(Right) Richard M. Nixon, Pierre
Mendes-France, and John Foster
Dulies.

(Below) Operation Wounded
Warrior: USAF evacuation of
French Foreign Legionnaires after
Dien Bien Phu.
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Few efforts were made to evaluate the air operations of the Indochina War,
quite possibly because of a general feeling that it was pointless to draw lessons
from a conflict that was doomed from the start. The French had been unable to
win the support of the people where the war was fought.

Even so, at General Twining’s direction, General Hewitt visited the region
and prepared a detailed report. His main conclusion was that the manpower
strength of the French Air Force had been hopelessly inadequate to support
182,000 ground troops dispersed in many garrisons. Air operations were largely
responses to urgent ground force requests. In consequence the French had tried
to do too much, in far too many places, with much too little.!¢

Summarizing the reasons for this lackluster performance, FEAF noted the
personnel shortages and the poor organization. Often more aircraft than pilots
were available, and too few maintenance men were on hand to keep planes
serviceable. Furthermore, tactical air planners had been unable to develop
targets in the “monsoon mountain mass” of North Vietnam, and interdiction
missions had been relatively ineffective against enemy supply lines, particularly
against the flow of goods from China.!” Both General Hewitt's and FEAF’s
assessment implied that the existing problems were correctable. But neither
echoed an earlier estimate by Gen. G. J. M. Chassin, French air commander,
who suggested that the Viet Minh tactics of concealment, dispersal, surprise, and
psychological warfare were extremely difficult to counter with fast-flying mili-
tary planes.i®

President Eisenhower welcomed the end of bloodshed in Indochina. Ameri-
can assistance, he said, had been unable to cure an “unsound relationship
between the Asiatics and the French” and had therefore been “of only limited
value.”!®

Two Vietnams emerged. In both, most people lived in two great river deltas,
the Red in the north and the Mekong in the south, as well as in the.lowlands
between the sea and the mountains.

North Vietnam, under Ho Chi Minh at Hanoi, had about 16 million people
including a communist political elite and battle-hardened military forces. Brutal
collectivization programs in 1954 and 1955 decreased the popularity of the
revolutionaries. The migration of nearly a million inhabitants south during the
year after the Geneva accords was a protest against the regime and the conditions
of life. But the communists confidently expected the national reunification
plebiscite in 1956 to deliver the other Vietnam peacefully to them.

In South Vietnam, with 14 million people, failure of the French to develop
indigenous leaders hampered the anti-communist nationalists. During the
absence of Bao Dai in France, control of the state devolved upon Ngo Dinh
Diem, a member of the Catholic minority. He became head of the cabinet in
Saigon on June 18, 1954, and a few weeks later was invested as President of the
Council of Ministers. Not widely known in the country and somewhat aloof,
Diem depended heavily for advice on his immediate family, especially on his
brother and political counselor, Ngo Dinh Nhu.2
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Ho Chi Minh made no secret of his determination to extend his control over
all of Vietnam. Immediately after the Geneva agreements, he called for a “long
and arduous struggle” to win the south, which he described as “territories of
ours.”?! He soon sent cadres across the 17th parallel, and they became known as
Viet Cong. They expanded the communist apparatus in the south, prepared for
future infiltration of men from the north, and worked for eventual unification
under Hanoi through subversion as well as open conflict.

President Eisenhower retained the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, and worked to
strengthen the indigenous government in conjunction with the French, who had
agreed to stay in Indochina until national forces could emerge. To compensate
for and bolster the weak government, Secretary Dulles actively corcerned
himself with stimulating strong native military forces.??

According to a National Security Council (NSC) paper in August 1954, the
Viet Minh victory in Tonkin had enhanced communist military and political
prestige in Asia. Now the Viet Minh were certain to try to extend their influence
beyond North Vietnam by military and non-military pressures, that is, by overt
aggression and by exploiting internal political instabilities and economic weak-
nesses in neighboring free countries.

To counter this estimated course of action, the United States decided to
pursue three principal policies: negotiate a Southeast Asia security treaty pledg-
ing members to act promptly against armed aggression; swiftly support legiti-
mate governments requesting and requiring assistance to defeat local subversion
and rebellion; and, more specifically, support France in assisting the South
Vietnamese to gain and maintain the military forces and the economic conditions
needed to meet foreign aggression and insure internal security.??

Moving speedily, the United States, Great Britain, France, Australia, New
Zealand, Pakistan, Thailand, and the Philippines signed the Southeast Asia
Defense Treaty in Manila on September 8, 1954. The major threats triggering the
agreement were subversion from within and aggression from outside a country.
Although an individual nation had primary responsibility for countersubversive
activities, the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) would act as a
clearing house to exchange information among the members and to discuss
common policies. It was external armed aggression against any member that was
recognized as the main common danger, and this the members pledged to meet
collectively. Because the Geneva agreements prevented Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia from joining the organization, SEATO spread its protection to them.
In the case of Vietnam, the United States would work through the French to
maintain the military forces “necessary for internal security.” For all members,
the United States would discharge its treaty obligations by deploying mobile
forces rapidly into the area rather than by stationing units in the region. The
treaty became effective in February 1955.24

Since SEATO was to be a shield against external aggression, Secretary
Dulles felt that South Vietnam needed military forces for internal security only.
The Joint Chiefs of Staff were hesitant to spend scarce funds in Vietnam until a
stable government existed. They believed, however, that U.S. military assistance
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to Vietnam should afford both internal security and limited defense against
external attack.2s

Much of the American problem stemmed from the kind of government in
South Vietnam. The Saigon government had yet to consolidate its power, and
there were conspiracies to unseat Diem. The Joint Chiefs wanted a reasonably
strong civil government in control before the United States undertook a military
training mission. Secretary Dulles understood this concern, but he thought that
well-trained armed forces would strengthen the Vietnamese government. Under
pressure from Dulles, the Joint Chiefs conceded that five indigenous divisions
would permit Vietnam to maintain internal security and present a limited
response to external attack. But it would take two or three years to train that
force. If the United States decided to do the training, it should be assigned low
priority so as not to impair more promising programs elsewhere.”

Between 1945-1954 the French had built up the Vietnamese regular and
paramilitary forces to varying degrees of effectiveness. The Vietnamese Air Force
consisted of the 1st Liaison Group with two squadrons of Morane-500 Cricket
liaison planes and one squadron of Dassault M.D.-315 light combat assault
aircraft, and a training center at Nha Trang. Few Vietnamese had held high rank.
Most were inexperienced. Enlisted desertions were frequent and damaging.”

The French had declined the offer of American help in training the Vietna-
mese, but they changed their minds about the time of the Geneva accords.
Generals O’Daniel and Ely in Saigon agreed that the United States should
assume some responsibility. The Geneva agreements fixed the maximum
strength of the MAAG at 342 U.S. officers and men, the number in the country
when the accords were signed. Since this group was too small to do a great deal,
the French retained management of the programs.

In October the Joint Chiefs ruled that the MAAG in Saigon could execute a
training mission if this became a political necessity and if the French refrained
from interfering. After a National Security Council meeting, the President
ordered Ambassador Heath and General O’Daniel to “collaborate in setting in
motion a crash program designed to bring about an improvement in the loyalty
and effectiveness of the Free Vietnamese forces.” He instructed the Joint Chiefs
to prepare a long-range program to reorganize and train the minimum number of
Vietnamese forces necessary to preserve internal security. ™

The President also wrote to Diem to ask for Vietnamese- American coopera-
tion on developing a strong and stable state capable of resisting subversion and
aggression. In return for U.S. assistance, Eisenhower expected Diem to reform
his government, make it responsive to the nationalist aspirations of the Viet-
namese people, and shape it into a representative and democratic regime.”

American policy statements stressed internal security considerations, but
public announcements indicated the intention to strengthen the nation to repel
aggression as well as subversion. The military forces projected were modeled on
the U.S. tri-service pattern. They were more suitable for conventional military
operations than for internal security and counterinsurgency activities.

To dramatize interest in Vietnam and to evaluate the situation, President
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Eisenhower sent General J. Lawton Collins, USA, to Saigon as a special U.S.
representative on November 3, 1954. Among other missions, Collins was to look
into the question of insuring the loyalty of the army to the government. Shortly
after Collins arrived, a Vietnamese general officer who had challenged Diem’s
control departed for France. This resolved a struggle for the direction of the
government in favor of Diem. Stability seemed enhanced.*

Working within strength figures stipulated by the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
Collins at first negotiated solely with the French. After January I, 1955, when the
union of the Associated States with France terminated, Collins conferred directly
with Diem’s government. He secured agreement for American support of a
Vietnamese army numbering 94,000 men, enough for a mobile battle corps of
three field divisions and one regimental combat team. MAAG was to assume full
responsibility for assisting the Vietnamese government to organize and train this
armed force. Due to the personnel ceiling on MAAG, the French would help. On
February 12, 1955, the United States formally took over all Vietnamese military
training.

Initial Vietnamese ground operations against the Viet Cong were encourag-
ing. To destroy communist domination in certain areas, a Vietnamese brigade
conducted a pacification operation in the Mekong Delta in February and March.
In April and May larger forces pacified the Quang Ngai and Binh Dinh Provin-
ces on the coast of the South China Sea. The soldiers broke up armed bands,
destroyed arms caches, provided local security, and resettled refugees from
North Vietnam on vacant lands.®

During March, Diem’s troops also put down a rebellion by the Binh Xuyen
politico-religious sect, a revolt that spread to the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects.
Driving the dissidents out of the city, the Vietnamese army crushed their armed
forces in a final campaign in the Rung Sat swamps southwest of Saigon in
September and October. Occupation of the Tay Ninh Province broke the Cao
Dai insurgency.

The army performed well and the air force afforded moderate aid in the
form of Cricket liaison flights that conducted surveillance, directed artillery, and
dropped psychological warfare leaflets. These successes gave confidence to Diem
and optimism to the Americans, who hoped that continued support would
enable the government to “pull through.”*

Further encouragement came when Diem formed two new local defense
organizations. He recruited men for the Civil Guard and assigned them to work
with provincial chiefs as a rural police. He created the Self Defense Corps whose
members used obsolete weapons to protect their homes, villages, and hamlets
under the district chiefs.*

Air Force studies suggested that the most immediate danger to Southeast
Asia was subversion. But this was out of context with proposals to equip national
air forces with conventional aircraft. In addition, there was need to develop
indigenous equipment and techniques in line with U.S. doctrine, so American jet
aircraft could function in the event of a U.S. deployment to meet a SEATO
emergency. On May 5, 1955, General Twining approved an Air Force Council
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(Left) Gen. Nathan F. Twining.

(Center) Gen. J. Lawton Collins
and Premier Ngo Dinh Diem.

(Below) MAAG Headquarters in
Saigon.
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policy that the national air forces in the Pacific-Far East should be shaped to
cope with internal aggression, to defend to a limited degree against external
aggression, and to furnish air base complexes suitable for USAF use if neces-
sary.’ Whether the three were compatible remained to be seen.

In September 1955 a program to forge indigenous countersubversive mil-
itary forces seemed to demand highly mobile ground commando troops operat-
ing closely with tactical air; slow-flying conventional strike aircraft carrying
diversified weapons and loitering over target areas for extended periods, plus
visual and photo-reconnaissance planes, light transports, and helicopters; and a
strong militia to overcome communist infiltration at local levels.™’

The Joint Chiefs of Staff believed that a U.S. effort to defend South
Vietnam against external aggression under SEATO procedures would be sub-
stantial, costly, and difficult to manage, especiaily without atomic weapons. To
defeat a North Vietnamese invasion would call for two to four Army divisions
besides the South Vietnamese ground forces. To invade and occupy North
Vietnam would take eight U.S. divisions. Moreover, quite a few Air Force
tactical fighter wings would have to be committed, and this depended on proper
air facilities. To prepare to meet a North Vietnamese invasion in the near future,
the Joint Chiefs suggested increasing the efficiency of the South Vietnamese
forces and improving the air bases in the country and in neighboring states.®

When Ho Chi Minh called upon Diem to open negotiations for a national
plebiscite, not only Diem but Dulles protested publicly. An honest election
would be impossible, they said, because the totalitarian regime in Hanoi would
direct the vote of the people it controlled in the more populous North. Diem on
August 9 positively rejected elections as long as the communist regime refused to
grant democratic freedoms and fundamental rights to the people of North
Vietnam. An October vote in South Vietnam gave Diem a mandate to set up a
republic under his presidency. On October 26, 1955, the Republic of Vietnam
came into being, and on the same day the United States extended recognition and
established diplomatic relations.*

Because Ho Chi Minh was building a powerful army in North Vietnam, an
invasion of South Vietnam would overwhelm Diem’s forces that were organized
and equipped chiefly for internal security. “ MAAG had therefore suggested that
the Vietnamese army concentrate on repelling outside attack and that the United
States concentrate on training the Civil Guard and Self Defense Corps. Approv-
ing, the Joint Chiefs recommended that General Collins’ ceiling of 94,000 men
for the Vietnamese military forces be raised to 150,000. This would be enough for
4 field divisions, 6 light divisions, 13 territorial regiments; and about 4,000 air,
4,000 navy, and 5,000 civilian employees.*'

Lt. Gen. Samuel T. Williams, USA, was appointed the new MAAG chiefin
Saigon. Arriving on November 15, 1955, he had to deal at once with an
impending withdrawal of French forces to meet the revolt in Algeria.“ Under
arrangements made by General O’Daniel, French advisors were serving with
American personnel in a Training Relations and Instructions Mission. The
French departure required a larger American complement. While the Interna-
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tional Control Commission was unwilling to approve a bigger MAAG, it
allowed the United States to sent 350 men to Vietnam as a Temporary Equip-
ment Recovery Mission to inventory and remove surplus equipment. Stretching
the authority granted, MAAG employed these personnel as logistical advisors to
replace the French working with Vietnamese army units. They became the
Combat Arms Training and Organization Division of MAAG. On April 23,
1956, the last French commander in chief in Indochina closed his headquarters
and left for France.*

According to General Williams, pacification duty left the Vietnamese army
little time for division combat training. Scattered miscellaneous units were hard
to organize into a cohesive field force. President Diem described the light
divisions as relics of the French colonial belief that the Vietnamese made poor
soldiers and therefore had to work in small units. Increasingly, Diem wished his
army to be organized and trained for field operations in conjunction with the
SEATO nations. When British and Canadian authorities insisted that this would
violate the Geneva accords and provoke particular disaffection in India, the
United States refrained.*

South Vietnam’s refusal to conduct elections to reunify the two Vietnams in
accordance with the Geneva agreement led American officials during the winter
of 1955-56 to expect a North Vietnamese invasion sometime after July 1956, the
date when the elections would have taken place. Nothing happened, and two
months later President Eisenhower decided to help South Vietnam build armed
forces for internal security and also for limited initial resistance to North Viet-
namese attack. The United States encouraged the South Vietnamese to align
their military growth to U.S. military doctrine.®

As the United States prepared the Vietnamese to combat subversion and to
repel invasion as well, it seemed unable to decide which was the greater threat.
The objectives for expanded national and regional defenses — even the distinc-
tion between the two — were vague, confused, and at times conflicting. This
aggravated the problem American advisors faced in adapting U.S. materiel and
procedures to a strange environment,
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IV. U.S. Command Problems
in the Pacific:
Emphasis on Southeast Asia

Authorities in Washington had closely managed the assistance to France
during the Indochina War, but U.S. commanders in the Pacific exercised increas-
inginfluence afterward. They looked to American military interests on a divided
basis. The Far East and United Nations Commands existed on the one hand and
the Pacific Command on the other. Because of budgetary constraints, the latter
had no Air Force theater headquarters or tactical units. All USAF resources
were assigned to Far East Air Forces, headquartered in Tokyo. Under FEAF
were Fifth Air Force and 315th Air Division (Combat Cargo) in Japan, and
Thirteenth Air Force in the Philippines.'

After March 26, 1954, Admiral Stump, Commander in Chief, Pacific
Command, became responsible for reviewing all military assistance programs in
this area, which took in Southeast Asia. Since Stump found it hard to manage
without an air headquarters, the Joint Chiefs on March 31 directed General
Twining to create a command at Hickam AFB, Hawaii. Hence Pacific Air Force
(PAF) came into being under Maj. Gen. Sory Smith on the 1st of July. While
Smith reported directly to Admiral Stump, he likewise answered to General
Partridge, FEAF commander. This reflected an understanding that all USAF
tactical air units in the Pacific and Far East would be assigned to FEAF in the
interest of command unity throughout both theaters. Stump, who was described
as “exceedingly if not unduly sensitive on the subject of command prerogatives,”
found it vexing, and understandably so, that FEAF should have a say in
CINCPACs area of responsibility. Yet General Partridge considered that a
common USAF policy for the Pacific and Far East areas required him to be
abreast of events in both places. He directed the Far East Air Logistics Force to
have the 6410th Materiel Group support all air components in Southeast Asia.’

In February 1955, when General Partridge held a conference of air attachés
and MAAG-Air representatives from all nations in Southeast Asia to discuss
problems and programs, Admiral Stump reminded him of CINCPAC’s primary
responsibility for that area. Stump wanted General Smith to help promote
projects consistent with U.S. military and political objectives in the Pacific
Command. Placing Thirteenth Air Force under PAF on June 1 facilitated his
wish.’

Under revised directives issued by Defense Secretary Wilson in July, Admi-
ral Stump gained more authority in carrying out the Mutual Defense Assistance
Program. Unified commanders like him were to be in the direct line of command
over the MAAGS in their areas. Thus Army, Navy, and Air Force personnel
assigned to MAAGs were no longer “allocated to CINCPAC” but rather placed
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under his direct command. Stump therefore integrated the control of assistance
programs in his headquarters. Only on technical matters did he allow MAAG
chiefs to communicate directly with their military departments, their component
commanders, and other service agencies. As for Stump’s component Army,
Navy, and Air Force commanders, they were limited to advising CINCPAC.*

The Air Force’s centralization of global logistics under the Air Materiel
Command further diluted FEAF influence over assistance concerns. General
Partridge insisted on controlling his logistics, but Gen. Laurence S. Kuter who
replaced him on June 4, 1955, accepted the new concept in the interest of
economy and efficiency. Transferred to Air Materiel Command on October 1,
1955, Far East Air Logistics Force was redesignated Air Materiel Force Pacific
Area. Under this organization the Northern Air Material Area Pacific handled
support and technical assistance for Japan and Korea. The Southern Air Mate-
rial Area Pacific at Clark Air Base similarly served Okinawa, Taiwan, the
Philippines, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, Guam, and Vietnam.s

MAAG-Air personnel now went straight to these materiel commands with
their logistic problems, without need to go through the theater air command. In
November 1955 Far East Air Force headquarters invited MAAG-Air represen-
tatives to a conference in Tokyo. Again CINCPAC objected that FEAF had no
right to indoctrinate air sections with its philosophy and concepts. ®

The inspection team dispatched by General Smith to Southeast Asia in
November-December 1955 reported that the Army appeared to be dominating
the MAAGs. To some extent, no doubt, this was in response to the desire of the
individual countries. Still most MAAG chiefs, deputy chiefs, and chiefs of staff
were Army officers. In Vietnam the MAAG-Air Section people were described
as being “relegated to a minor role and treated as junior partners,” without access
to current war pls ns and unable to coordinate or consult with MAAG-Air
sections in neighboring countries. There was a “deplorable lack of definite
relationship” between the indigenous air forces supported by mutual defense
assistance programs and the overall strategic objectives of the United States.’

After remarking on the close association between the Japanese and Korean
Air Forces and Fifth Air Force, General Kuter urged Thirteenth Air Force (now
under PAF) to foster similar rapport with indigenous air forces in Southeast
Asia. On February 17, 1956, Smith charged Thirteenth Air Force with monitor-
ing and reviewing assistance programs in SEA so that national air forces were
developed in line with U.S. strategic aims.®

Austerely manned, Thirteenth Air Force headquarters needed twenty-eight
more manpower spaces to perform the additional task. These slots were not to be
had because the entire Air Force was trying to build to an authorized 137 wings
without increasing personnel. Kuter and Smith conferred in April 1956 on how
to improve the review and monitoring of assistance activities. In May and
November, Air Materiel Force Pacific Area sponsored conferences of MAAG-
Air representatives to the same end.’

Air commanders were disturbed by Admiral Stump’s reliance on subordi-
nate command organizations for local operations. As a matter of principle,
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USAF leaders advocated centralized direction and control of air operations in
the Pacific and Far East areas. Local control of tactical air units would restrict
their operations to arbitrary and often meaningless geographic boundaries.
Furthermore, air units would go under operational control of a commander who
had little or no experience in training, equipping, and operating them. '’

General Smith therefore protested the assignment of tactical air units to a
subordinate unified command. It would, he said, partition air power to defend
local pieces of scattered real estate. Smith, as Stump’s theater air commander,
should manage all air operations in Pacific Command in order to use the
available units most effectively regardless of their locations. Stump pointed out
that his area was too vast for overall direction of local operations from Hawaii.
The division of command responsibilities between component commanders, he
said, had led to disaster at Pearl Harbor in 1941, and he preferred a single
commander responsible in each operational area for all military operations there.
Kuter called the potential commitment of USAF squadrons to local defenses in
Vietnam and elsewhere in Southeast Asia a “further emasculation of air
power.”"

When President Eisenhower, the National Security Council, and the Joint
Chiefs directed CINCPAC in July 1956 to prepare a contingency plan for
defending South Vietnam against overt external attack, Admiral Stump thought
in terms of setting up a U.S.-Vietnam Defense Command. The commander was
to receive from Fifth Air Force the operational control of earmarked air defense
and supporting forces, and from PAF a senior Air Force officer as the air
component commander, plus staff personnel. The Joint Chiefs accepted this
proposal. "

While the prospective proliferation of subordinate unified commands threat-
ened the unity of air power, other developments changed the picture. The
consolidation of the United Nations, Far East, and Pacific Commands had come
under study in the spring of 1955, after Secretary of Defense Wilson objected to
the worldwide command structure that he deemed too large, unwieldy, and
expensive. He wanted the system simplified and reduced, and the Joint Chiefs
asked commanders for comments. General Kuter recommended a single U.S.
unified command in the Pacific. The Joint Chiefs agreed early in 1956, and
Secretary Wilson approved discontinuing the Far East Command (FEC) in
favor of the Pacific Command, which was to be the single unified command in
the Pacific and Far East areas. Headquarters Pacific Air Force then became
PACAF/FEAF (Rear) on July I, which foreshadowed another change, and the
headquarters in Japan moved to Hawaii. "

General Kuter suggested in August that the Pacific Command have three
principal component commands, namely U.S. Army Pacific, U.S. Navy Pacific,
and U.S. Air Force Pacific, and four subordinate joint commands — Hawaiian,
Southern Pacific, Northern Pacific, and Marianas-Bonin. All forces allocated to
CINCPAC, Kuter thought, should be assigned to the principal component
commanders for operational control in peace and in war. The subordinate joint
commands should have no combat responsibilities but rather should support
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ambassadors and MAAGs, coordinate administrative and logistic activities, and
perform other non-combat obligations in their areas. In a local war, a
CINCPAC-designated task force commander selected from the military service
predominantly involved would assume operational control of joint task forces.
During local engagements, the Commander in Chief, Air Force Pacific, should
have complete responsibility for air defense throughout the entire Pacific.'

In October Admiral Stump and Army Gen. Lyman L. Lemnitzer, FEC
commander in chief, recommended three component commands -— Pacific
Fleet, Pacific Air Forces, and Army, Pacific, each to administer, train, support,
and operate allocated forces. Stump and Lemnitzer wished to retain existing
subordinate unified commands and to establish two additional commands in the
northwest Pacific. The plan failed to meet Secretary Wilson’s demand for
economy. It was reworked in Washington and resubmitted to the Secretary in
December.

Reorganization as approved early in 1957 made the Pacific Command the
single unified command directly responsible to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, with the
Navy serving as executive agent. Under CINCPAC were three major component
commands: United States Army, Pacific (USARPAC), United States Pacific
Fleet (PACFLT), and Pacific Air Forces (PACAF), each headed by a com-
mander in chief. According to CINCPAC instructions, PACFLT and PACAF
were to perform air tasks on a mutually supporting basis. Only three subordinate
unified commands remained. The Commander, Fifth Air Force, assumed
responsibility as Commander, United States Forces, Japan, and received a joint
staff but had no unified operational responsibilities. The Commanding General,
Eighth Army, headed United States Forces in Korea and also served as Com-
mander in Chief, United Nations Command. The Taiwan Defense Command
continued unchanged. In the Philippines, Ryukyus, and Marianas-Bonin,
CINCPAC representatives coordinated matters. In countries where no U.S.
operating forces were located, the MAAG chief was the CINCPAC representa-
tive. All MAAGs were directly responsible to CINCPAC. '

On the 1st of June, General Kuter opened his Headquarters Pacific Air
Forces at Hickam AFB, consolidating for the first time USAF tactical forces in
the Pacific and Far East areas under a single commander. Unity of command of
all theater air power was nonetheless missing. Not only did PACAF and
PACFLT have to cooperate on air tasks, but Admiral Stump — not Kuter —had
the responsibility to develop indigenous air forces. Kuter could just advise Stump
whether assistance programs squared with U.S. policies and objectives. In
Kuter’s view, indigenous air forces in Southeast Asia were hardly being helped to
grow in harmony with USAF objectives. That s, the forces were not prepared to
cope with internal subversion, to give limited defense against overt external
aggression, and — perhaps most important — to offer suitable bases for U.S. air
units that might be committed operationally. National air forces were being
equipped with slow, conventional aircraft for combating insurgency. Air facili-
ties that USAF jet aircraft could use in time of emergency were generally
lacking. "
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Kuter instructed the commanders of the Fifth and Thirteenth Air Forces in
August 1957 to act as “rallying points” for informal discussion with indigenous
air leaders. In November he invited air attachés and MAAG-Air representatives
to a conference in Hawaii, and urged them to work together to create a common
purpose in the “packets of democratic air power” forming in Southeast Asia.
Improving air facilities ranked high on his agenda. '

Planning for the possible deployment of U.S. forces during the early months
of 1958, the Commander in Chief, Pacific Air Forces, conceived of the mobile
strike force. It would depart its home base within 24 hours after receiving an
execution order, and engage in 15 days of self-supporting combat in Southeast
Asia." Since General Kuter wanted Thirteenth Air Force to have a dominant
role in SEA air activities, he charged Maj. Gen. Thomas S. Moorman (who
became Thirteenth’s commander on March 4) to take command of the PACAF
Mobile Strike Force when it deployed through Clark Air Base. The force
included three troop carrier squadrons and one combat airlift support unit from
the 315th Air Division (Combat Cargo); a fighter squadron, a bomber squadron,
a reconnaissance task unit with photo processing cell, and half of an air refueling
squadron from Fifth Air Force; one fighter squadron from Thirteenth Air Force;
and a search and rescue detachment from the 31st Air Rescue Squadron of Air
Rescue Service (Pacific). Clark Air Base was to furnish logistic support, and
Thirteenth Air Force was empowered to draw on PACAF resources to establish
detachments at forward air bases.?
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Because commitment of this mobile strike force would reduce the general
war deterrent elsewhere, Tactical Air Command (TAC) began to alert in the
United States a composite air strike force for rapid global deployment, mainly to
back up an immediate response by PACAF to aggression.”'

During April 1958 the PACAF mobile strike force concept was tested in a
SEATO exercise in Thailand against a simulated land aggressor force. For the
first time ina SEATO exercise, nuclear weapons were inserted into the scenario.
One observer, Lt. Gen. Frederic H. Smith, Jr., Fifth Air Force commander,
believed it vital to interdict an enemy land force by air. Upon returning to Japan,
he directed a staff study on the use of nuclear weapons if the Chinese invaded
Southeast Asia. 2 In contrast, CINCPAC regarded forward defense in the Pacific
as resting upon the twin pillars of strong mobile U.S. forces and of allied ones
strengthened by American military assistance programs.”

The Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1958 markedly broad-
ened CINCPAC’s authority as a unified commander. Army, Navy, and Air
Force units previously allocated to him were now under his “full operational
command.” The roles of the military departments and of the component com-
manders were confined to the administration and support of Army, Navy, or Air
Force units assigned to the unified commanders. A new CINCPAC, Adm. Harry
D. Felt — an experienced naval aviator whose exceptionally long tenure was to
last from July 31, 1958, through June 1964 — would exercise operational
command through his component commanders or through the commanders of
subordinate unified commands. **

Responsible for the immense area of the Pacific and its islands — excluding
the Aleutians and the Bering Sea, but including Japan, Korea, Southeast Asia,
and the eastern part of the Indian Ocean — Admiral Felt as CINCPAC was
comparable to a theater commander in World War I1. All the U.S. armed forces
in that region were under him, and Vietnam was one of his obligations. Head-
quartered at Pear! Harbor, he also had at Hawaii the major subordinate com-
mands of USARPAC, PACFLT, and PACAF, each headed by a component
commander. Logistic and support forces, subordinate unified or triservice com-
manders, area representatives, and military assistance advisory groups like the
one in Vietnam were also under him. His mission was to defend the United States
against attack and “to support and advance United States policy and interests in
the Pacific Command area.””

An advocate of the twin-pillar strategy, Admiral Felt perceived the separa-
tion between U.S. strategic planning and military assistance programs. The
remedy involved, on the one hand, completing a CINCPAC contingency con-
cept for Southeast Asia as a whole and, on the other hand, relating each country
program to the entire strategy. A joint U.S. task force, he believed, should
respond to aggression in Southeast Asia. He accordingly arranged for Marine
forces on Okinawa to become the nucleus of a permanent CINCPAC Joint Task
Force (JTF) 116. Since Marines would be airlifted to meet an emergency, the
initial commander of this force was to be a Marine officer. When Army rein-
forcements arrived by air and sea, command was to pass to an Army officer.
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PACAF designated the Thirteenth Air Force commander to head the air com-
ponent of JTF 116 in order to establish his authority over affairs in Southeast
Asia.”

During the autumn of 1958, Admiral Felt began to show the MAAGs how
to relate their programs to regional as well as to country needs.” PACAF’s
major task was to build air facilities and an air operating environment in
Southeast Asia. General Kuter and Lt. Gen. William F. McKee, vice commander
of Air Materiel Command, felt that aviation projects of the Military Assistance
Program (MAP) and of the International Cooperation Administration, Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), were oriented to individual countries. They saw no
reason why these projects could not be loosely connected to regional defense asa
whole. Better relations between PACAF and MAAG-AIr personnel, they
believed, would ensure that petroleum, oil, and lubricants (POL), ammunition,
ground-to-air communications, fire trucks, refueling vehicles, and other essen-
tials would be in place. Maintained by indigenous air forces, these services would
be available for USAF use if necessary. * In June 1959 the MA AGs received from
CINCPAC the first of a series of lists setting forth the priorities for accomplish-
ing projects of this nature.”

But coordination between CINCPAC contingency planning against an
overt aggression and individual country assistance programs continued to be
inadequate. For example, the latter were not designed or funded to build facilities
that could be used by USAF units. These projects were the responsibility of the
Department of Defense . The Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for
International Security Affairs, which reviewed assistance programs, was often
compelled to delete projects for indigenous military forces in Southeast Asia that
could not be justified according to the law. The MAAGs also hesitated to
recommend projects warranted only by U.S. interest. In Laos, for instance, it was
“extremely difficult to explain why you need an 8,000-foot heavy duty runway,
flat concrete, and sweepers to go with it in a country that uses Gooney Birds.””

Another set of programs sprang from the Army orientation of the MAAGs.
For example, aviation equipment obtainable through military assistance pro-
grams was relatively high-priced and competed with projects desired by the
Army. After visiting Pacific areas in 1959, Maj. Gen. Donald R. Hutchinson,
USAF assistant for mutual security, found that Army officers held 15 of 23
worldwide MAAG chief positions. This, he suggested, resulted in unbalanced
recommendations from the field. The Air Force sought a more equitable man-
ning ratio, but it would take several years to bring about changes.*'

Despite these difficulties, General White (who had replaced General Twin-
ing as Chief of Staff) wished PACAF to exert a strong influence on air matters
throughout the Pacific, to include assistance programs. Soon after Gen. Emmett
O’Donnell became Commander in Chief, PACAF, on August 1, 1959, MAAG-
Air representatives were allowed to deal directly with the Air Materiel Force
Pacific Area. Amendments to USAF manuals in September and November 1959
permitted PACAF to administer contracted technical services for the military
assistance program. In February 1960 a change ina USAF regulation directed all
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communications on air logistic matters to be routed through PACAF, and a
revision of a DOD directive on military assistance instructed unified command-
ers to draw upon the advice of component commanders. What this meant, White
reminded O’Donnell on March 25, was O’Donnell’s growing role in the air
aspects of military assistance. “To an increasing degree,” White wrote, “the
capability of MAP air forces must be oriented toward complementing the USAF
war effort, and your active participation in MAP planning toward that end is
urged.”¥

By spring of 1960, General O’Donnell had gained some informal influence
in military assistance matters, but no more than advisory authority. His advice
was not regularly sought after nor was it always accepted when volunteered.
Essentially, PACAF could have little impact on military assistance programs
because it had no official part in starting, programming, and carrying out
country projects. Through communications to the MAAG-AIr sections, which
were authorized to give technical support, PACAF views could be inserted into
assistance deliberations. All proposals, however, required MAAG chief approval
before submission to CINCPAC. The PACAF commander in chief as advisor
could submit assistance proposals direct to CINCPAC, but these were invariably
referred to the MAAG chief for comment. Though Air Force headquarters
looked to O’Donnell for information on military assistance programs, he was
outside the relevant command channel. A case in point was the construction
programs handled for CINCPAC by the Navy’s Bureau of Pacific Docks.
Responsible Air Force officers in the field found it hard to get specific facts about
the exact status of these projects. ™

As matters stood in 1960, the Southeast Asia Mutual Defense Assistance
Program activities in progress since 1954 had failed to fulfill emerging require-
ments for internal country defense or for cooperative regional defense. On the
whole, little stress had been given to developing indigenous air capabilities
despite the rather large allocation of efforts, funds, and manpower to indigenous
ground forces. The country air forces in Southeast Asia remained small and
lacked sufficient personnel with basic skills to achieve rapid expansion. None had
well-organized systems for operations and training, supply and maintenance,
intelligence and communications-electronics, or civil engineering.™ But organi-
zational arrangements were in process of change.
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V. Strained Civil-Military
Relations in South Vietnam
1957-1960

President Diem visited Washington in May 1957. Among other matters, he
wished American support for an army of 170,000 men and ten divisions.
Although Elbridge Durbrow, Ambassador to Vietnam, believed that a military
establishment this large would be a drain on the Vietnamese economy, President
Eisenhower seemed to give tacit approval when he and Diem issued a joint
communiqué. The two countries would continue to work for a peaceful unifica-
tion of Vietnam, and the United States would support South Vietnam against
communist encroachment.

By 1958 the Army of the Republic of Vietnam was a force of 150,000 men
organized into seven infantry divisions, one small brigade, and five territorial
regiments. Diem had released the army from internal security duties to permit
intensive field training. General Williams, the MAAG chief, was confident that
these troops could deter North Vietnam from orthodox military attack. They
could delay an invasion for fifteen days before falling back to Da Nang, where
they could hold out for thirty days more. Presumably, outside assistance would
have arrived by then to launch a counteroffensive or to defend the Saigon-
Mekong Delta area.'

But whether the Vietnamese ground forces could eliminate subversion and
insurgency had yet to be seen.

While extraordinary priority was given to developing the army, only passing
attention was accorded the Vietnamese Air Force, for it was regarded as incapa-
ble of playing a substantial role in larger SEATO operations. Instead, it was to
deal with minor operations, mainly to give tactical support to ground activity in
the country through airlift, paradrops, visual and photo reconnaissance, and
medical evacuation.’

Planning for the Vietnamese Air Force had begun in January 1955, when
General Collins, focusing chiefly on the Vietnamese army, explained that South
Vietnam would rely for the most part on SEATO air support. The Vietnamese
Air Force was to have an initial strength of 3,000 men organized in two liaison
squadrons and one air transport squadron — “ a small Air Force that will be used
for liaison purposes, observation, and adjustment of fire, that kind of thing.”
Later, another transport squadron and a fighter squadron were to be added. "

Few MAAG spaces were allocated to USAF advisors, for the French were
to organize and train the Vietnamese Air Force. U.S. aircraft deliveries to
Vietnam in August 1955 under the Mutual Defense Assistance Program
equipped the Vietnamese Air Force with aircraft and materiel released by the
French —twenty-eight F-8F fighter-bombers, thirty-five C-47 transports, and
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sixty L-19 planes. When the French returned excess H-19 helicopters to Ameri-
can custody, they were transferred to Vietnam for airlift and air rescue missions. *

Because French officers had commanded Vietnamese air units, Vietnamese
pilots gained little command experience. Vietnamese army officers were there-
fore permitted to transfer to high-level air force posts. Despite difficulties in
securing sufficient qualified personnel, VNAF units were created. The Ist Air
Transport Squadron came into being at Tan Son Nhut on July 1, 1955, with
C-47s. 1t was organized a year later as the Ist Air Transport Group consisting of
the Istand 2nd Air Transport Squadrons and thirty-two C-47s. The Vietnamese
took over the Nha Trang training center on July 7, 1955, and using L-19s formed
the Ist and 2nd Liaison Squadrons. The French conducted an F-8F transition
course at Cap Saint Jacques (Vung Tau) Airfield, and on June 1, 1956, the Ist
Fighter Squadron was born at Bien Hoa and assigned twenty-five F-8Fs. Apart
from these aircraft afforded by military assistance funds, the Vietnamese Air
Force operated a special air mission squadron at Tan Son Nhut having one L-26
Aero Commander light transport, three C-47s, and three Beechcraft C-45s.
Created without helicopters at Tan Son Nhut on June I, 1957, the Ist Helicopter
Squadron flew with the French unit that served the International Control
Commission. When the French left in April 1958, they gave their ten excess
H-19s to the Vietnamese.’

While the French presence officially ended in April 1956, the Vietnamese
government continued to contract with France for Air Force training. This
arrangement left the USAF officers assigned to MAAG with few duties. They
advised when requested to do so, tried to stay abreast of programs, and under-
went some special training in the United States. When the French turned over the
depot at Bien Hoa to the Vietnamese and suddenly withdrew their supply
advisors, Air Force personnel informally filled the vacuum. In November 1956
the French agreed to relinquish their training functions to USAF advisors, and
after 1957 Diem refrained from renewing training contracts with France. On
June 1, 1957, complete responsibility for Vietnamese aviation assistance passed
to the United States.®

American advisors discovered that Vietnamese air officers were fairly good
pilots, yet young and relatively inexperienced. Very few appeared to have
mastered basic concepts of how to employ aircraft against any enemy. Conse-
quently the Vietnamese army dominated the Joint General Staff and frequently
President Diem himself directed air missions. Diem preferred airborne opera-
tions over air strikes, for the latter often endangered innocent people. Above all,
he favored ground operations.’

Weak in command and staff experience, the Vietnamese Air Force suffered
especially in logistic support. Teams from the Southern Air Materiel Area
Pacific, based in the Philippines during 1957-58, converted French systems to
USAF procedures. Still the F-8Fs, — old Navy fighters worn out when the
French transferred them — presented insoluble problems. The Vietnamese
possessed limited maintenance skills, and spare parts were in short supply. In
October 1958, when word came that armed T-28 trainers would replace the
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F-8Fs, the Vietnamese were disappointed. They wanted jet aircraft because the
Thais, Filipinos, and Chinese Nationalists had them. But the Geneva accords
prchibited the introduction of jets and, on the ground of maintenance alone,
MAAG felt that the Vietnamese establishment was not sophisticated enough to
handle them.*

By mid-1956 American aid built a 7,200-foot runway at Tan Son Nhut,
South Vietnam’s international airport. The U.S. International Cooperation
Administration next started work on another concrete runway, this one 10,000
feet long. Though the French in 1953-54 had laid a NATO-standard 7,800-foot
asphalt runway at Da Nang, there were no runway lights or maintenance
buildings. The depot at Bien Hoa featured permanent warehouses and hangars,
but its pierced-steel runways could not be greatly expanded. The French had also
operated a 5,900-foot pierced-steel runway at Cap Saint Jacques. Even so, the
airfield was stripped of necessary facilities at the time F-8F transition training
ended. At all of these airfields, the Vietnamese Air Force looked to the Vietna-
mese army for air base maintenance, ordnance, quartermaster, signal, and
other specialized support.®

Yet all seemed to be going smoothly enough. Secretary of State Dulles could
say in 1958 that the communist process “of trying to pick up one country after
another has been pretty well brought to a stop by our collective defense treaties
around the world which give notice that the Soviets cannot attack one without
everybody coming to its defense.” In other words, the American threat of massive
retaliation and the collective free world defensive alliances were preserving the
peace in Southeast Asia.'"

In South Vietnam there was incipient trouble. Certain conditions enhanced
enemy efforts to disrupt life. The abolition of elected village councils in June
195€, the use of a compulsory labor as a tax in kind, experiments in forced
resettlement, maladroit attempts to turn peasants into landholders, and other
measures promoted discontent in the countryside. The absence of police in many
rural areas, a scarcity of civil servants on local levels, and the inability of new and
hastily organized paramilitary forces to substitute for an effective constabulary
badly handicapped the Saigon government in dealing with guerrillas who exploit-
ed dissatisfactions of one sort or another. By 1958 many persons wedded to the
unification of Vietnam under control of the North were ready “to launch
immediately an armed struggle” to sustain the communist movement and to
secure its forces in the south. "

In September 1958 North Vietnam proposed to South Vietnam an under-
standing on peaceful relations. The Diem government declined the offer because
communist guerrillas in South Vietnam had kidnapped 236 persons and assassi-
nated 193 that year. Political killings in the south would continue to mount, and
the local communists or Viet Cong would step up attacks on South Vietnamese
armed forces.

The Central Committee of the Lao Dong Party in North Vietnam convened
in May 1959. It decided “to continue the national democratic revolution in South
Vietnam™and “to use force to overthrow the feudalist imperialist regime in order
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to establish a revolutionary democratic situation and create the conditions for
the peaceful reunification of the Fatherland.”"

This signaled the beginning of warfare in South Vietnam and the resump-
tion of warfare in Laos, both of which coincided with Chinese probes across the
border of India." The People’s Army of Vietnam, commonly referred to as the
North Vietnamese army, sent several combat units to drive the Laotian military
from the border between Laos and South Vietnam. In their wake came transpor-
tation units to set up relay stations for a buildup and infiltration into the two
countries. "’

The Viet Cong opened guerrilla war in September 1959, when they
ambushed two Vietnamese army companies in the marshy Plain of Reeds
southwest of Saigon. In October they attacked a small force in Kien Phong
Province. In Viet Cong words, “the armed struggle was launched.”'® Hanoi’s
policy directives, the growth of North Vietnamese army activities, and a marked
increase in confirmed infiltrations into South Vietnam made clear Hanoi’s
declaration of war on the Republic of Vietnam and the commitment of its
political and military apparatus to that end."

To American authorities in Saigon, optimistic assessments obscured the full
dimension of the threat. While his government was apparently stimulating
economic growth and internal stability, President Diem closely controlled its
intelligence activities, often for his own political purposes. He had little knowl-
edge of Viet Cong leadership, tactics, organization, logistics, and plans."™ As a
result, U.S. assistance programs in 1959 and 1960 were oriented less toward
internal threat in South Vietnam than toward the overt threat presented by
communist activities in Laos and particularly in the sparsely populated central
highlands of Vietnam adjacent to the Laotian border.

Diem had been interested in the latter area since 1957, when he conceived a
program for building “agrovilles™ or “new communities™ around Pleiku, Kon-
tum, and Ban Me Thuot. Without American assistance funds, Diem settled
farmers there on new agricultural lands so as to strengthen security. By February
1959 he had established twenty-eight outposts, and on July 7 he announced an
expanded program to create more “prosperity and density centers” in exposed
rural areas. "

In February 1960 the Government of Vietnam wanted trailwatchers and
commandos along the border to protect these new settlements.

Accordingly, the Vietnamese ranger training center was organized at Da
Nang. At this time the Viet Cong were thought to number 3,000-5,000 full-time
elite and regular troops, plus intelligence agents, recruiters, terrorists, service
troops, and part-time guerrillas. Because the authority to keep in South Vietnam
personnel of the Temporary Equipment Recovery Mission who augmented the
MAAG was expiring, the United States decided in May to double the MAAG
component to 685 men. This was done in spite of North Vietnam’s protest to the
International Control Commission. Several U.S. Army Special Forces teams
arrived during the month, and Diem formed a Vietnamese ranger force with a
projected strength of 10,000 men.?
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By then the Joint Chiefs of Staff had directed the senior American officials
in Saigon and CINCPAC to draw up a broad counterinsurgency plan as a guide
to the Diem government and to the small MAAG in South Vietnam. CINC-
PAC’s plan contained among its key provisions a Vietnamese command and
control system to integrate military and civil counterinsurgency operations. A
bona fide military field command might end President Diem’s meddling in
operational affairs. Also needed was first-rate, centrally controlled intelligence
and counterintelligence within the Vietnamese government. Ambassador Dur-
brow believed these to be all-important. The problem was to persuade Diem to
approve and implement them.?'

Other proposed measures included better use of the Vietnamese forces to
fight guerrillas without lessening their ability to meet an overt attack; improved
governmental financial procedures; border and coastal patrols to stop infiltra-
tion and outside support of the anti-government guerrillas; better communica-
tions nets; more attention to civil affairs and psychological warfare; closer
planning for economic growth and political stability; and moving the Vietnamese
Civil Guard from the Ministry of Interior to the Ministry of Defense.

Army Lt. Gen. Lionel C. McGarr became the MAAG chief on August 31,
1960. He and Ambassador Durbrow elaborated the broad plan and worked with
Vietnamese officials during the autumn and winter of 1960. In October General
McGarr recommended and Admiral Felt concurred in enlarging the Vietnamese
army from 150,000 to 170,000 men. Durbrow objected. A bigger army, he
thought, would bring economic hardship to the country. He also desired to use
the prospect of a greater military force as pressure on Diem for political reforms.

To ease counterinsurgency operations, Diem transferred the Civil Guard to
the Ministry of Defense in November, and in the following month MAAG took
responsibility for training and equipping it. Shortages in military assistance
funds limited support to 32,000 instead of the planned 68,000 Civil Guard
members,”

To USAF officers the measures for Vietnamese stability were, as Maj. Gen.
Thecdore R. Milton, Thirteenth Air Force commander said, “entirely domi-
nated by classic ground-force thinking.”* The Vietnamese Air Force had
obsolescent aircraft and lacked trained pilots and technically qualified support
personnel. Diem had worsened the tight personnel situation in August 1959 by
terminating contracts with French air crews and service technicians who oper-
ated the Air Vietnam commercial airline. He replaced them with military flight
crews and mechanics.

After a mysterious crash in August, President Diem grounded all the
obsolete F-8Fs of the Ist Fighter Squadron, then in September asked for jets to
replace them. He pointed to the U.S. jets given to Thailand and the Philippines.
Sympathetic, Admiral Felt had two T-33 trainers and four RT-33 photo-recon
aircraft added in the military assistance program funding for fiscal year (FY)
1961. These would be the beginning of a jet as well as a reconnaissance force. But
the planes, while remaining pledged, were not delivered because the Geneva
accords prohibited introducing jets into the country. To replace the F-8Fs, the
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first notion was to make AD-4s available from Navy stocks. The Navy, however,
could not forecast continued supplies for these obsolete planes. Thus, the pro-
gram was amended early in 1960 to include AD-6 aircraft still operational in the
U.S. Fleet. The first six arrived in Vietnam in September 1960, and twenty-five
more were delivered in May 1961.%

When in late 1960 some Vietnamese army rangers were ready for field
operations, the H-19B helicopters handed down by the French to the Ist Heli-
copter Squadron were worn out. MAAG secured approval for a hurried ship-
ment of eleven H-34Cs from the Army. They were airlifted to Saigon without
renovation, four in December and the others soon afterward. *

The AD-6s and H-34s had no immediate impact on operations. The high
aircraft out-of-commission rates stemmed from poor maintenance and supply at
Bien Hoa. Also to blame was the long pipeline time for processing spare parts
requisitions through USAF logistic channels to Army and Navy sources. Yet
between August and October 1960, the 1st Fighter Squadron flew twenty combat
sorties, the L-19 liaison planes logged 917 combat hours, the helicopters accumu-
lated 166 hours on operational missions, and C-47s of the Ist Air Transport
Group flew thirty-two sorties.”’

Only five airfields were usable for AD-6 operations; no communications
network served dispersed airfields; and President Diem believed that air units
could not operate effectively from dispersed locations distant from depot sup-
plies. The Vietnamese Air Force was oriented to the support of the Vietnamese
army operations, but the ground troops gave little attention to spotting targets
suitable for air strikes. About ninety percent of the ground targets were located
by Vietnamese Air Force observers who flew in L-19s, based at the same fields as
the fighters.

Approval for aircraft to strike ground targets was required from province
chief, regional commander, the Joint General Staff, and sometimes Diem him-
self. As a final guaranty against bombing mistakes that might hurt the govern-
ment’s image, politically cleared and technically competent observers had to
mark approved targets before air strikes could be launched against them — a rule
of engagement reportedly directed by Diem.

A USAF team visiting South Vietnam reported, “The high level approval
required for on-call fighter strikes, along with poor communications and/or
procedures for requesting strikes, builds in excessive delays for efficient use of
tactical air effort. This is particularly true in view of the hit-and-run guerrilla
tactics of the Viet Cong.”**

Internal subversion in Southeast Asia still seemed minor in 1960. In com-
parison, China appeared to be threatening stability and peace. To counter this,
the United States continued to rely on the presence of SEATO and on the
credibility of its own treaty commitments in the area to discourage Chinese
adventurism.”

While the Chinese cited Nikolai Lenin to prove that war was useful for
extending communism, Premier Nikita Khrushchev spoke to the United Nations
General Assembly in September on “the grave danger of colonial wars growing
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into a new world war.” Sino-Soviet doctrinal divergencies came under debate in
November 1960 in Moscow. The apparent outcome was a compromise
announced on January 6, 1961, when Khrushchev noted that “world wars” and
“local wars that would grow into a world thermonuclear war” were to be avoided
while “national liberation wars” through which colonial peoples could attain
independence were “not only admissible but inevitable” and merited full com-
munist support.*

Meanwhile, the Lao Dong Party in Hanoi had announced on September
10, 1960, the formation in South Vietnam of “a broad national united front” of
workers, peasants, and soldiers dedicated to overthrowing the Diem govern-
ment. Thereafter, the tempo of Viet Cong infiltration and insurgency quickened.
Viet Cong units of 100-300 men began to mount raids around Saigon. Even more
serious, Diem charged in October that attacks in the Kontum-Pleiku area
involved regular North Vietnamese military units operating out of Laos. This
was aggression in the formal sense.”'

The inability of the Diem government to deal with the Viet Cong sparked
dissatisfaction within the Vietnamese army and led to an attempted coup on
November 1 1. A paratroop force seized government centers in Saigon, prepared
to attack the presidential palace, and called for Diem’s resignation on the
grounds of his autocratic rule, his nepotism, and his ineffective fight against
communism. The chief of staff of the Joint General Staff led loyal troops into the
capital and subdued the rebels on the following day. ™

Although Diem’s brother and political adviser, Ngo Dinh Nhu, announced
the introduction of some reforms, Diem remained reluctant to decentralize his
authoritarian controls. Instead of delegating authority to military commanders
as Admiral Felt and General McGarr had recommended, Diem sought to
enhance his position by fragmenting and dividing the military hierarchy. Diem
made army regional commanders (later corps tactical zone commanders) inde-
pendent of one another but each responsible to him. Since he appointed and
removed province chiefs, many of whom were military officers, Diem frequently
gave them command over army units operating within their provinces. Hence the
field commanders looked to two superiors, their next higher military commander
in the chain of command and the politico-military province chief. These tangled
lines checked the quick movement and close control of units and reserves,
including the employment of Vietnamese Air Force units. But Diem insisted on
tight control of operations, chiefly those of the air force, because he feared a
revolt or a coup against his government.

There was also evidence that the Viet Cong benefited from security leaks at
high levels. At times Viet Cong fed false information into the intelligence system
to prompt bombardment of innocent targets. Now and then a province chief
requested air strikes for his own private purpose, for example, in another
province whose chief he disliked. Within this climate of suspicion, local officials
had to go on record as approving air strikes flown in their areas of authority. All
this spawned complexities, hesitations, and delays. ¥
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Apparently viewing the November coup attempt as proof of massive dis-
content within the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces, Hanoi swiftly set up a
shadow government in the south. The National Front for Liberation of South
Vietnam (NFLSVN) was formally established on December 20, 1960. Even
though it embraced a broad range of non-communist and nationalist opposition
to President Diem, the Lao Dong Party in North Vietnam ordered its
operations. ™

In Saigon, Diem and Nhu felt that American officials had favored the
November coup, and relations with Ambassador Durbrow grew more and more
strained. There was also persistent discontent in the Vietnamese armed forces, for
Diem’s promise to liberalize the government had built up hope among officers.
His refusal to do so produced deep disappointment.**

By this time, warfare had erupted within neighboring Laos. On December
14, 1960, CINCPAC declared an alert for all units to comprise Joint Task Force
116if the United States decided to intervene. Thailand was willing to transfer ten
T-6 aircraft to Laos in exchange for more modern T-37 jets from the United
States. President Eisenhower favored a SEATO reaction in Laos and Admiral
Felt suggested offensive air action, but the SEATO allies were less than enthusi-
astic. Upon direction from Washington, Felt declared a higher alert for JTF 116
on December 31, and he requested a C-130 transportation squadron from the
United States. With the arrival of the 773d Troop Carrier Squadron at Clark on
the 2d of January, the task force was fully prepared to assist the Laotian
government. *®

Three days later, President Charles De Gaulle made clear France’s refusal to
take part ina SEATO intervention. As instructed from Washington, CINCPAC
reduced the alert on January 6. The State Department said on the 7th that the
United States would work with other free nations to pursue “whatever measures
seem most promising.””

Dispatches from Southeast Asia in 1959 and 1960 competed for attention
with louder signals from regions traditionally more vital to the United States. In
January 1959 Fidel Castro and his guerrillas became the Government of Cuba.
As the months passed, Castro’s orientation and outlook grew ever more Marxist,
a development that evoked the whole complex of policies and emotions arising
out of the Monroe Doctrine. At the same time, Premier Khrushchev repeatedly
drew attention to the precarious status of West Berlin, a small island in the sea of
Soviet-dominated Eastern Europe.

In Southeast Asia, along the northwestern frontier of the Republic of
Vietnam and along the entire western frontier of North Vietnam was the King-
dom of Laos. This geographically vulnerable, largely unadministered, politically
fragile country was an obvious avenue of approach for infiltrators from North
Vietnam to the northern provinces and central highlands of South Vietnam.
Given the difficulties of the Laotian government in making its will effective, a
neutral Laos seemed to many U.S. officials only somewhat less a danger to
Diem’s government than did a communist Laos.
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All of these problems were weighed by officials who were very much aware
that President Eisenhower’s tenure would end in January 1961. As President
Eisenhower later explained, he wanted to make no major commitment in the
closing weeks of his administration that would obligate his successor te a
predetermined course of action. Briefing President-elect John F. Kennedy on the
19th of January, Eisenhower emphasized that Laos as the key to all of Southeast
Asia must be defended. If the allies failed to do so, he said, “our unilateral
intervention would be our last desperate hope.”" What happened in Laos, of
course, had meaning for Vietnam.
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VI. Initial Challenges
and Actions

President Kennedy took office two weeks after Premier Khrushchev
announced Soviet support for what he termed “wars of national liberation.”
These were neither the nuclear exchanges that had preoccupied American mil-
itary thinkers nor limited wars like Korea. Rather, a war of national liberation
consisted of subversion and guerrilla actions at a level far below that likely to
trigger nuclear retaliation. Such a war could nevertheless erode the will and
power of the target state until it was helpless.

The President tried to determine the real import of the Khrushchev doctrine
and the exact nature of the communist threat to Southeast Asia. Realizing that
the United States had few troops specially trained and equipped for counterin-
surgency warfare, he directed Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara on
February 1, 1961, to increase them. On March 28 Kennedy asked the Congress
to give him the means to deal with “small externally supported bands of men.”
Pointing to nonnuclear, limited, guerrilla warfare as the most constant threat to
free world security since 1945, the President wanted to be able to respond to this
kind of aggression with nonnuclear weapons and to “help train local forces to be
equally effective” against their enemies. The main burden of defense against
overt attack, subversion, and guerrilla warfare had to rest on local populations
and their military forces. Still, the United States needed strong and highly
mobile units ready to combat the so-called lesser forms of conflict.!

Pursuing this aim in June, President Kennedy specified that the Joint
Chiefs’ “responsibility for the defense of the nation in the cold war [was] similar
to that which they have in conventional hostilities.” Air Force officials assumed
that the new technique was to rank in importance with “preparation for conven-
tional warfare.” This belief seemed justified in July when the President trans-
ferred from the Central Intelligence Agency to the Department of Defense the
responsibility for preparing and mounting large paramilitary operations,
wholly or partially covert, requiring many militarily trained personnel and the
type of equipment or military experience peculiar to the armed forces.?

Spurring these actions was the worsening situation in Laos. Fighting there
between the government forces and the pro-communist Pathet Lao intensified.
Both sides had outside support, alternating victories and defeats, and several
coups d’etat had taken place. American concern centered not only on Laos but
on the possible adverse consequences in Vietnam. During the first two months of
his administration, President Kennedy “probably spent more time on Laos than
on anything else.”?

Events in Cuba, climaxing at the Bay of Pigs in April, shaped the President’s
thinking. Urged to at least commit U.S. air power in Laos, Kennedy replied, “1
justdon’t think we ought to be involved in Laos, particularly where we might find
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ourselves fighting millions of Chinese troops in the jungles. In any event, | don’t
see how we can make any move in Laos, which is 5,000 miles away, if we don’t
make a move in Cuba, which is only 90 miles away.”

The Soviets had called on April 4 for a cease-fire in Laos and an interna-
tional conference to resolve the problems. The Joint Chiefs were troubled.
Diplomatic negotiations would probably result in a neutralized Laos, perhaps
eventually a communist Laos, because SEATO had failed to curb the obvious
aggression there. Laos behind the lron Curtain would expose Thailand and
South Vietnam to further communist infiltration. Most of the 12,000 Viet Cong
guerrillas in South Vietnam had come through the Laotian panhandle or the
thinly populated northeastern corner of Cambodia.’

So serious did affairs appear that Kennedy on April 20 changed the advisory
military body in Laos to a Military Assistance Advisory Group. He ordered the
MAAG members to put on their uniforms and work closely with the demoral-
ized Laotian troops. At Camp Courtney, Okinawa, Joint Task Force 116 (itand
its air component redesignated SEATO Field Forces) readied for action. Open
U.S. commitment in Laos looked imminent until Great Britain joined the Soviet
Union on the 24th in appealing for a cease-fire and an international conference in
Geneva.®

The conference opened at Geneva in May, a time when retired General of
the Army Douglas MacArthur advised President Kennedy against putting
American ground forces on the mainland of Asia. If the United States intervened
in Southeast Asia, he said, it must be ready to use nuclear weapons to meet a
Chinese entry into the conflict. The Joint Chiefs of Staff categorically informed
Defense Secretary McNamara that

any intervention with United States forces in Laos, either unilaterally or under
SEATO auspices, should be taken only after firm U.S. governmental decision to the
effect that the United States is thereby prepared and committed to succeed in its
military intervention regardless of the extent of possible consequent Communist
escalation; this is an unequivocal position which is fundamental to United States
military actions.

To Secretary McNamara it seemed clear that the United States must soon
decide whether or not to stand up and fight. Yet according to Army Chief of Staff
Gen. George H. Decker, the United States could hardly hope to win a conven-
tional war in Southeast Asia. General Decker suggested moving American
troops into Thailand and South Vietnam to see if that would produce a cease-fire
in Laos. But if the United States went into Laos, “we should go in to win, and that
means Hanoi, China, and maybe even using nuclear bombs.” Lacking enthusi-
asm for a ground war in Laos, Decker said later that

this is the last place in the world I would like to see .. . [U.S. forces]committed unless

absolutely necessary. . . . [f it were only the Pathet Lao that was involved, there would

be no problem. But undoubtedly North Vietnamese would come in and probably the

Chinese Communists and when they do, it is hard to predict where our commitment
would stop.8

General Curtis E. LeMay, Air Force Chief of Staff, was dubious of U.S.
policy on Laos, but he believed a cease-fire impossible without American military
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action. That meant nuclear weapons if the Chinese entered the conflict. General
O’Donnell at PACAF estimated that his air forces could prosecute a “small war”
in Laos with conventional weapons. He envisioned an enlarged conflict including
North Vietnam or China as requiring a “truly massive increase” in U.S. ground
and air forces.’

President Kennedy deferred sending U.S. troops into Laos, tried to salvage
as much as possible from a cease-fire, and offered reassurances to Thailand and
South Vietnam. The Geneva negotiations produced no solution, but at a summit
meeting in Vienna on June 4, Khrushchev agreed with Kennedy’s proposal —“we
all get out of Laos” and have “a neutral and independent Laos under a govern-
ment chosen by the Laotians.” But as late as April 1962, the State Department
would find it “very hard to prophesy what is going to happen in Laos.”"

Part of the difficulties in dealing with a possible use of force, General LeMay
believed, was due to President Kennedy’s procedural habits and tendencies. The
President seemed to depend on ad hoc committees in lieu of the Joint Chiefs,
leading to vetoes, stalling, lengthy discussions, and too many people “in the act
and making decisions in areas where they weren’t competent.” This approach to
policy, LeMay believed, failed to recognize that “going to war is a very serious
business and once you make that decision that you’re going to do that, then you
ought to be prepared to do just that.”"'

General LeMay’s uneasiness with President Kennedy’s methods came at a
time when other international crises clamored for attention. The Soviets were
again threatening allied rights of access to West Berlin, so Kennedy requested
and the Congress authorized the call to active duty of more than 147,700 Army,
Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force personnel. Included were thirty-six squad-
rons and 26,575 members of the Air National Guard and the Air Force Reserve.
On September | the Soviet Union broke the nuclear test moratorium of several
years by exploding megatonic nuclear bombs in the atmosphere. The President
instructed Defense Secretary McNamara to resume American nuclear tests. '

Though Laos overshadowed South Vietnam in SEA affairs during the first
months of President Kennedy’s administration, the fates of the two countries
were intertwined. Soon after taking office the President considered plans to
combat the insurgency in Vietnam. He agreed to enlarge the Republic of
Vietnam Armed Forces by 20,000 men and to expand military training for the
Civil Guard. In February he directed Ambassador Durbrow to secure President
Diem’s cooperation on these and other matters. "’

In November 1960 President Eisenhower had strengthened the role of
American Ambassadors in all countries. Each had “affirmative responsibility”
for all U.S. activities, including military assistance. The Ambassador was to be
informed on all that took place and to report “promptly to the President”
whenever necessary. In May 1961 President Kennedy reiterated this instruction.
However, he exempted American military forces in the field from the Ambassa-
dor’s direct authority — they were responsible through military channels. In
Southeast Asia CINCPAC, an area commander, reported to the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, the Secretary of Defense, and the President. While the Ambassador was
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outside this line, he was the Chief of Mission. He worked hand in glove with the
military commander in the mutual exchange of information, the coordination of
programs, and the formulation of policy. "

In early 1961, six Vietnamese Air Force squadrons were combat-ready
—one AD-6 fighter, two C-47 transport, two L-19 liaison, and one H-19 helicop-

ter. The fighter unit by March had upped its monthly sortie rate 200 percent,
from 40 to 120."

The Army of the Republic of Vietnam comprised seven infantry divisions,
one airborne group, and nineteen separate battalions. Their limited combat
readiness reflected “inexperienced leadership above the battalion level, inade-
quate logistical and technical service development, and other deficiencies of an
organizational nature.” The enduring need to divert troops to internal security
missions interrupted training. '

Complementing the army were several paramilitary forces. The 68,000 men
of the Civil Guard (later called Regional Forces) had been organized in 1955 and
were controlled by the province chiefs. Since October 1960 under the Ministry of
Defense, the Civil Guard could neither arrest nor investigate. Members had the
mission of patrolling. The Self Defense Force of 40,000 men constituted a
full-time home guard defending its members’ villages, and it was under the
district chiefs. The United States moved quickly in 1961 to arm and train these
two forces so as to free the army from static defense missions. '’

Against these forces and the general population, the Viet Cong had
redoubled their campaign of terror during the first part of 1961, perhaps to
disrupt presidential elections scheduled for April 9. The number of Viet Cong in
South Vietnam swelled to around 14,000. By March the North Vietnamese army
units in southern Laos seemed strong enough to push across the border and set
up a “popular” government in the central highlands. If this took place, the
Sino-Soviet bloc might pursue the technique used in Laos — recognize the
shadow regime as the legitimate government of South Vietnam and furnish
assistance. But what impressed President Kennedy above all were the assassina-
tions. Sustained by North Vietnam, well-disciplined Viet Cong guerrillas in 1960
had killed over 4,000 civil officers, 2,000 state employees, and 2,000 police in
South Vietnam. '

The elections in April were reasonably orderly, and President Diem received
an overwhelming vote. With Diem’s position as head of state thereby confirmed
and apparently secure, President Kennedy sent Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff General Lemnitzer and Under Secretary of State W. Averell Harriman to
Saigon to support Ambassador Durbrow who was pressing Diem to make
certain reforms. Calling on Diem, they urged him in particular to form a military
field command and a central intelligence organization. Inasmuch as these crea-
tions might nurture potential political rivals, Diem found the decision hard to
make. He did agree to try to upgrade the paramilitary forces, get better intelli-
gence, start a junk navy to stop enemy infiltration by sea, establish internal
security councils, decentralize his government, and undertake fiscal reforms.
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Afterwards Diem reactivated the National Internal Security Council,
founded a National Intelligence Agency, and appointed a commander of the
Army Field Forces who was to work closely with General McGarr, the MAAG
chief, on counterinsurgency. Abolishing the military regional headquarters,
Diem divided the country into three tactical zones and a special tactical zone for
Saigon, the capital. The commanders were responsible to the Army Field Forces
commander, and they were to conduct all antiguerrilla military operations. The
tactical zones could be further segmented into subzones coinciding for the most
part with provincial boundaries. In them the military chief might also be a
provincial chief and therefore would be in both civil and military chains of
command.”

On April 20, 1961, in Washington — one day after the Bay of Pigs invasion
of Cuba collapsed — President Kennedy asked Deputy Secretary of Defense
Roswell L. Gilpatric to draw up a comprehensive program. It was to cover
military, social, and political actions, and be tailored to prevent a communist
takeover in South Vietnam. The deputy Defense secretary swiftly organized an
Interagency committee and wrote a first-draft plan in about a week. His preface
set the tone of the paper, “Come what may, the U.S. intends to win this battle.”
Gilpatric’s military recommendations apparently aimed to hearten national
policy after the Bay of Pigs and to affirm explicitly American resolve to pay the
cost of commitments in Southeast Asia. The recommendations included the
installation of radar surveillance in South Vietnam, which would involve the
U.S. Air Force; increasing the MAAG so it could train and support 20,000 more
Vietnamese soldiers, thus building the army to 170,000; supplying arms and
training to the paramilitary forces; and furnishing equipment for a small naval
force.

At a National Security Council meeting on the 29th, Kennedy approved
several measures: establishing a combat development and test center in Vietnam,
expanding civic action and economic development programs, augmenting the
685-man MAAG by approximately 100 advisors, and adding to the Military
Assistance Program for FY 1961 a heavy radar facility to be sited near Da Nang
to observe and report Soviet flights across the Laotian border.”

Meeting on May 4 with Senator J. William Fulbright, chairman of the
foreign relations committee, Kennedy discussed the possibility of sending U.S.
combat forces into South Vietnam. Probably as a result of this talk, the President
told newsmen the next day that U.S. intervention would be inappropriate
without prior discussions with Vietnamese leaders. The Air Force plans division
informed General LeMay that the President’s statement was “the first example of
the type of over-all plan that the Air Force has advocated for some time.” The
division advised strong support. By May 10, however, the plans division was
opposing premature commitment of U.S. forces to South Vietnam because it
might “reduce pressure on Vietnam for initiative and forceful action,” provoke

the Chinese communists into intervening, and have a bad effect on American
allies.
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In contrast, JCS Chairman General Lemnitzer felt a sense of urgency. He
frequently spoke of the possible “loss of Vietnam,” termed the military threat
extremely serious, and deplored the tendency of the U.S. government to waste
time in quibbling over policy.”

At Secretary McNamara'’s request to consider the commitment of Ameri-
can forces, the Joint Chiefs on May 10 favored an immediate deployment to
provide a visible and “significant” deterrent to North Vietnamese and Chinese
intervention. They believed it would release Vietnamese armed forces from static
missions and enable active counterinsurgency operations, help train Vietnamese
forces, be a nucleus for a U.S. buildup in the case of allied SEATO operations,
and show the firm intent of American policy in Southeast Asia. The JCS leaned
toward dispatching two reinforced infantry battalions to the central highlands to
set up and operate two division training centers for the Vietnamese army. Having
U.S. combat forces in the country was bound to bolster Vietnamese morale.

Asked to estimate U.S. force requirements, Admiral Felt, CINCPAC,
discussed the matter with his component commanders on May 1. To General
O’Donnell, South Vietnam was so deficient in airfields and ground facilities that
only a few turnaround B-57s and F-102s could operate from Tan Son Nhut for
short periods.

Admiral Felt recommended the dispatch to Vietnam of one Army infantry
division with supporting troops; eight B-57s for border surveillance, close sup-
port, and anti-Viet Cong operations; four F-102s for air defense; and possibly
two or three jet reconnaissance aircraft. If American forces were committed, Felt
suggested that the MAAG chief be designated Commander, United States

Forces, Vietnam, and be charged with control, under CINCPAC direction, of all
U.S. forces there.?

By then President Kennedy had decided against an open and substantial
commitment of conventional U.S. combat troops. On May 11 he directed the
Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and the Joint Chiefs to continue
studying potential U.S. task force structures for Vietnam and to assess the value
and the cost of increasing the Vietnamese armed forces from 170,000 to 200,000
men. These actions were to signify “an intensified endeavor to win the struggle
against communism and to further the social and economic advance of Vietnam”
in cooperation with President Diem. The rationale, provided by the National
Security Council, was “to prevent Communist domination in South Vietnam; to
create in that country a viable and increasingly democratic society, and to
initiate, on an accelerated basis, a series of mutually supporting actions of a
military, political, economic, psychological and covert character designed to
achieve this objective.”?

On the same day, the President committed an Army Special Forces group of
400 men to Vietnam. Its task was to organize the Tribal Area Development
Program to clear and hold certain Viet Cong-controlled areas, mainly along the
land border. This was the beginning of the Civilian Irregular Defense Group,
initially supervised by the Central Intelligence Agency. Raising, training, leading,
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and supporting irregular forces would hardly be possible without airlift, medical
evacuation, and close air support. The Air Force would soon be involved.

Also on May 11, the President sent Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson to
Saigon to demonstrate continuing U.S. support for Diem. Johnson’s visit was
designed to strengthen Diem’s position at home, to make him feel safe enough to
delegate power to subordinates (chiefly to a functioning field force command), to
encourage accelerated Vietnamese and American actions, and to give Diem
confidence in the United States. Johnson carried a letter from Kennedy promis-
ing more U.S. assistance if Diem promoted the economic and political develop-
ment of his country.?”

Johnson and Diem discussed the question of committing U.S. forces to
South Vietnam, and Johnson had the impression that “Asian leaders — at this
timz— do not want American troops involved in Southeast Asia other than on
training missions.” The Embassy confirmed this point of view. Diem would
welcome American combat forces solely in the case of overt aggression.”

When Johnson asked Diem what he thought his country’s military needs
were, Diem said he would give a detailed answer later. He observed dryly that the
Vietnamese were not “accustomed to being asked for our own views on our
needs.”” A communiqué issued on May 13 at the conclusion of their talks made
no mention of committing U.S. forces.

Upon his return to Washington, the Vice President said he saw no need for
American troops in Vietnam except to help the Vietnamese train their forces. The
nations of Southeast Asia had to make decided efforts, with stronger American
support, to develop their economic and political systems and to provide for their
own defense. He passed on Diem’s concern that the communists would employ
the same strategy they had used in Laos — infiltration, aerial resupply, and
establishment of a recognizable government. “Any help,” Johnson said, “eco-
nomic as well as military, we give less developed nations to secure and maintain
their freedom must be part of a mutual effort. These nations cannot be saved by
the United States alone. To the extent the southeast Asian nations are prepared
to take the necessary measures to make our assistance effective, we can be — and
must be — unstinting in our assistance.”*

Deputy Defense Secretary Gilpatric’s Committee on Vietnam consisted of
members of the State and Defense Departments. On May 19 it proposed these
objectives for American forces that might be deployed to Vietnam: deter the
North Vietnamese and Chinese, release Vietnamese forces for fuller use in
operations, train local troops, form a nucleus for future U.S. buildup, and
demonstrate American firmness. The committee favored the founding of two
training centers, each to be run by a reinforced U.S. infantry battalion, and the
sending of minimal air and naval forces to stop infiltration and act against the
insurgents. The Army urged deploying an infantry division plus special forces.
The Air Force was reluctant to place combat units in a country where the major
threat appeared to be insurgency and where the Vietnamese Air Force could
afford the limited air support required by that threat.”
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Hoping to help the people of South Vietnam help themselves, President
Kennedy sent to Admiral Felt and to Ambassador Frederick E. Nolting, Jr. (who
had replaced Durbrow) thirty separate actions he wished carried out. The
program encompassed: political activities to buttress Diem’s confidence in the
United States, to heighten his popular support at home, and to improve Viet-
nam’s relations with its neighbors, chiefly Cambodia; economic measures to let
Vietnam support larger military forces; and military proposals including the
installation of a radar surveillance system, a 20,000-man expansion of the
Vietnamese armed forces, more support for the Civil Guard and Self Defense
Corps, and an augmented MAAG. The President also desired a stop to infiltra-
tion into South Vietnam and a facility to test new techniques against insur-
gency.

Diem issued decrees to carry out the counterinsurgency measures proposed
by the Americans, but the extent of his implementation was far from clear. He
went on using command and intelligence agencies for political ends, mostly to
maintain a balance among several local Vietnamese factions and their senior
officers of the armed forces competing for favor and power. ™

It soon became evident to Americans that the threat to Vietnam was more
severe than had been suspected. At the summit in Vienna early in June 1961,
Kennedy found Khrushchev willing to accept a neutralization of Laos but not of
Vietnam. Reflecting upon this refusal, Secretary of State Dean Rusk later
suggested that the United States should have said quite simply, “You can’t have
South Vietnam.” Perhaps that would have prevented misunderstanding within
the communist world of the American position on Southeast Asia.™

Although the Joint Chiefs and CINCPAC advocated deploying U.S. forces
for combat in South Vietnam to counter the Viet Cong, the President put faith in
his program of helping the Vietnamese. Yet there were warnings in June 1961
that “the prospects for stability and progress are not too bright,” due to intensi-
fied communist warfare and “a lack of real popular support for Diem’s
government,”™"

In that month President Diem asked the United States to supporta Vietnam-
ese army of 270,000 (one airborne and fourteen infantry divisions). An expanded
MAAG to operate training centers, he said, “would serve the dual purpose of
providing an expression of the United States’ determination to halt the tide of
Communist aggression and of preparing our forces in the minimum of time.”*

In response the Joint Chiefs on June 21 recommended building the Vietnam-
ese armed forces to 200,000 men and adding “two division equivalents, including
necessary Navy and Air Force augmentation.” Gilpatric counseled deferral of
this action until the earlier 20,000-man increase had been
assimilated. "’

To see if the South Vietnamese economy could sustain enlarged military
forces, Kennedy sent a financial survey group headed by Dr. Eugene Staley to
Saigon. Reporting in July, Staley favored further aid for Vietnam but warned
against expecting military operations to achieve lasting results without economic
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progress. A free society and a self-sustaining economy in Vietnam gave the best
basis of hope for the future.®

Military planners in Washington came to the same conclusion in July and
August 1961. Adding to the Vietnamese armed forces or deploying two rein-
forced American battalions would hardly solve the problems. Preventing the
communist domination of South Vietnam had to come through a series of
mutually supporting political, military, economic, psychological, and covert
actions.™

Cool to Diem’s request for more soldiers, the Joint Chiefs of Staff on
August 3 decided that a nine-division force of 200,000 Vietnamese was sufficient.
They thought priority should go to training the 20,000-man increase, the Civil
Guard, and the Self Defense Corps, as well as to retraining existing forces. On
August 11 President Kennedy approved U.S. support for a Vietnamese military
establishment of 200,000 men. As Secretary of Defense McNamara told his
principal subordinates a week later, internal security was the first priority,
although military operations would give no lasting results without “continued
and accelerated” economic and social progress.*’ But in September the Viet
Cong intensified the conflict, occupying towns, cutting roads, slowing the flow of
rice to market, and impeding other commercial traffic. They also assassinated
about 1,000 people each month, mainly intermediate government officials.
Although the Vietnamese army had mauled several large guerrilla units in the
Mekong Delta during June, it was able to do so because the foe stood and fought
in the open. This was an ominous sign, since Viet Cong strength in combat units
was now an estimated 13,000-15,000 men. The evaluation division of the Air
Staff in Washington felt that “the communists are making a determined bid to
take over that nation, and perhaps all of Southeast Asia, in the very near
future.”*

Infiltrators in 1959 and 1960 had been chiefly administrators, propagan-
dists, and logisticians. In 1961 combat soldiers—mostly trained veterans of the
war against France and many of them born in South Vietnam-—arrived and
formed main force battalions and combat support companies. They had pushed
south along two routes. The primary one was a corridor along the border. The
other, 100 kilometers to the east, was called Ho Chi Minh Trail by the Ameri-
cans, a name they later gave the whole system.

These small determined men moved beneath the forest canopy, brushed
away their tracks when necessary, preserved rigid march discipline, and kept
their movements secret. They traveled in groups of several hundred, an estimated
6,200 in 1961, 13,000 in 1962. Their presence was mirrored in the rise of incidents
involving the assassination of officials, the destruction of government outposts,
and the eagerness of guerrillas to fight in the open.#?

There were 41 reported battles in the country during August 1961 but 450 in
September. A telling action took place on the 18th of September. Around 1,500
guerrillas overran Phuoc Vinh, the capital of Phuoc Thanh Province. They
publicly beheaded the province chief, held the town most of the day, and left
before the Vietnamese troops arrived. President Diem was alarmed by the
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infiltrators streaming from North Vietnam through Laos and by the Viet Cong’s
ability to assemble large units, to operate in battalions, to use extensive radio
command nets, and to raid key provincial cities. On September 29 Diem asked
Ambassador Nolting for a bilateral defense treaty with the United States. He
pressed Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, for a “large increase in advisors of all types”
and for American tactical air squadrons to help break up big communist units
massing for attack. Diem’s apprehension colored his address before the National
Assembly on October 2: “It is no longer a guerrilla war. It is a war waged by an
enemy who attacks us with regular units fully and heavily equipped and who
seeks a strategic decision in Southeast Asia in conformity with the order of the
Communist International.™3

Controlling infiltration into the country was virtually impossible. South
Vietnam’s land border stretched 900 miles along neighboring Cambodia, Laos,
and North Vietnam. Three-quarters of this distance consisted of rugged moun-
tains, the rest of swamps and jungles. Portions of the frontier had never been
precisely delineated. MA AG suggested using helicopters to patrol the border, but
maintenance facilities were in short supply or entirely lacking. Surveillance by
high-performance aircraft was hardly enough. Requesting SEATO forces to
exercise border control would only place these units in a vulnerable position,
grossly complicate communications and logistical support, and reduce but cer-
tainly not stop Viet Cong crossings.

The best technique came into being about the time of the Laotian crisis in
May. The Vietnamese set up patrol bases and primitive airfields along the
border. Manned by regular army troops, rangers, Civil Guard companies, and
Montagnard scouts, these facilities were home for the roving patrols that located,
harassed, and ambushed infiltrators. The landing strips made air resupply by
C-47s possible. The ranger training center, which had been moved from Da Nang
to Nha Trang, recruited and instructed Montagnard scouts. But the core of the
system was the group of 400 Special Forces troops committed by President
Kennedy. They brought direction and substance to the border-control
program.*

To fulfill President Kennedy’s desire for developing counterinsurgency
methods, Defense Secretary McNamara directed the Defense Department’s
Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) to create a Combat Development
and Test Center in Vietnam. When its functions appeared to overlap and conflict
with the MAAG?s, Vietnamese and American officials agreed on June 29 to
locate a small center within the Vietnamese armed forces headquarters in Saigon,
to work with the Joint General Staff. With direct channels to ARPA and
CINCPAC, the center served as a focal point for technical contract analysts
dispatched to the country by ARPA and by the director of Defense research and
engineering. By the 5th of August, the center was searching for a chemical agent
to kill the tapioca plant (a food source for guerrillas), probing the use of patrol
dogs, and considering the employment of chemical defoliants to deprive the Viet
Cong of assembly and ambush areas.+5
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Installing surveillance radar to record Soviet overflights in clandestine
supply and intelligence missions—as President Kennedy wished—was not easy.
The Vietnamese armed forces were without aircraft control and warning. At Tan
Son Nhut their Ist Radar Squadron owned two light TPS-1D search radars and
two TPS-10D height finders. This équipment was stored from 1954 to 1958, then
the Vietnamese Air Force utilized it merely for training. The Ist Squadron had
never actually controlled aircraft, and many of its U.S.-trained technicians were
assigned elsewhere, often in unrelated jobs.4

Military Assistance Program funds covered the installation of two heavy
combination FPS-20/-6 radars at Tan Son Nhut and Da Nang, but delivery was
impossible before September 1962. To fill the gap and to speed refresher training
of Vietnamese technicians, Admiral Felt requested and Air Force headquarters
directed on September 11, 1961, the deployment of a mobile combat reporting
post to Vietnam. It came from the 507th Tactical Control Group at Shaw Air
Force Base, South Carolina.

The combat reporting post comprised 67 men plus MPS-11 search and
MPS-16 height-finder radars. This secret movement (all identification markings
on boxed equipment were painted out) was airlifted to Vietnam during Sep-
tember 26-October 3. The installation started operating at Tan Son Nhut on the
5th of October and eventually received 314 more USAF personnel. A center was
organized to control and report flights, and training of Vietnamese technicians
commenced.

As the first USAF unit to arrive in Vietnam on a permanent duty status, the
combat reporting post formed the nucleus of a tactical air control system. The
personnel supervised construction of a tent city, met incoming aircraft, and in
general eased the arrival of other officers and airmen ordered to Vietnam. They
began “a radar capability to support interceptor and other combat activities in
the event that U.S. or other allied forces must at some point be deployed to the
country in an emergency.”¥’

Other USAF resources soon arrived to bolster photo reconnaissance. A
single RT-33 had reconnoitered Laos until May 1961, but the United States
suspended the mission to respect the cease-fire and the Geneva conference on
Laos. The flights resumed on October 4. Shortly after the Saigon government
asked for more photo reconnaissance to assist intelligence gathering, Fifth Air
Force was ordered to move a detachment of its 15th Tactical Reconnaissance
Squadron from Okinawa to Saigon. The detachment got to Tan Son Nhut on the
morning of October 18, just after the Mekong River had overflowed its banks.
The severe flooding spread to the greater part of three delta provinces, left
320,000 people homeless, and destroyed 1,000 kilometers of roads and 10 million
acres of crops.

The four RF-101 aircraft, six flight crews, a photo processing unit, and
support personnel were all known as Pipe Stem. Flights got under way on
October 20, photographing the Mekong floods as well as areas controlled by the
Viet Cong. During a month of operations, Pipe Stem flew sixty-seven photo
sorties within the country, along the border, and to the Tchepone area of Laos.
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Another detachment of four Fifth Air Force RF-101s, flight crews, photo
processing unit, and support personnel reached Don Muang, Thailand, on
November 6. Nicknamed Able Mable, it took over the reconnaissance missions
on the 10th, leaving the RT-33 to transport film to a processing center at Tan Son
Nhut or Clark. Filling the needs of the MAAGs in Laos and Vietnam, the first
flights were mostly over Laos. But before long the pilots were flying seventy-five
percent of their sorties over South Vietnam.4

Despite the buildup of American assistance, signs in Vietnam were mixed.
President Diem had formed a Central Intelligence Organization, was improving
the Civil Guard, was adding 20,000 men to the army, and had created a ranger
force. American advisors were working down to company level, and small,
helicopter-borne, quick-reaction units were being organized. Yet Diem’s
National Internal Security Council did a poor job of supervising the execution of
military, political, and economic measures. Military units had scant time for rest
and retraining. Province chiefs paid slight attention to the chain of command.
Vietnamese forces diverted aircraft from troop lift to administrative purposes.
Perhaps most disheartening, several Vietnamese military leaders asked U.S.

officials what American reaction might be to a coup d'etat against President
Diem.

Inefficiency abounded. A typical example took place in autumn 1961.
Several Vietnamese AD-6s got orders to strike Viet Congtroops gathered on the
Bien Hoa side of a river dividing that province from Phuoc Thanh. By the time
the fighters came, the guerrillas had crossed the river. While the planes orbited
for three hours, the Phuoc Thanh Province chief could not be found to approve
the strike.¥

The Vietnamese Air Force was rated combat ready. Plans to expand it
gained Military Assistance Program backing for second fighter and helicopter
squadrons, one photo reconnaissance unit, and a third L-19 liaison squadron.
Even though the Geneva accords forbade introducing jet aircraft into the coun-
try, there was some talk in American circles during 1961 of giving the Vietnamese

surplus F-86 jets. This, it was said, would merely match the many communist
violations since 1954.50

The Joint Chiefs of Staff frankly suggested that T-/ RT-33 jets be delivered
to the Vietnamese for reconnaissance. Even a few jet planes would impel the
Vietnamese to expand and upgrade ground facilities—extremely valuable
actions in light of possible future commitment of U.S. air units. Admiral Felt,
CINCPAC, favored turning over several photo jets to the Vietnamese. The
USAF planners in Washington warned, “immediate and serious degradation in
the military effectiveness of the Vietnamese could result”from the absence of jets.
The State Department stood solidly against the idea and in October Ambassador
Nolting stopped trying to equip the Vietnamese with jet planes. Secretary
McNamara told the Navy to send thirty piston-engine T-28 fighters to Saigon.
The Air Force handled the transportation of these aircraft from the west coast to
Vietnam. The first fifteen were in place by mid-December.5!
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All this was—in retrospect at least—a prelude to two decisions made by
President Kennedy on October 11, 1961. The President perused Diem’s address
of October 2 to the National Assembly that termed hostilities in Vietnam as
changed and extremely serious. He also noted the stream of threat and vitupera-
tion flowing from Hanoi. Then Kennedy on the morning of the 1 1th ordered a
USAF combat detachment to Vietnam. In the afternoon he sent his military
adviser, Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, to Saigon to find out how best to help the
Diem government.
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(Left) T-28 fighter-bombers.

(Center) Lt. Richard A. Mathison and
A1C Tri Pham Minh, VNAF, stand with
a collection of Farm Gate aircraft:
T-28 in foreground, a B-26 in left
background, A-1E in right background
and a C-47 in distance.

{Bottom) RF-101 Voodoo.
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VII. Opening Farm Gate

The USAF combat detachment that President Kennedy ordered to Viet-
nam on October 11, 1961, had its roots in a small, secret organization created in
the late 1950s when General LeMay was Vice Chief of Staff. In March 1961
LeMay responded to the President’s instructions for the armed services to
examine how each could best contribute to counterinsurgency. When there was
no doubt about communist aggression, LeMay personally favored a direct and
open American response with the necessary strength. He defined “necessary” as
“more than is actually necessary to do the job,” hitting “with overwhelming
weight” to avoid “stretching things out over a period of time.” LeMay, soon to be
Chief of Staff, was very much aware that the military services had to abide by
different rules. Tactical Air Command was therefore directed to form a small,
elite, volunteer unit around the organization. Its mission would be
air operations in support of ground forces to be flown in older conventional
aircraft.

The 4400th Combat Crew Training Squadron (nicknamed Jungle Jim)
came into being at Eglin Air Force Base, Florida, on April 14, 1961. Commanded
by Col. Benjamin H. King, the unit had 124 officers and 228 airmen, sixteen
C-47s, eight B-26s, and eight T-28s. Equal numbers of the same types of aircraft
were in temporary storage. The squadron’s mission of training indigenous air
forces in counterinsurgency would combine with a mission of air operations.!

Officers and airmen of the 4400th—at times called air commandos—were
volunteers, above average in physique, hardiness, and sense of adventure. Each
was closely interviewed and approved by Colonel King. Next came psychiatric
screening at Lackland Air Force Base, Texas, and survival indoctrination at
Stead Air Force Base, Nevada. Those completing the program were certified to
be emotionally mature, highly motivated, and stable. Unfortunately, not all were
mentally attuned to teaching members of other cultures or in fact to perform a
training mission—they were combat-oriented. Later, several men would prove
unable to work with Asian officers. As volunteers dwindled, the rigorous stand-
ards were eventually lowered. The picturesque air commando uniform, person-
ally picked by General LeMay, featured an Australian-type bush hat (with
turned-up brim), fatigues, and combat boots.?

Two of the three types of Jungle Jim aircraft were extensively modified. The
T-28 received armorplate and carried about 1,500 pounds of bombs and rockets,
plus two .50-caliber machineguns with 350 rounds per gun. Loaded, the aircraft
could speed at 160 knots to a target 200 miles distant then return to base. The
C-47 (redesignated SC-47 after modification) boasted twice the normal fuel load,
astronger landing gear suited to dirt strips, and jet-assisted takeoff (JATO) racks
for operations from short fields. The B-26 twin-engine attack bomber needed no
modification, carrying 6,000 pounds of bombs and rockets, plus machineguns.
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When fully loaded, it had a combat radius of 400 miles at a normal speed of 200
knots and could loiter 30 to 45 minutes. The B-26 was designed for a glide
bomb-delivery pattern, not for dive-bombing with rolling pullouts nor for
landing with external ordnance in place after an aborted mission.?

To halt communist infiltration into South Vietnam, the Joint Chiefs on
August 24 suggested to Secretary McNamara air interdiction of the inland trails
over which the Viet Cong secured supplies. If the United States had no desire to
commit American forces openly, why not institute unconventional, guerrilla-
type operations.*

The President had mentioned several times to the Secretary of Defense the
benefits of testing counterinsurgency techniques in Vietnam. On September 5
McNamara informed the three service secretaries that he intended to establish an
experimental command under MAAG as a laboratory for refining organiza-
tional and operational procedures. General L.eMay at this point invited Secretary
of the Air Force Eugene M. Zuckert’s attention to the 4400th Combat Crew
Training Squadron. Sending an element of the unit to Vietnam would be an ideal
way to devise and evaluate special warfare methods. On September 19 Secretary
Zuckert recommended this to Secretary McNamara. A detachment of the 4400th
had just become operationally ready. If moved to Vietnam, it would acquire
counterinsurgency experience and at the same time train the Vietnamese.’

McNamara liked the proposal, asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff for comment,
and on October 5 had their recommendation to place a detachment of Jungle Jim
with MAAG in Vietnam. The Secretary next made the idea known to the
President.®

President Kennedy weighed the burgeoning Viet Cong strength, the more
frequent reference in planning papers to U.S. covert operations, the desire of the
Joint Chiefs to make a reassuring commitment of air strength to Vietnam, and
President Diem’s change of heart on acceptance of American combat units in his
country. On the morning of October 11, 1961, the Commander in Chief author-
ized the deployment of the Jungle Jim squadron to Vietnam “to serve under the
MAAG as a training mission and not for combat at the present time.”’

But the 4400th was not specifically a training unit—it was “designed to
fight.” It had been “singled out” for deployment because its combat capacity and
involvement would shore up “South Vietnamese sagging morale.”

The President’s decision five months earlier to send an Army Special Forces
group to Vietnam now enunciated a new mission statement for Jungle Jim. It was
to train indigenous airmen while working with and supporting the Special
Forces, rangers, and irregular forces along the border. In this light, General
LeMay saw the USAF unit as a regular part of the triservice team. Essentially,
however, Jungle Jim was an experiment and one of its purposes was to forge
counterinsurgency tactics, It could use sod runways and operate austerely in
remote areas; carry out strike, reconnaissance, and airlift missions; fly close
support for ground troops; drop small forces up to company-size; deliver sup-
plies; and perform medical evacuation.®

80



OPENING FARM GATE

Thus it was that 155 Air Force officers and airmen, volunteers to support
friendly guerrillas, flying eight extemporized fighter-bombers, four light bombers
of World War 11 vintage, and four twin-engine transports designed prior to the
second World War, learned that they would go to Vietnam to support the
government of President Diem. Exactly how was in some dispute.!0

On the 13th of October, Colonel King and two of his officers visited Hawaii
to coordinate Jungle Jim’s movement with Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, who
“enthusiastically supported the approved deployment.” In Saigon the three
officers briefed Ambassador Nolting who was happy to have Jungle Jim to train
Vietnamese, develop tactics and techniques, and conduct other operations “as
directed by the Ambassador.” He asked that all aircraft arrive with Vietnamese
insignia.!!

Returning to Hawaii, King was assured by PACAF officers that no major
problems existed. A tent camp would be ready for the detachment’s arrival at
Bien Hoa Airfield and support arrangements were underway. On October 28
Felt asked that the detachment be sent forward at once, without waiting for the
Air Force to procure some L-28 Helio Super Courier light aircraft and Side-
winder air-to-air missiles for the T-28s.12 At Eglin the task force designated
for Vietnam received the formal name of Detachment 2A, 4400th Combat Crew
Training Squadron, and the code name of Farm Gate.!3

Meantime, members of the 6009th Tactical Support Group under Col.
Claude G. McKinney, Jr., entered Vietnam with the utmost secrecy during late
October. These officers and airmen deployed on temporary duty from
Tachikawa Air Base, Japan, to Clark, then to Bien Hoa where they prepared the
base facility for Farm Gate. Additional detachments came from Thirteenth Air
Force and PACAF (chiefly from the 6010th Tactical Support Group) to service
and support the beginnings of an expanded USAF presence in Vietnam and
elsewhere in Southeast Asia. All were formed into numbered temporary duty
detachments on November 15—7 and 8 at Tan Son Nhut, 9 at Bien Hoa, and 10
at Don Muang, Thailand. Detachment 7 was a headquarters staff; 8 operated the
“prime set-up” for an air operations and a combat reporting center, as well as a
photo processing cell; while 9 and 10 maintained and serviced aircraft.!4

Farm Gate departed Florida on the 5th of November. Four SC-47s flew to
Clark Air Base. Eight T-28s were disassembled in California and, together with
140 officers and airmen, were ferried to Clark by MATS. After reassembly,
Colonel King led two flights of T-28s to Tan Son Nhut. The detachment became
operationally ready on the 16th, though a week passed before the last of the
SC-47s and T-28s arrived. Farm Gate accepted four B-26s previously sent to the
Far East. These hardnosed, strafing-model, light bombers reached Bien Hoa
near the close of December. !5

At Bien Hoa the Farm Gate detachment found a rundown French air base
with a flight surface consisting of a single pierced-steel-plank runway 5,800 by
150 feet. Tear-outs in the steel tie strips demanded constant attention of welding
crews, and the 315th Air Division C-130s bringing in communications equip-
ment for a tactical air control system further tore up the runway. About 700
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Vietnamese soldiers defended the airfield, because heavy vegetation and swampy
terrain nearby afforded good cover for Viet Cong troops surrounding the air
base. Farm Gate at once contacted the two USAF mobile reporting posts at Tan
Son Nhut, and set about to organize a tactical air control system of sorts and to
establish communications and supply requirements.!6

The members of Farm Gate thought they were to conduct combat opera-
tions while training the Vietnamese. That was how General LeMay had briefed
Colonel King, and King was more than willing to make his unit combat capable
and responsive to Ambassador Nolting and to American military authorities. In
early familiarization flights, T-28 crews trailed Vietnamese AD-6s to targets,
observed their attack procedures, and, when authorized, fired on targets. The 155
men were highly motivated and eager to fight.!”?

Nevertheless, on November 16 Admiral Felt tasked Farm Gate with con-
ducting tactical training and pilot upgrading for the Vietnamese. President
Kennedy was advised that the unit was “training Vietnamese aircrews and
supporting Vietnamese operations against the Viet Cong.”!8

Uncertainties of mission and the absence of combat lowered morale from
the start. The pilots expected to carry an air offensive to the Viet Cong. Instead,
they trained and supplemented the Vietnamese Air Force, seeking to evolve
techniques for what McNamara described to the press as “not full-scale warfare
but guerrilla warfare.” Without clearcut agreement at higher levels on Farm
Gate’s mission, the early operations tended to be improvised and experimental
rather than systematic.!®

Farm Gate’s first regular employment was to reconnoiter and count the
junk and sampan traffic in Vietnam coastal waters, a tedious job lasting from
December 6 through 22, 1961. C-47s and pairs of T-28s flew four-hour search
patterns and recorded sightings. Thirty-seven sorties turned up 6,294 vessels, but
the aircrews had no way to tell how many were enemy. MAAG was equally at a
loss to interpret the findings. The long uneventful flight patterns were a physical
hardship for the T-28 crews. They were not allowed to crack their canopies in
flight, even though weakened by the cockpit heat from the tropical sun. A second
series flown during February 5-7, 1962, furnished no meaningful intelligence.20

Farm Gate likewise also acquired the mission of supporting the Army
Special Forces and their Civilian Irregular Defense Group. The C-47s operated
under an ad hoc system free of MAAG and Vietnamese army control, to keep
materiel, transportation, and funds in U.S. hands. The aircraft delivered locally
procured items and emergency ones flown in from the United States. (Formal
supply accountability was discarded.) These operations were small, Farm Gate
flying just 205 sorties in the first six months of 1962.21

While valuable, these missions were outside of what Farm Gate wanted to
do. When Admiral Felt on December 4, 1961, directed General O’Donnell at
PACAF to ready plans for operations, O’Donnell at once permitted Farm Gate
to fly combat missions “with at least one South Vietnamese national aboard any
aircraft so committed.” Secretary McNamara, meeting with the Joint Chiefs that
day, approved combat with mixed crews. On December 6 the Joint Chiefs
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granted formal authority for Farm Gate aircraft to fly combat if Vietnamese were
aboard for training.?2

On the 6th PACAF submitted to CINCPAC the same concept for opera-
tions. Actually, U.S. aircraft and personnel would support Vietnamese armed
forces and help them deny the Viet Cong supply routes and concentration areas,
fly armed patrols of South Vietnam’s land and sea borders, and seek out and
destroy Viet Cong headquarters as well as communist airlift into South
Vietnam.?}

Together, Vietnamese and Americans were to destroy Viet Cong lifelines
and support bases. From Bien Hoa, Tan Son Nhut, and combat air bases to be
developed at Da Nang and Pleiku, air operations were to stress photo reconnais-
sance, surveillance, interdiction, and close support of ground operations.2*

Needed at once were a tactical air control system and a jointly manned
American-Vietnamese air operations center. When Admiral Felt approved a
limited tactical air control system on December 8, it appeared that operations
would get under way. Thirteenth Air Force issued a draft plan on the 10th and
distinguished between combat actions performed in support of the Vietnamese
within South Vietnam and advisory and training actions. On the 15th, Ambassa-
dor Nolting directed that no combat mission of any description be undertaken
without his consent.2’

The next day, General Lemnitzer suggested that Farm Gate should not wait
for “tailor-made jobs” but should center on training. Secretary McNamara
repeated his approval of combat missions if the planes had Vietnamese aboard.
However, he wanted all such flights to be confined to South Vietnam owing to
the experimental nature of the program. Stressing the difference between “riding
double” combat training missions and operational missions, he charged CINC-
PAC with the latter. He wanted Admiral Felt to use combat missions solely for
“important jobs” and to monitor them closely. In other words, according to
McNamara, “Jungle Jim is to be used for training and operational missions in
South Vietnam with Vietnamese riding rear seats.”2

On December 19 the Joint Chiefs sent a message “to insure no misunder-
standing in the authority granted for the use of Jungle Jim aircraft.” Farm Gate’s
principal purpose was training Vietnamese Air Force personnel. On the follow-
ing day, Admiral Felt made known his conviction that Farm Gate, besides
training Vietnamese, could carry out “all kinds of conventional combat and
combat support flights” if a Vietnamese was on board to receive training.?’

Admiral Felt’s conviction sparked a reexamination of American policy in
Washington. The National Security Council inclined toward authorizing U.S.
uniformed personnel in Vietnam for “instruction in and execution of air-ground
support techniques.” That appeared broad enough to embrace all U.S. air
actions. Yet the State Department view, later voiced by W. Averell Harriman,
held that the statement hardly covered interdiction air strikes far from friendly
ground troops. General Lemnitzer forwarded detailed clarifying instructions to
Admiral Felt and General McGarr on December 26. He wanted Farm Gate to
conduct combat missions only when the Vietnamese Air Force could not.
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Cornbined crews on combat missions would fulfill the purpose of training—to
allow Vietnamese to fly these missions alone as soon as possible.

When General Lemnitzer’s directive reached Farm Gate on the afternoon of
the 26th a strike mission was in the air. Two Farm Gate T-28s were escorting two
Vietnamese AD-6s to hit Viet Cong houses and rice fields about fifty miles north
of Saigon. Despite recall efforts, the strike went on, But thereafter, the possibility
of an independent American combat role came to an end.?

Determining Farm Gate’s mission and its place in the organizational and
command structure would be the subject of continuing discussion and contro-
versy. Meanwhile General Maxwell Taylor had visited Vietnam and had
reported his observations to the President, thereby shaping and refining the
purpose and direction of national policy.
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VIII. The Taylor Mission

Several hours after announcing on October 11, 1961, the dispatch of Farm
Gate to Vietnam, President Kennedy disclosed that he was sending his military
adviser General Taylor to Saigon. Taylor was to make an “educated military
guess” of the situation in the country and to find “ways in which we can perhaps
better assist the Government of Vietnam in meeting this threat to its independ-
ence.” In his letter of instructions to the general, Kennedy said, “the initial
responsibility for the effective maintenance of the independence of South Viet-
nam rests with the people and government of that country.” Concerned with
political, social, and economic matters in addition to military problems, the
President appointed Walt W. Rostow as Taylor’s deputy. Actually, Taylor was
to advise the President whether to deploy U.S. combat forces for a direct role in
Vietnam, or to continue U.S. training and support functions only.!

Public knowledge of Taylor’s mission produced an immediate reaction
from the communists. On October 12 Premier Chou En-lai warned that China
could scarcely “be indifferent to the increasingly grave situation caused by United
States imperialism in South Vietnam.” Ho Chi Minh went to Peking for discus-
sions. The Soviet Union linked the Taylor mission with flagging diplomatic
discussions at Geneva and charged the United States with planning to send
troops to Vietnam to bring pressure to bear on the situation in Laos. On October
14 North Vietnam protested to the International Control Commission that the
Taylor mission was meant to “intensify United States intervention in South
Vietnam and prepare the way for introducing United States troops.™

What was the exact state of affairs in South Vietnam? Increases in Viet
Cong numbers, aggressiveness, and incidents constantly surprised the Viet-
namese National Intelligence Agency. United States intelligence estimates placed
the strength of Viet Cong main forces at 17,000 men, eighty to ninety percent of
whom were recruited locally.? President Diem was complaining to the Interna-
tional Control Commission of the international threat to his government,
Hanoi's determination to “liberate the south,” the massive infiltration of com-
munist agents, the ruthless strategy of terror waged against the South Vietnamese
people, and the endeavors to establish “liberated territory”in the central reaches
of the Republic, susceptible of gaining recognition and support from the com-
munist powers. CINCPAC intelligence assessments identified enemy goals as
consolidating control over the richer agricultural areas of the country, isolating
Saigon and the Diem government from the people, and keeping the infiltration
approaches into South Vietnam open.#

What military assistance did the South Vietnamese want? As the Viet-
namese defense minister told Ambassador Nolting on October 13, Diem wished
American combat units or “combat training units” to be stationed near the 17th
parallel to make a show of force and also to free Vietnamese units for antiguer-
rilla action.’
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Enroute to Saigon, Taylor and Rostow stopped off in Hawaii for a briefing
by Admiral Felt. The admiral stressed that the Vietnamese required prompt U.S.
assistance. He pinpointed two serious Vietnamese weaknesses—the tendency of
province chiefs to meddle in military matters, and the penchant of military
commanders to stay in static defensive positions. Felt indorsed the Farm Gate
commitment, but saw no present need for other American combat forces to take
a direct part in the war. He recommended continuing USAF reconnaissance
flights, accelerating the delivery of T-28s, and refining military communications.
He wanted the primitive airstrip at Pleiku enlarged and stores of ammunition,
equipment, and war consumables positioned at bases for a possible introduction
of SEATO forces.t

The Taylor-Rostow mission arrived at Tan Son Nhut on October 18, spent
six daysin Vietnam, and departed for Baguio in the Philippines,where the group
sent President Kennedy an interim report. By November 3 the members drew up
a lengthy final report.

General Taylor defined the situation in South Vietnam as “an acute crisis of
confidence” at every social level—doubt on the seriousness of the U.S. commit-
ment, concern over Viet Cong successes, and discouragement over recent floods
that burdened an “already strained state.” The military crisis mirrored political
weakness. Diem was “an old fashioned Asian ruler, seeking to maintain all the
strings of power in his own hands, while fragmenting power beneath him.” The
military suffered from skimpy intelligence, scant command control, and sparse
mobility. A “lack of target intelligence and a frustrating structure” hampered the
“small but capable™ Vietnamese Air Force. It had made no significant contribu-
tion to the struggle, because there had been little photo reconnaissance before the
USAF Able Mable missions. “While the very nature of guerrilla war makes good
targets hard to find,” Taylor noted, “sophisticated aerial photography should
find such good targets as there are.” Finally, the general saw “none of the
controlling structure necessary for effective tactical operations.”

There were less than 800 American military personnel and even fewer
civilians in the country. None worked inside Vietnamese ministries, and few were
in the field, for Diem preferred Americans to remain in Saigon. Some U.S.
officials apparently thought it improper to report anything critical of the Diem
government. As a result, it was not easy to secure a thorough estimate of the
situation. Still the unsettled Laotian situation had probably lessened Vietnamese
confidence in the United States, and a more visible U.S. military presence might
restore Vietnamese morale.

General Taylor’s recommendations included continuing USAF reconnais-
sance flights in Vietnam, setting up a U.S. tactical air-ground system run partially
as a training program, giving Farm Gate a liberal rather than a restrictive
mission, and improving Vietnamese air facilities. He saw no reason to commit
U.S. combat forces in a direct role for the moment. He envisioned success as
hinging on Diem’s willingness to undertake political and social reforms.’

With a clear impression that “a U.S. military presence of some kind” was
greatly desired, General Taylor reported that he leaned toward bolstering Ameri-
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{Top) Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, Gen. Emmett
O’Donnell, Jr., Adm. J. H. Sides, and Lt. Gen. C. A.
Roberts, in Hawaii;

(Center) Gen. Paul D. Harkins, Adm. Harry D. Felt, and
Ambassador Frederick E. Nolting at Tan Son Nhut
Airport.

(Bottom) Gen. Curtis E. LeMay.
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can military aid and advisory support for a broadly conceived counterguerrilla
campaign. Central to his concept was making MAAG an operational headquar-
ters for a theater of war, with 8,000 military advisors to quicken Vietnamese
training, upgrade intelligence and communications, enrich research and devel-
opment, and give quick military and economic support to Vietnamese offensive
operations. An alternative was to deploy perhaps 10,000 U.S. ground troops for
defense, to release the Vietnamese army for active counterinsurgency.

Though Taylor and his colleagues believed American support for counter-
insurgency inside Vietnam to be basic, they warned against sending more U.S.
reinforcements until the nature of any final settlement in Laos and the way in
which Hanoi adjusted to it were clear. If Hanoi persisted in its guerrilla infiltra-
tion, the United States would be forced “to attack the source of guerrilla
aggression in North Viet-Nam and impose on the Hanoi government a price for
participating in the current war which is commensurate with the damage inflicted
on its neighbors to the south.™

The Joint Chiefs of Staff did not care for the interim and final Taylor-
Rostow reports. They wanted a positive American commitment to the clear
objective of preventing the fall of South Vietnam, even if that meant U.S. military
forces must fight. The loss of South Vietnam would lead to communist control
over neighboring nations, and the chiefs favored an immediate deployment of
strong American combat forces instead of a gradual entry of combat support
units. They proposed to warn Hanoi of punitive action unless Viet Cong aggres-
sion ceased. There was little chance of staving off the fall of South Vietnam
without U.S. forces “on a substantial scale.” The United States could persuade
North Vietnam of its serious intent solely by a “clear commitment™ to keep South
Vietnam out of the communist camp, plus a diplomatic warning to Hanoi that its
continued support of the Viet Cong would bring American retaliation. A long
war and perhaps the intervention of the People’s Republic of China might ensue.
If it did, the United States would have to put at least 205,000 military men into
the field.?

Secretary McNamara discussed the matter with the Joint Chiefs. On
November 8 he informed President Kennedy of his and their support of the
Taylor-Rostow recommendations as “first steps™ toward realizing the American
aim—averting the fall of South Vietnam. Defending Southeast Asia would take
no more thansix U.S. divisions, about 205,000 men. The United States, however,
should introduce major U.S. units into Vietnam only if it was willing to make an
unalterable espousal of that goal.'?

McNamara and the Joint Chiefs were candid in saying that success would
turn upon many factors “not within our control—notably the conduct of Diem
himself and other leaders in the area.” They were uneasy about American
domestic political problems, but expected Congress to “respond better to a firm
initial position than to courses of action that lead usin only gradually, and that in
the meantime are sure to involve casualties.” The key, of course, was the firmness
of American intent. Without that, there was no point to deploy sizable units.!!
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As chairman of the State Department Policy Planning Council, Walt
Rostow argued for a contingency policy of retaliation against North Vietnam, a
program graduated to match the intensity of Hanoi’s support of the Viet Cong.
Upon his request, PACAF furnished Rostow with two lists of aerial targets in
North Vietnam.!2

Admiral Felt clung to his earlier opinion. The United States should not send
large combat forces until the lesser measures, suggested by him and substantially
approved by General Taylor, were implemented.!3

President Kennedy was loath to approve an extensive open-ended commit-
ment. “They want a force of American troops,” he told an aide, and he likened
that force to the units sent to Germany earlier in the year.

They say it's necessary in order restore confidence and maintain morale. But it will be
just like Berlin. The troops will march in; the bands will play: the crowds will cheer:
and infour days everyone will have forgotten. Then we will be told we have to send in
more troops. It’s like taking a drink. The effect wears off, and you have to take
another.
According to Kennedy, the war could be won only so long as it remained
Vietnam’s war. Otherwise, the Americans would lose like the French.!4

On November 8 Secretary of Defense McNamara, together with the Joint
Chiefs, had been “inclined” to recommend a firm commitment to preclude the
takeover of South Vietnam even if it meant direct military action. Three days
later, McNamara joined with Secretary of State Rusk in proposing a more
moderate stance in line with President Kennedy’s thinking. The Defense secre-
tary urged the instant dispatch of modest support units and further study before
resolving to send large organized units for actual or potential combat.'’

The National Security Council and State and Defense representatives
weighed on November 11 American military options in Vietnam. On the 13tha
State-Defense memorandum generally followed the Rusk-McNamara view.
There was to be no swift overt commitment of U.S. combat troops to Vietnam. A
unilateral employment independent of SEATO action might trigger a military
escalation, provoke apathy and perhaps hostility among South Vietnamese,
jeopardize the chances for a political settlement in Laos, and promote domestic
political repercussions in the United States. !¢

Also on November 13 Kennedy approved the lesser measures—more airlift
(helicopters, light planes, and transports) for the Diem forces, along with the
USAF personnel and planes for reconnaissance and defoliation. Nine days later
the President advised Diem of American willingness to expand aid, men, and
equipment for acombined undertaking to speed Vietnamese training and to help
fashion better communications and intelligence. In return, Diem would have to
put South Vietnam on a firm war footing, mobilize his resources, give his
government adequate authority, and overhaul the military establishment and
command structure. Meanwhile, uniformed U.S. military personnel in the coun-
try would furnish airlift for Vietnamese forces, air reconnaissance, photography,
instruction in and execution of air-ground support techniques, and special
intelligence.!”
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There was neither a statement of American national objectives nor a
provision for stronger U.S. military actions should these first-phase measures
prove insufficient. The Air Staff regarded this as a much “watered down” policy.
It differed mainly from the Joint Chiefs’ position by adding the quid pro quo
approach to the Republic of Vietnam. That is, American commitments would
grow solely in response to positive Vietnamese actions.!s

At a meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on December 5, General LeMay
expressed his grave concern. He labeled what Rusk and McNamara had pro-
posed and what the President had approved as inadequate. The greater U.S.
assistance was still insufficient to defeat the Viet Cong. Southeast Asia was the
best place for a showdown between the United States and the communists. This
was not because of the local terrain or political situation. It was because “U.S.
military intervention in Southeast Asia, including the use of nuclear weapons,
could be followed by many layers of escalation before the ultimate confrontation
would occur.” In contrast, the Secretaries of State and Defense had apparently
tried to “obscure, play-down, or delay the determined and decisive action
required to effectively combat™ the communist threat.!®

LeMay urged the Joint Chiefs to suggest that President Kennedy deploy
sizable American forces to Vietnam. He wanted them to “press for high-level
accord” on a “clear statement of U.S. objectives in the area,” and to tell
McNamara that “timely, positive military actions are essential.”? He desired at
least a definite contingency commitment to insert U.S. forces into Vietnam for
open operations when required. What the Air Force chief thought were suitable
forces for the commitment would be an Army brigade task force; a Marine
division and its complementary air wing; plus a tactical fighter squadron, a
tactical bomber squadron, and a tactical reconnaissance task force.2! These units
would free the bulk of Diem’s forces to root out the guerrillas and to secure South
Vietnam’s borders. They would also “bolster Diem’s political position and insure
his regime and tenure in office.” LeMay envisaged no open engagement with the
enemy but could not rule it out. “Enemy military actions,” he said, “would not
alter the political objective, but such actions may compel military responses
which would not necessarily be confined to South Vietnam.” But there was “no
feasible military alternative of lesser magnitude” that would prevent the “loss of
South Vietnam and ultimately of Southeast Asia.”2?

The Joint Chiefs referred LeMay’s proposal to the Joint Strategic Survey
Council, a group of senior officers freed from day-to-day matters so they could
take a detached view of broad military and political questions. Asked to examine
the rationale for deploying U.S. troops to South Vietnam, they replied on
December 7. “The recently authorized measures, even when implemented,” they
said, “will prove to be inadequate.” The council called attention to “the deterio-
rating military situation and the tenuous character of the South Vietnam
government,” which made it “imperative that the United States government take
the initiative.” To “reassure President Diem that the United States will support
his government and will discourage and oppose any internal factions which seek
to overthrow him,” U.S. combat forces and those of its Asian allies should go to
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South Vietnam strong enough “to assure the South Vietnamese of our determi-
nation to support their government and to defeat communist aggression.” There
should be “a military command and modus operandi in South Vietnam which
will assure loyalty and maximum combat effectiveness in the campaign against
the communists.™?3

Secretary McNamara was not convinced. As he afterwards told the Presi-
dent, “I am not prepared to endorse the views of the Chiefs until we have had
more experience with our present program in South Vietnam.” Kennedy
agreed.?

General LeMay clearly doubted if the administration actually had a firm
and definite Vietnam policy. In his opinion, he later observed, none of the
American military chiefs “really believed” that the United States was undertaking
“anything except [having] some diplomatic fiddling around with a little more aid
program.”?5

Part of this feeling might have flowed from LeMay’s frustration over major
constraints hindering the Air Force’s influence in SEA—too few and too junior
USAF officers in the MAAGs, PACAF’s restricted voice in Vietnamese affairs,
the inability of the indigenous air forces to cope with the insurgency, and
“inadequate ground environment for employment of USAF air powerona large
scale.” Moreover, Secretary McNamara kept a tight rein on the military services.
In mid-November, for example, the movement of three single-engine liaison
aircraft to Vietnam required his permission. Little wonder that USAF leadership
felt cramped and uncomfortable.2¢

Maybe it was no coincidence that on December 5—the day General LeMay
voiced his concern to the JCS—Admiral Felt dispatched a warning to the Joint
Chiefs. He reported that General McGarr, MAAG chief in Saigon, and Sir
Robert G. K. Thompson,* head of a British advisory mission to Saigon, were
both uneasy because the situation in South Vietnam was “more than serious. It is
critical, with the peak of the crisis possible at any moment.”?’

*Sir Robert had figured prominently in subduing the guerrillas in Malaysia.
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IX. U.S. Command
Arrangements:
2d ADVON and MACYV

Acceptance of the Taylor-Rostow recommendations of November 3, 1961,
marked a shift in American policy “from advice to limited partnership and
working collaboration™ with the Vietnamese. More material assistance would
accompany increased American participation in the war. American advisors, “as
friends and partners,” were to show the Vietnamese “how the job might be
done—not tell them or do it for them.™

By November 13, using such expressions as “proceed urgently”and “with all
possible speed,” Defense Secretary McNamara had authorized a host of mea-
sures. Among them were increased airlift, including sixteen C-123s, for the
Vietnamese armed forces; help with aerial reconnaissance, photography, air-
ground support, and installing a tactical air control system; small naval craft with
advisors and crews to cut enemy waterborne infiltration and resupply; training
and equipment for the Civil Guard and Self Defense Corps to free Vietnamese
army units for offensive operations; personnel and equipment to enhance
military-political intelligence at all levels; more economic support to afford better
military pay, food, and medicine; relief and rehabilitation in the flooded areas;
“individual administrators and advisors for insertion into the governmental
machinery of South Viet-Nam in types and numbers to be agreed upon by the
two governments”; and surveys in all provinces to discover how best to deal with
the insurgency.?

Assuming that Diem would formally agree later, the Defense secretary
instructed the Joint Chiefs of Staff to proceed. McNamara personally monitored
the aid program, requiring a progress report every Monday. He wanted men and
materiel for a tactical air control systejn to go to Vietnam as soon as possible. He
wanted thirty T-28s rushed out to give the Vietnamese a second fighter squadron.
And he wanted more U.S. advisors in place. By June 30, 1962, there would be
6,419 Americans in South Vietnam.3

As McNamara informed Admiral Felt and General McGarr:

Political uncertainty of Diem’s position and doubt as to his willingness to take steps to
make his government more effective must not prevent us from going ahead full blast
(without publicity, unti! political discussions are completed) on all possible actions
short of large scale introduction of US combat forces . . . . Fundamentaily, we must
adjust ourselves to a perennially unclear political framework and to a policy that for
overall national reasons sets limits on military actions.*

Early in December, President Diem made an affirmative but hedged
response to the Kennedy program. His memorandum distinguished between
domestic and military matters and clearly defined the latter. For example,
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American helicopter and naval units were to be under exclusive U.S. command.
Diem’s government would take no decisions or actions entailing combined
operations “without full prior consultation with the qualified U.S. agencies.”
Although doubting that Diem’s reply would be fully acceptable, Ambassador
Nolting radioed the State Department, “1 nevertheless think memorandum
represents U.S. moving confidently ahead.”s

The new Kennedy program dictated that the MAAG in Saigon be reorgan-
ized and augmented. Then it could better help subdue the subversion and
insurgency, and as “an advanced party” command forces sent to Vietnam to
oppose aggression in SEATO terms. In the latter case, Task Force 116 was the
ready force. Admiral Felt had said in May 1961 that, if large-scale U.S. combat
forces entered Vietnam, he would name the MAAG chief as the Commander,
United States Forces, Vietnam. This commander would function under
CINCPAC control.

Now there was talk of appointing a four-star general to command U.S.
forces in Vietnam. As early as November 1, the State Department was skeptical
about the necessity. Secretary Rusk said, “While attaching greatest possible
importance to security in Southeast Asia, I would be reluctant to see” the United
States further commit “American prestige to a losing horse.” Ambassador John
K. Galbraith in India pointed to Diem as “a wasting asset™ who was “losing, not
gaining, popularity.” The United States, he thought, should refrain from putting
American ground troops into Vietnam and from overcommitting.¢

On November 22 the Joint Chiefs recommended to the Secretary of Defense
a new subordinate unified command under CINCPAC. It would be designated
as United States Forces, Vietnam, and organized in Saigon with Army, Navy,
and Air Force component commands. The commander in Vietnam was to have
four stars and be coequal with the Ambassador. He would draw together all
American military activities in the country related to counterinsurgency, includ-
ing intelligence, MA AG, and whatever economic assistance had military impli-
cations. A four-star commander would signal a considerable commitment of
American prestige and a major endorsement of Diem’s government. Conse-
quently the Joint Chiefs wished, before altering the command structure, to have
the United States clearly spell out its objectives in Vietnam and extract a pledge
for a suitable military program from Diem. McNamara approved on
November 27.7

The proposed command ran counter to CINCPAC contingency planning
fora possible deployment of JTF 116. Admiral Felt nonetheless admitted that it
was justified in light of an enlarged MAAG, PACAF units deployed into
Vietnam, and the arrival of Army helicopter companies. Drawing up a detailed
table of distribution, Felt suggested an Army general as the commander and a
small joint staff with USAF officers as chief of staff, J-2 (Intelligence), and J-5
(Plans). The new command, the CINCPAC thought, might well give Diem the

assurance of American support that he appeared to need before carrying out his
own program.’
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United States Army, Pacific (in Hawaii) favored a separate theater of
operations for Vietnam removed from CINCPAC control, but acquiesced in
“double haiting” the MAAG chief as commander of U.S. forces. On that basis,
General McGarr took operational control of Farm Gate. Admiral Felt accepted
this for Farm Gate’s training mission, but PACAF pointed out that the detach-
ment had a second mission of combat operations. By law MAAGs could not
command operational forces. Foreseeing widespread air activities in Vietnam
and other parts of Southeast Asia, PACAF wanted to establish an advanced
echelon of Thirteenth Air Force in Saigon to command USAF units in SEA®

Admiral Felt agreed. The MA AG chief, working with his Air Force Section
chief, would handle Farm Gate’s training missions, while CINCPAC through
PACAF and an advanced echelon of Thirteenth Air Force, would take care of
any combat operations. The MAAG Air Force Section chief and the commander
of the advanced echelon could be the same officer. Assigned to MAAG, he would
have dual responsibilities to MAAG and to PACAF. Above all, there was to be
no appearance of a new American command moving into Vietnam.!0

To fill the two hats, General O’Donnell of PACAF nominated Brig. Gen.
Rollen H. Anthis, an outstanding officer serving as Thirteenth Air Force vice
commander. Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, approved the choice. General Anthis
assumed command of 2d Advanced Echelon (ADVON)!! and, needing person-
nel for the organization, took control of the four small temporary duty detach-
ments (7, 8,9,and 10). Detachment 7 at Saigon became in effect the 2d ADVON
staff.12

On November 20 Anthis settled 2d ADVON at the Brink Hotel in down-
town Saigon, sharing space with the MAAG Air Force Section. The new
commander realized after a few days that he was too far from his operating units.
Whereupon, he moved 2d ADVON to Tan Son Nhut and into a building near
Vietnamese Air Force headquarters. His Vietnamese neighbors were puzzled by
Anthis’ presence.

When Ambassador Nolting first found out about 2d ADVON on the 24th,
he was not only puzzled but surprised. General Anthis told him that 2d ADVON
controlled USAF operating units in Vietnam but not the training units. Nolting
found it “incomprehensible” for American authorities to form a new U.S.
military headquarters without consulting him and the Vietnamese government.
The Ambassador instructed the 2d ADVON commander to delay further organ-
izational activities until Nolting received clarification of the relationship of the
headquarters to the Embassy. He solicited from Anthis “a precise understanding
that any combat operation in Viet Nam carried out by elements of this command
will be cleared in advance with me [Nolting].”

Apprised of the Ambassador’s reaction, Admiral Felt advised Anthis to
avoid creating a new headquarters. He was to locate in General McGarr’s
MAAG headquarters and “conduct his advance echelon business through
Det[achment] 7 in Saigon.” After fresh study, Felt termed 2d ADVON neither a
command nor a headquarters. Since its purpose was to administer, control, and
support units, it was simply a “facility” for coordination. Nolting might have
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thought this a distinction without a difference, but he learned that the Diem
government had no objection. He accepted 2d ADVON as needed to administer
and control PACAF elements that might be deployed to Southeast Asia in
coordination with MAAG.13

Thirteenth Air Force specified that 2d ADVON execute with the Viet-
namese Air Force “sustained offensive, defense, and reconnaissance air opera-
tions aimed at the destruction or neutralization of Viet Cong forces, resources,
and communications within the borders of South Vietnam.” General Anthis was
to “set the pattern for Vietnamese Air Force operations.” In short, he was to act
as the commander of a tactical air force.

But the peculiarly ad hoc nature of the organization led to problems. For
example, what control did unit commanders have over their logistic support? In
the standard USAF command, such questions had been carefully worked out
through the years, but for 2d ADVON they needed to be rethought. Further-
more, General Anthis faced a somewhat more complex chain of command. He
reported to CINCPAC through PACAF on operational matters, but he went
direct to Thirteenth Air Force on strictly USAF operational, logistic, and
administrative issues, !’

Colonel King, the Farm Gate commander, was also confused. When 2d
ADVON’s Detachment 9 at Bien Hoa tried to take operational control of his
unit, King protested this as inconsistent with General LeMay’s instructions. He
understood that Detachment 9 was limited to furnishing base logistic support.
King prevailed in this matter, but proved less successful in clarifying his own
operational mission. He visited Saigon and was unable to see General Anthis.
But the 2d ADVON operations officer speculated that it was highly unlikely for
Farm Gate even to be cleared for daylight combat. King’s officers then borrowed
several aerial flares from the Vietnamese, pressed an SC-47 into service for
improvised flaredrops, and under the illumination made strike passes with their
T-28s. Colonel King went back to Saigon and reported that his unit could make
night attacks.

As King later recalled, 2d ADVON dispatched a C-47 and some T-28s on at
least two night attacks later in November. Against an enemy position in the
jungle south of Da Lat, the T-28 pilots never saw an exact target under the
flarelight, and merely placed their ordnance into the trees. Flying to the aid of a
fort in the delta under attack, the T-28 crews found the air strike request to be
several days old. When they arrived on the scene, there were no targets. Another
mission in late November responded to a report of Viet Cong intention to cut the
railroad between Bien Hoa and Nha Trang. Bearing flares in addition to their
guns, four T-28s reconnoitered the rail line. They illuminated and inspected
possible ambush sites but saw no sign of the enemy.'¢

While the Departments of State and Defense discussed organizing the
American command in Vietnam, MAAG was “over its head in operations and
intelligence planning to the neglect of its primary duty, the training and advisory
effort.”!” Authorized a strength of 685 personsin May 1961, MAAG at the end of
the year had 2,394 Military Assistance Program spaces and 5,435 others.!®
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A compromise worked out by Secretaries McNamara and Rusk in
December envisioned a Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (M ACV) under
CINCPAC, roughly modeled on the United States Taiwan Defense Command.
To highlight the “positive impact of change” in American policy, McNamara
desired the MACYV commander to be a four-star Army general. He suggested Lt.
Gen. Paul D. Harkins to the President as “an imaginative officer, fully qualified
to fill what I consider to be the most difficult job in the U.S. Army.”"?

Commander of United States Army, Pacific, and a protege of Generals
George S. Patton, Jr., and Maxwell D. Taylor, Harkins was summoned to
Florida in January 1962. There in a brief interview, President Kennedy said he
was pleased that the general spoke French, told him to assist Diem and the South
Vietnamese people, and wished him weil.

With Diem’s blessing, CINCPAC created the new command in Saigon on
February 8, 1962. Harkins became commander with a promotion to full general.
On the 10th PACAF designated General Anthis, 2d ADVON commander, to be
the air component commander and to further serve as Thirteenth Air Force and
PACAF air commander for all USAF matters in Southeast Asia.20

The Joint Chiefs of Staff had recommended status for General Harkins
“co-equal” with Ambassador Nolting, but the term was absent from the MACV
mission statement. Harkins nonetheless owned broader than normal authority.
He was to assist and support the Government of Vietnam in its quest for security
through defeating communist insurgency and resisting overt aggression. He was
charged with all American military policy, operations, and aid in South Vietnam.
On U.S. and Vietnamese military operations, he could go straight to President
Diem and other governmental leaders. He had direct access to CINCPAC and
through him to the JCS and the Secretary of Defense. He was to consult with the
Ambassador on political affairs and keep him abreast of military matters. As
CINCPACssingle spokesman in South Vietnam, Harkins exercised operational
command of all U.S forces and military agencies assigned or attached to MACYV,
including the Military Assistance Advisory Group.?2!

For MACV’ joint staff, Admiral Felt had recommended USAF officers as
chief of staff, J-2 (Intelligence), and J-5 (Plans). Even so, General Harkins picked
a Marine officer, Maj. Gen. Richard G. Weede, to be his chief of staff and
advocated Air Force officers for J-3 (Operations), J-2, and J-5. Secretary
McNamara wanted the Army to have the J-3 billet, but Felt believed this would
unbalance the staff. He proposed upgrading J-5 to a brigadier general slot and
allocating it to the Air Force, while the deputy J-3 would be a USAF colonel.
General LeMay tried in vain to persuade McNamara to change his mind on the
chief of staff and J-3 positions. The MACV manning authority was approved by
the Defense Secretary on March 2. It gave the Air Force none of the key
operational spots and only one of the five general officer billets—J-5, filled by
Brig. Gen. John A. Dunning. Of the 105 officer spaces, the Army got 54
compared to 29 for the Navy and Marines and 22 for the Air Force.?

General Harkins shifted MAAG's operations and intelligence functions to
MACV. He appointed Maj. Gen. Charles J. Timmes, USA, to be MAAG chief
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(Timmes had been McGarr’s deputy). The MAAG was split into Army, Navy,
and Air Force Sections. Each handled military assistance, plans and programs,

training and logistic advice to the Vietnamese, and administration of American
field advisory detachments.?

Yet the separation of functions between MACV and MAAG remained
fuzzy. General Harkins opposed Anthis’ serving as both the MACV air compo-
nent commander and chief of the MAAG Air Force Section. He suggested and
Admiral Felt directed on May 12, 1962, that General Anthis be relieved as
MAAG chief of Air Force Section and replaced by the USAF colonel who was
the deputy.

General LeMay saw the change as a complication, for the USAF liaison
officers with Vietnamese army divisions, who should have been under Anthis’
command, were instead assigned to the MAAG. LeMay also protested the
proposed reduction in rank of the MAAG chief of Air Force Section. General
Anthis held his two jobs a while longer.

Felt and Harkins agreed in October to accept Brig. Gen. Robert R.
Rowland as MAAG chief of Air Force Section. On December 1, 1962, Rowland
relieved Anthis of his MAAG duty. Although Anthis and Rowland worked well
together, some MAAG-Air officers wondered how far they might go in advising
and training before entering into operational activities.?4

Believing that he was “responsible for all that U.S. military do or fail to do in
South Vietnam,” General Harkins argued for full operational command over all
American military resources in the country, to include projected covert opera-
tions. Admiral Felt thought otherwise. On April 20, 1962, he placed under
MACYV operational command those units having the primary mission of advis-
ing and assisting the training of Vietnamese military and paramilitary forces.
Other units were to remain under CINCPAC component commanders. General
Anthis deemed this interpretation important because the Air Force was meagerly
represented on the MACV staff.2s

The United States Army, Pacific—unlike the Air Force—elected to give
MACY operational command over the Army helicopter companies in Vietnam.
Created as the MACV component Army command, the United States Army
Support Group, Vietnam, furnished administrative and logistic support to Army
units in the country. General Harkins exercised direct operational command
over U.S. Army helicopter companies through the MAAG senior Army advisor
at each Vietnamese corps headquarters.

This arrangement appeared contrary to the principle restraining a unified
commander from personally commanding a component force. Moreover, the
MACY joint staff had to handle peculiarly Army matters that might have been
more properly the work of an Army component command staff. The extra
workload was often cited as a compelling reason for so many Army personnel on
the MACYV staff.26

Since MACV’s birth on February 8, 1962, had been publicized, Lt. Gen.
Thomas S. Moorman, vice commander in chief of PACAF, saw no reason why
2d ADVON should stay a paper organization. On February 20 General Moor-
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man asked Admiral Felt to accept a reorganization of 2d ADVON to make it a
standard USAF air division. This meaningful designation would clear up the Air
Force organization in Southeast Asia.?’

Timing of the proposal was inopportune. The International Control Com-
mission was examining MACYV to see if its presence in the country violated the
Geneva agreements. Under Secretary of State George W. Ball urged the United
States to go along with the commission and “play the game partly their way.” In
response to questions from the press, President Kennedy insisted that no U.S.
combat forces were in Vietnam. He did admit that training units were authorized
to fire in self-protection if fired upon. Consequently, Felt and HarXins consid-
ered it impolitic to reorganize 2d ADVON into an air division at this time. Doing
so could be misconstrued as the introduction of a large operational command.?®

Visiting Vietnam in April 1962, General LeMay decided that something had
to be done about 2d ADVON and its nondescript detachments. On some bases
there were as many as nine separate air detachments, and no one person or
organization was in charge. The Chief of Staff called for an air division to replace
2d ADVON and for an air base structure at each major operating location. Air
Force headquarters prepared to replace 2d ADVON with a regularly constituted
unit to which other units and personnel could be legitimately assigned.?

Two events hastened acceptance of this action. When American forces were
deployed to Thailand on May 15, General Harkins was additionally designated
commander of United States Military Assistance Command, Thailand. And on
June 2 the International Control Commission labeled North Vietnamese activi-
ties as aggression and the establishment of MACYV as a violation.30

Meanwhile the decision had been made to reveal the USAF role in Vietnam.
Speaking in Los Angeles on April 27, General LeMay announced that the Farm
Gate air commandos had the code name of Jungle Jim and were instructing allied
crews in all phases of air operations. “This is a realistic training program,” the
Chief of Staff concluded. “Those people, the Vietnamese, are at war. Our
instructors occasionally accompany them on combat missions. Our pilots are
armed. They will protect themselves if fired upon.”™!

The New York Times remarked that the Air Force, besides stressing massive
retaliation with nuclear weapons, was as much involved “in the guerrilla-warfare
training” and in counterinsurgency as the other armed services.3? Radio Hanoi
broadcast that U.S. officers served in combat while instructing Vietnamese,
adding: “American pilots are often at the controls in air strikes.” Radio Peking
depicted Farm Gate doings with considerable precision.? The reaction of the
Farm Gate personnel—or air commandos, as they might now be styled—was
that LeMay’s speech legitimized their existence.?

Under Secretary of State George W. Ball spoke in Detroit on May |,
stressing that no American combat forces were in Vietnam and that the United
States was neither fighting nor running the war.3 The press reported Farm
Gate’s activities as follows: “None of these men are designated combat troops per
se, but some will be fighting, just as their counterparts are today. . . . Sometimes
an American instructor pilot has been at the controls in a strafing pass at jungle
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targets or on a bomb run.”3 Again: “Americans are also flying on bombing and
strafing missions. . . . U.S. Air Force pilots fly B-26 bombers and T-28 fighter-
bombers in air strikes against the Viet Cong and in support of ground troops.™’

Still the Air Force was generally hidden behind the name Farm Gate, even
though newspapers covered Army and Marine helicopter operations and the
work of the Special Forces. If the air commandos and the USAF echelons above
them were denied the recognition they wished, there was nevertheless a move-
ment toward the conventional. On May 20 PACAF suggested and Air Force
headquarters later approved redesignating the supporting detachments in South
Vietnam. The 6220th, 6221st, 6222d, and 6223d Air Base Squadrons were
formed respectively at Tan Son Nhut, Bien Hoa, Da Nang, and Nha Trang. All
four units were assigned to 2d ADVON on June 7. Detachment 7 became
Headquarters 2d Advanced Echelon, Thirteenth Air Force, and Detachment 10
became Headquarters 6010th Tactical Group.

Converting 2d ADVON to an air division was eased on July 19, when
Ambassador Nolting no longer opposed the redesignation if it could be done
without publicity. With the discontinuance of Headquarters 2d ADVON on
October 8, the 2d Air Division was organized at Tan Son Nhut under General
Anthis and assigned to Thirteenth Air Force.38 This regularization of USAF unit
organization indicated a movement away from counterinsurgency concepts and
toward the conventional.

General Anthis served as the air component commander both in South
Vietnam and Thailand, under General Harkins as commander of MACV and of
Military Assistance Command, Thailand. Anthis was also responsible for U.S.
air counterinsurgency in Vietnam.3? PACAF saw that 2d Air Division, a forward
echelon of Thirteenth Air Force and an operating headquarters in a forward
area, could not do air planning for Southeast Asia as a whole. Since Thirteenth
Air Force and PACAF afforded administrative and logistic support for air
activities and plans, the MACYV staff (though composed chiefly of Army officers)
became the air planning agency. Although Thirteenth Air Force sent temporary
duty officers to augment 2d Air Division planning, the command arrangement
was awkward and hindered air actions.

Generals LeMay and O’Donnell wanted the MACV commander to have
more and closer day-to-day associations with senior USAF officers. During his
visit to Saigon in April 1962, LeMay had tried to persuade General Harkins to
put more Air Force officers on the MACYV staff. Harkins was unsympathetic but
agreed to consider it if Anthis or Dunning could make a convincing case.

Upon returning to Washington, the Chief of Staff was critical of the MACYV
commander, believing air activities to be “depreciated in South Vietnam rather
thanappreciated.” Ata JCS meeting attended by Defense Secretary McNamara;,
General LeMay charged that air planning was often omitted from field opera-
tions, that General Anthis had difficulty seeing General Harkins, and that neither
Harkins nor his chief of staff, General Weede, understood air operations.

Asked to comment, Anthis said he had direct access to General Harkins and
had never been reluctant to give his views. Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, confirmed
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Anthis’ ability to speak with the MACV commander at any time. He further
certified that Harkins and Weede were superior officers and fully experienced in
air-ground tactics. Harkins was angered by what he described as General
LeMay’s “preferring charges™against him in Washington. He explained that the
Air Force chief seemed to be thinking of command and control of large numbers
of aircraft as in World War 11, whereas there were essentially limited tactical
opportunities for relatively few USAF aircraft in Vietnam 40

Throughout 1962 the MACYV staff deficiencies were clear to Air Force
officers who sought to unite air and ground power in utmost cooperation against
the insurgency. But the defects were scarcely understood by those who believed
that counterinsurgency was chiefly an Army mission and that USAF contribu-
tions could be but secondary. Secretary McNamara for one argued that the
Army must be in the driver’s seat. “If you have two or three men engaged in an
operation.” he explained, “one has to be primary. The Army has to be primary in
land war. The Air Force is there to serve the Army in the airlift role and the close
support role, and the Air Force must tailor its activities to the Army.”*!

As CINCPAC divorced PACAF from operational considerations and
confined its authority to logistic support of 2d ADVON and, of late, to the 2d Air
Division, General Anthis found it hard to secure a prompt hearingat MACV for
his proposals. He discovered that several of his written communications were
slow to reach General Harkins. The MACYV commander’s duties often took him
frorn Saigon, and his staff carried on much of the business of command. Harkins
followed Army practice in using his J-3 (Operations) for daily operational
planning. Hence his J-5 (Plans), General Dunning, was frequently outside the
routine MACYV activity, especially since the J-5 division was situated in another
part of Saigon away from the major MACYV staff offices.42
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X. Tactical Air Control,
Mule Train, and
Ranch Hand

The Viet Cong thought in November 1961 that victory was virtually in their
grasp. Completing the first phase of insurgency, they had surrounded Saigon and
other urban centers and blocked many highways. For the second phase, they set
up subversive apparatus and were mounting overt attacks by guerrillas, many of
whom had been trained in the north. During each of the first four months of
1962, an estimated 1,000 communists entered South Vietnam. Soviet aircraft
stood ready to support two North Vietnamese regiments, poised in the Laotian
panhandle for a possible thrust across the border. Either the North Vietnamese
meant to move through the central highlands to cut South Vietnam in half, or
they were forging an infantry division for attacks on Saigon. Both seemed likely
alternatives.!

To hide its control over the insurgency, Hanoi in late 1961 renamed the
southern branch of the Lao Dong Party the “People’s Revolutionary Party.” On
December 7 the Provincial Committee of the Lao Dong Party in South Viet-
nam’s Ba Xuyen Province declared:

The People’s Revolutionary Party has only the appearance of an independent exist-

ence; actually our party is nothing but the Lao Dong Party of Viet-Nam, unified from

North to South, under the direction of the Central Executive Committee of the Party,

the Chief of which is President Ho.
Securing a copy of this statement, President Diem sent it to President Kennedy
with the comment, “Here at last is a public admission of what has always been
clear—the Viet Cong campaign against my people is led by communists.™

There was nothing new in this—the point was, how to combat it? The
actions of President Diem’s government in November and December 1961 did
nothing to reassure American observers. The apparent response to American
demands for reforms appeared in a series of newspaper articles. Presumably
prepared in the presidential palace, these pieces denounced the United States for
imperialism. Still fearing a coup, Diem resisted forming an unbroken military
command chain and giving confidence and authority to the chief of the Field
Command. Diem was not alone in feeling that the United States was pushing too
hard. At times several Vietnamese officers referred to counterinsurgency meas-
ures as the “American plan.” They were far from convinced that U.S. ideas and
methods would work in their country. In consequence Diem continued to
approve every U.S. military advisor, explaining that he “didn’t want to give the
monopoly on nationalism to Ho Chi Minh.™
Having commenced resettlement projects, President Diem was drawn to the

ideas of Sir Robert G. K. Thompson (former secretary of defense of the Federa-
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tion of Malaya). Sir Robert arrived in Saigon during September 1961 as head of
a British advisory mission. He suggested a program of strategic and defended
hamlets to clear communists from the Mekong Delta. That same month, Diem
started the Strategic Hamlet Program under the sponsorship of his brother, Ngo
Dinh Nhu. It would take more than military activity to subdue the guerrillas,
Diem judged, and permanent victory rested on restoring the faith of the people in
the government. Resettlement, he felt, would help.4

In contrast, American officials pinned their hopes on a centralized nation-
wide counterinsurgency strategy to secure Saigon, other major centers, and lines
of communications. It would also keep the Viet Cong off-balance with search-
and-destroy operations to clear, seize, and hold what were becoming sizable Viet
Cong base areas known as zones. The strategy further sought to seal off the
border against infiltrators.’

In January and February 1962, Diem gradually conceded the need for a
national concept of action, and he seemed to tilt toward a master plan by
approving a series of separate projects in various places. The Vietnamese presi-
dent desired that his and Farm Gate’s aircraft attack Viet Cong supply routes. He
appeared willing to authorize saturation air attacks against communist zones
without exact targeting. Because his troops could not enter these areas, he
deemed them solidly hostile.

In comparison, Generals O’Donnell and McGarr believed indiscriminate
bombing might well disturb pacification efforts. Sir Robert Thompson also
thought that innocent casualties would alienate potentially friendly people. At
least two influential men in the State Department, W. Averell Harriman and
Roger Hilsman, shared Thompson’s view.6

American officials devised strategic guidelines for a massive counterinsur-
gency operation. Due to internal political reasons, Diem refused to accept an
overall Vietnamese military commander. He opted for each corps tactical zone
commander’s having a “forward command post.” More to Diem’s liking was his
decree of February 3 that designated an Inter-Ministry Committee for Strategic
Hamlets to draw up a national plan. Besides the 784 defended hamlets completed
and the 453 being built, he planned 6,066 more in 1962.

Failing to convince the Vietnamese to accept all-out military counterinsur-
gency, Defense Secretary McNamara acceded to a concept of smaller clear-and-
hold operations. CINCPAC wished them to begin in Binh Duong Province
where large communist groups threatened Saigon and Bien Hoa. But Thompson
pointed out that a cleared Binh Duong would be hard to hold without pouring in
thousands of troops. Diem okayed the Binh Duong mission, which got under
way in March as the publicized beginning of the countrywide Strategic Hamlet
Program. As he told Thompson, “It makes the Americans happy, and it does not
worry either me or the Viet Cong.” Decentralized clear-and-hold operations and
the Strategic Hamlet Program comprised the major ventures against the Viet
Cong.?

Having repeatedly ordered the U.S. military services to come up with special
measures for countering the insurgency, President Kennedy remained dissatis-
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fied with results. Urged by the Joint Chiefs and CIA to create a single authority in
Washington to fuse all efforts, he formed on January 18, 1962, the Special Group
(Counterinsurgency) chaired by General Taylor.® The group worked on the
premise that subversive insurgency was a valid form of politico-military conflict,
equal in status to conventional warfare. That perception was to be properly
reflected in the organization and doctrine of all American programs. The group
was tojudge how well U.S. resources and actions dealt with subversion in South
Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand. To coordinate with the group, the joint staff of the
JCS gained a new office—the Special Assistant to the Director for Counterin-
surgency and Special Activities.?

Indecision inautumn 1961 over American advisors engaging in combat now
vanished. The special group pinpointed the particular character of counterinsur-
gency. Subtly but perhaps not always clearly, the group pushed for less American
and more Vietnamese involvement in the war. This point of view clashed with
President Kennedy’s intent to have U.S. armed services use Vietnam as a
laboratory for studying and testing counterinsurgency techniques and equip-
ment. The President encouraged civil and military agencies to send senior
officials on temporary duty to Vietnam for orientation and learning.

By November 1962 the Joint Chiefs of Staff mirrored the new outlook. The
“scale of United States involvement and the level of force,” they said, “should be
limited” and merely supplement that of indigenous forces. Where guerrilla
warfare flared, American military men were to give “operational assistance” to
show U.S. resolve. They were to extend material aid and planning guidance, and
to furnish intelligence, operational, and communications facilities that could be
further expanded should the United States enter the war. American representa-
tives were to “bring the combat conditions under control and . . . reestablish
stability” by using Vietnamese forces in “well coordinated, integrated, and
adequately supported operations.” Yet the United States might have to act
“outside the . . . host country” to deny safe havens to insurgents spilling across
country borders. Somewhat contrary to the prevailing emphasis on training
Vietnamese armed forces, the U.S. military services were expressly directed to
refine their own doctrine, tactics, procedures, organization, and equipment. !0

A wide assortment of schemes was tried amid a lingering uncertainty about
the thrust of American policy and strategy. Nevertheless, President Kennedy’s
and Secretary McNamara'’s program of expanded American assistance sparked
some noteworthy achievements.

For the United States Air Force in Vietnam, “the most pressing require-
ment” was a strong countrywide tactical air control system. The system would
enable “effective and responsive Vietnamese Air Force tactical air operations,”
and squeeze the most from scarce Vietnamese and American air power. If
President Diem saw how well central control worked, he might scrap the divided
control of military and provincial chiefs. Since the Vietnamese could not run a
control system, it would be “US manned and oriented.”!!

A tactical air control system had proved its worth in World War 11 and the
Korean War both for air defense and close support. An air operations center
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afforded centralized planning, direction, and control of air operations in a
combat theater. Supporting it was a reporting center for radar and other warning
services. In each major ground command area were subordinate air support
operations centers and warning posts.

PACAF and Thirteenth Air Force planned such a system for Vietnam in
December 1961. Tied in with a combat operations center manned by U.S. and
Vietnamese personnel for the Joint General Staff, an air operations center for
overall control at Tan Son Nhut would also support the 111 Corps Tactical Zone
headquarters. Two subordinate air support operations centers at Da Nang and
Pleiku would serve the I and 11 Corps headquarters. Secretary McNamara
rejected the idea of phasing in this system. He directed General O’Donnell to set it
up at once from PACAF assets.

Transports from the 315th Air Division airlifted men and equipment into
South Vietnam from January 2 to 14, 1962. The USAF 5th Tactical Control
Group worked at Tan Son Nhut and Da Nang, while Vietnamese operated at
Pleiku. The Air Force ran a communications center at Tan Son Nhut, and sent
high-frequency radio teletype circuits to Da Nang, Bien Hoa, Pleiku, and Nha
Trang.i2

The initial system began operating on January 13, 1962. To avoid innocent
targets, air strikes needed President Diem’s prior personal approval. General
Anthis briefed Diem and stressed how the system’s instant information on enemy
and friendly air activities led to quick response. Persuaded, he permitted the joint
operations center to authorize air strikes.

This austere system brimmed with problems. Corps commanders reserved
specific strike and transport aircraft for their own purposes, thereby taking them
out of central control. Additional duties of officers at the center consumed part of
their time. Vietnamese personnel were accustomed to afternoon siestas precisely
during the hours when plans were readied and warning orders issued for the next
day. Several Americans had no background for their jobs. Many grew impatient
because work took longer when Vietnamese were involved. Quite a few of them
were highly competent, but the air operations center was certainly not a Viet-
namese “directed and operated facility” as eventually intended. It was rather “a
USAF facility with some Vietnamese Air Force participation.” Still the workers
at Da Nang and Pleiku skipped siestas and performed well, due to insistence by
their USAF counterparts that the Vietnamese themselves plan and monitor
missions.!3

A number of junior Vietnamese officers acted as forward air controllers and
as air liaison officers with the ground forces. They were as hesitant to control
strikes or to give advice as the ground commanders were to accept their services.
Lacking authority and seemingly uninformed, these young officers appeared
merely to transmit requests for information to their headquarters over communi-
cations nets not always secure.

Five USAF forward air controllers came to the country on February 15,
1962. They were pilots who were highly qualified to direct strike aircraft to
targets by talking with them from observation planes in the area. The initial Air
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Force liaison officers to advise and assist Vietnamese ground commanders got to
Vietnam in April.

At first the USAF controllers were attached to Vietnamese ground forces
likely to'clash with the enemy. President Diem wished only rated Vietnamese
observers to control strikes, so the Americans worked mainly as assistant air
liaison officers. They also flew the 1.-19 for the Vietnamese observer-forward air
controller and would help him. And they served as duty officers in the air
operations center.'4

Crippling the tactical air control system were the limited and failure-prone
communications between the centers and the airfields. Through the early break-
in period, numerous communications equipment failures took place. PACAF
had obtained newly developed AN/TSC-15 high-frequency single-sideband
radios for long-distance voice and teletype channels. The sets reached Clark on
December 30, 1961, for field installation by the Ist Mobile Communications
Group. Problems arose at once. Operators in the small mobile vans sweltered as
temperatures often soared to 130 degrees Fahrenheit. Atmospheric conditions
caused poor transmission and extensive use jammed the bands.

Mr. McNamara in January 1962 approved a JCS request for a civilian
contractor to install an MRC-85 tropospheric scatter communications system.
Page Communications Engineers, Inc., set about supplying many main link
channels that joined Saigon, Nha Trang, Pleiku, and Da Nang. One channel
linked Pleiku with Ubon, Thailand. Not until Page wound up its work in
September 1962 were there rapid, positive, and dependable communications for
central control over air operations.!’

The air control system in being sufficed for a few forces, but an entirely
integrated countrywide structure would enhance air power and train Viet-
namese. It would in addition be a framework, under American command and
control, for directing Farm Gate and USAF operational units later deployed to
Vietnam.

Yet General McGarr, the MAAG chief, undermined the concept of a
centralized tactical air control system by his handling of the two Army H-21
helicopter transport companies deployed to Vietnam in November 1961.'¢ He
assigned them to senior Army advisors of corps, then urged the Joint General
Staff to reorganize the three Vietnamese L-19 liaison squadrons and the one
H-34 helicopter squadron into four composite groups. He wanted three of the
groups located at the three corps field headquarters and the fourth held in general
support. That would give each Vietnamese army corps the helicopters and planes
to conduct reconnaissance, move platoon- or company-size combat patrols,
transport critical supplies, evacuate casualties, and perform staff and command
liaison. When McGarr asked for Army CV-2 Caribou light transports, L-20 and
L-18 liaison aircraft, and UH-1 (formerly HU-1) Iroquois helicopters for better
support of the MAAG Army field advisors, he planned to place this air fleet
under local rather than central control.!’

Some Vietnamese questioned this parceling out of pilots and technicians of
the Vietnamese Air Force, for it seemed to point to an “army air force.” The main

107



THE ADVISORY YEARS

hope for expanding tactical fighter strength lay in upgrading L-19 and C-47
pilots. This would be impossible if the liaison squadrons passed to army control.
Beyond that, maintenance and repair facilities at the corps headquarters for
helicopters and haison craft were few.18

Impetus for centralized airlift control came from the arrival in January 1962
of Mule Train, a temporary duty detachment designed to give logistic support to
Vietnamese and American forces. Mule Train drew its aircraft and personnel
from Tactical Air Command’s 346th Troop Carrier Squadron (Assault) at Pope
Air Force Base, North Carolina. Sixteen C-123 Providers arrived overseas in
January, the first four touching down at Tan Son Nhut on the 2d. Mule Train
had 243 officers and airmen and was complete with its own maintenance, air base
personnel, medical detachment, and loadmasters. The commander was Lt. Col.
Floyd D. Shofner.

In March permanent duty personnel from the 776th Troop Carrier Squad-
ron started to replace the original Mule Train. The transfer was finished in June.

Of the sixteen Mule Train C-123s, four were at Clark in the Philippines, ten
at Tan Son Nhut, and two at Da Nang. Operational control rested with
CINCPAC through PACAF, Thirteenth Air Force, and 2d ADVON. A joint
aircraft allocation board in the MAAG J-4 (Logistics) represented interested
agencies and commands, set movement priorities, and designated space require-
ments. The airlift branch of the joint operations center, part of the tactical air
control system, directed flights. Specialists on temporary duty from PACAF’s
315th Air Division (Combat Cargo) joined Vietnamese Air Force officers in the
airlift branch to control Mule Train. And they often helped the Vietnamese work
the Ist Transport Group.!?

In the initial seven weeks, Mule Train flew more than 500 sorties of 1,693
flying hours, moved 695 tons of cargo and over 3,600 passengers, and kept an
operational readiness rate of eighty-five percent. Every C-123 was scheduled for
50 flying hours monthly, leaving time for training, testing, and flight to Clark for
maintenance. The number of sorties rose steadily, from 296 in Januaryto 1,102in
June 2

In February alone, Mule Train conveyed 1,035 passengers and 449 tons of
cargo, dropped 174.5 tons of resupply to outposts, and transported 996 troops
for airborne training. Frequently employed in long hauls with light loads, the
C-123s operated at about ninety percent of capacity. They were supposed to
support tactical operations, but made mostly routine cargo and passenger flights
through 1962. The airlift system was not very efficient.2!

Management of the Vietnamese C-47s was worse. The airlift branch could
not consistently obtain firm priorities, and sudden shifts in daily orders stirred
confusion at the operating and air terminal levels. Many times USAF personnel
scheduling C-123s accepted Vietnamese requests based on sketchy C-47 mission
reports. While C-47 crew shortages prevented peak operations, the Ist Transpor-
tation Group devoted about twenty-five percent of its effort to transporting very
important persons (VIPs).2?2
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(Upper left) Viet Cong prisoners unioad
rice from a C-123 at Quang Ngai during a
Mule Train resupply mission.

(Above) Supplies pushed from a C-123 for
an outpost at Binh Hung.

(Left) C-123s at Da Nang.

{Below) Aerial view of a government
outpost.
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Upgrading Vietnamese C-47 pilots to fill T-28 cockpits stripped the trans-
port group, and Secretary McNamara authorized thirty USAF pilots to augment
the unit. The pilots reached Tan Son Nhut in March and April. At once their
relations with the Vietnamese pilots become prickly. Tension built until August
when the commander, Lt. Col. Nguyen Cao Ky, assembled them all and asked
that they work together. The meeting cleared the air, cemented close cordial
relations, and boosted the sortie rate.2?

To meet Army needs, the Air Force had developed the C-123 as an assault

-transport capable of carrying eight tons. In the late 1950s, however, the Army
procured the CV-2 Caribou transport featuring a 24-ton capacity and good
short-takeoff-and-landing characteristics. By March 1962 Army leaders were
pressuring Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, to approve a Caribou company for Viet-
nam. Late that month, General Harkins put in for a Caribou company and one
squadron of C-123s. He intended that the Caribous concentrate on delivering
supplies (chiefly food) to American advisors and isolated troops at remote spots.
Of the 182 airfields in Vietnam, Harkins pointed out that 162 could accommo-
date CV-2s while only 115 could handle C-123s. To avoid additional overcrowd-
ing at Tan Son Nhut, he planned to base the Caribous at the unoccupied airfield
of Vung Tau.2¢

To check General Harkins’evaluation of airfields, the 2d ADVON surveyed
operating conditions. Aerial photographs disclosed fewer fields than listed, for
some had been duplicated under French and Vietnamese names. Many small
ones were unfit for either C-123s or CV-2s due to low load-bearing capacity,
vegetation, or danger from the Viet Cong. At first 83 airfields seemed possible for
C-123s, butanother survey showed that 145 of the current 153 fields were suitable
in dry weather.2s '

Admiral Felt was out of sympathy with General Harkins’ desire for extra
airlift. The Army’s 18th Fixed Wing Aviation Company at Da Nang already
owned sixteen U-1 Otters for corps support. A light utility plane, the Otter could
haul one ton of small bulk cargo or seven to eight passengers. Additional aircraft,
Felt believed, would overload the few facilities in South Vietnam. He favored
better use of the C-123s and C47s on hand.2

Like Felt, General LeMay and his party visiting Vietnam in April 1962
thought more transports, whether C-123s or CV-2s, to be unnecessary. To attain
better airlift, they suggested assigning an experienced officer to establish tighter
control. Col. George M. Foster, formerly PACAF director of transportation,
reported to General Anthis for duty on May 1. Later in the month, Tactical Air
Force Transport Squadron Provisional-1 was formed at Tan Son Nhut to bring
the management of Mule Train and other C-123s under a single commander.?’

General Harkins was still bent on securing CV-2 Caribous. He suggested
using C-123 Providers to handle the main-line, long-haul airlift to thirty-nine
airheads. At the same time, Caribous would take care of short-haul, feeder air
transport to fifty-four locations. (The CV-2 could manage items too bulky and
heavy for the U-1 Otters and UH-1 helicopters.). Once more the MACV com-
mander requested an additional C-123 squadron and an Army CV-2 company.
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Five of the C-123s were earmarked for Mule Train, five for airstrip alert, two for
training, and four for maintenance and reserve. Two of the CV-2s were tagged
for each corps to directly support advisors, four for the air transport system, two
for MACYV staff support, and four for maintenance and reserve.2®

Admiral Felt acceded but told General Harkins that daily air supply to
fifty-four points through thirty-nine airheads meant “many of your customers
are eating too high on the hog.” The Army’s Ist Aviation Company of CV-2
Caribous went to Thailand with Joint Task Force 116, mainly for testing under
field conditions. From Thailand the Army sent six CV-2s to Vietnam for
dispersal in pairs to the corps advisors. American activities in Thailand tapered
off during December, and General Harkins reassembled the whole Caribou
company in Vietnam. He gave as his reasons the increased need for airlift and the
desire for further field tests.??

When the JCS ordered Tactical Air Command to deploy a second C-123
unit to Vietnam, the 777th Troop Carrier Squadron at Pope furnished sixteen
aircraft. These C-123s staged through Clark, four of them flying on to Thailand.
The other twelve arrived at Da Nang on June 15, 1962, going under the Tactical
Air Force Transport Squadron Provisional-2.30

General Moorman, PACAF vice commander in chief, had proposed that
the 315th Air Division (Combat Cargo) form a lower headquartersin Vietnam to
control the C-123s. General Milton, Thirteenth Air Force commander, protested
the proposal. He said it would add another air headquarters in Vietnam inde-
pendent of 2d ADVON, thereby tangling relations with MACV. Moorman next
asked Milton to set up a combat cargo group in Vietnam under the operational
control of General Anthis, the MACV air component commander. In addition
to the airlift units assigned or attached to 2d ADVON, Anthis would control all
USAF air terminal facilities in Southeast Asia. Moorman thought a Southeast
Asia Airlift System complete with a combat cargo group to be “the damnedest
exercise in overstaffing a proposal that 1 have ever heard of.” Milton accepted the
idea because it achieved professional supervision “without creating another little
empire,”!

General Moorman asked Admiral Felt to approve the plan for centralized
control of regional airlift, and he requested General Harkins to establish an airlift
allocations board. The board would require fifty more people in Thailand and
Vietnam along with small movement control sections at Tan Son Nhut and Da
Nang and in Thailand. Moorman also wanted an aerial port squadron in
Vietnam. The overall concept appealed to Harkins, but he thought that the
MACYV J-4 could discharge the duties of the airlift allocation board. He agreed to
let the system take in all Army, Navy, Marine, and Air Force airlift save
helicopters. Felt then directed the MACV commander to form a joint airlift
allocation board within his J-4, and told Moorman to create a combat cargo
group as planned. At Tan Son Nhut PACAF organized the 6492d Combat
Cargo Group (Troop Carrier) and its 6493d Aerial Port Squadron. Both provi-
sional units were replaced in December 1962 by the 315th Troop Carrier Group
(Assault) and the 8th Aerial Port Squadron.3?
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General Harkins directed the Joint Airlift Allocations Board in J-4 to
approve all C-123 missions in Southeast Asia. But his chief of staff, General
Weede, deviated from CINCPAC guidance. Weede neither defined General
Anthis’responsibilities in the airlift system as the air component commander, nor
made clear the combat cargo group’s functions in running the air terminals.
Nevertheless, the Southeast Asia Airlift System was broad enough to encompass
Army Caribous, Marine R-4Ds, Vietnamese and Air Force C-47s, and USAF
C-123s.

Airlift specialists were interested in a clean and straight-line organization.
At the same time, General Anthis expected the C-123s also to fly tactical airlift
generated through the air operations center of the tactical air control system. The
arrival of the additional C-123s in June 1962 allowed the creation of a fire
brigade, quick reaction force. Placed on a thirty-minute alert for emergency
employment twenty-four hours a day, this composite force consisted of five
C-123s, five (later six) C-47s, one L-19, and five hundred Vietnamese airborne
troops.

The planes dropped all the paratroopers during a demonstration on June 5.
Impressed, the Joint General Staff and the 2d Air Division planned to locate
paratroop battalions and transport aircraft together at eight dispersed locations.
The concept was never completely carried out, and despite its intrinsic merit the
fire brigade idea fell into disuse. Tying down C-47s and C-123s to alert status
turned out to be a waste of airlift.33

Between June and December 1962, the C-123s for the most part flew cargo
and passenger missions instead of the tactical airlift for which they had been
intended. This was due chiefly to the country’ surface transportation being
vulnerable to Viet Cong ambush.34

Along with Mule Train had come six C-123s equipped for defoliation
operations and known as Ranch Hand. These planes plus sixty-nine men selected
from the Special Aerial Spray Flight at Langley Air Force Base, Virginia, and the
464th Troop Carrier Wing at Pope made up the Tactical Air Force Transport
Squadron Provisional-1. With Capt. Carl W. Marshall as officer-in-charge, the
unit reached Clark on December 6, 1961, and there awaited policy decisions. It
was assigned to PACAF and 2d ADVON but MAAG handled the planning and
coordinating.3

The Advanced Research Projects Agency had been conducting small-scale
defoliant tests in South Vietnam since August 1961. Pleased with the results,
President Diem became an ardent advocate of the use of herbicides both to
destroy crops and to stripaway foliage concealing enemy activities. The MAAG
readied a plan to try defoliant chemicals against border areas, Viet Cong crops,
and Viet Cong base areas in Zone D. The JCS endorsed this plan on November 3,
and Defense Secretary McNamara on the 7th ordered the Air Force to send
planes, crews, and chemicals to South Vietnam. On November 30 President
Kennedy approved the defoliation guidelines suggested by the Departments of
State and Defense.36
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The approvals were cautious. They called for carefully controlled defolia-
tion flights along key roads and railways before undertaking food denial. There
was to be no spraying in Zone D or along the border “until there are realistic
possibilities of immediate military exploitation.” In other words, spraying for the
sake of spraying was out—it had to be linked with ground tactical operations. In
theory the Vietnamese government was managing the operations and the United
States was simply supplying the means and serving as a consultant,

United States planners saw the technique as an excellent measure to counter
ambush, the classic guerrilla tactic mastered by the foe. Killing foliage would
deny him hiding along roads and railways. The outcome of wiping out his crops
was less certain.?” But into the summer of 1962, General O’Donnell and Ambas-
sador Nolting continued to harbor reservations on the untried chemicals. The
State Department remained apprehensive that the common nontoxic herbicides
would provoke communist charges of chemical warfare. In the meantime,
however, Secretary McNamara was eager to continue defoliation activities.

Since the Viet Cong had already gathered their scasonal crops when the
spray planes entered the country, the initial plan was to defoliate along 300 miles
of strategic roads north and northeast of Saigon. President Kennedy severely
pared this proposal on January 3, 1962. He authorized experimental spraying
against separate targets that comprised merely 16 of the nearly 60 miles between
Bien Hoa and Vung Tau on Route 15.38

The State Department wanted no advance notice aside from local and
low-key warnings. Still, the Vietnamese government on January 10, 1962,
“announced plans to conduct an experiment to rid certain key communications
routes of thick tropical vegetation. U.S. assistance has been sought to aid
Vietnamese personnel in this undertaking.” Because the C-123 spray planes
had no armorplating, General O’Donnell voiced concern that advance notice of
flights would expose them to Viet Cong ground fire. The 2d ADVON conse-
quently scheduled fighter cover from Farm Gate.?

According to the rules then inforce, a Vietnamese needed to be aboard each
spray plane. The planes were to stay clear of areas where food crops were
growing. Province chiefs had to be alerted three days in advance of flights so they
could explain the nontoxic spraying to their citizens.

Three C-123s, each fitted with an internal 1,000-gallon chemical tank and
removable spray bars attached under the wings, departed Clark and arrived at
Tan Son Nhut on January 7, 1962. After poring over aerial photos, the crews flew
two familiarization sweeps along Highway 15 before embarking on their first
full-scale mission on the 13th. For three days the planes sprayed a 200-meter-
wide swath on both sides of selected segments of Route 15. Complete defoliation
in ten days was counted on. However the leaves turned brown slowly, the
vegetation remained alive, and few immediate military advantages resulted.
Several tries at burning the sprayed areas fizzled.

The Viet Cong turned the spraying into a propaganda advantage. They
claimed that the spray was chemical warfare and led the peasants to believe it was
to blame for all dying plants. A Vietnamese government board established to
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P. 114: (Top) C-123 on a defoliation mission.
{Center) Brass sprayers in the rear of a C-123.

(Bottom) C-123K aircraft at Hickam AFB, Hawaii,
en route to Vietnam for defoliation activities.

P. 115: (Right) C-123B on defoliation mission near
Saigon.

(Center) View from inside a C-123 as it sprays foliage.

(Bottom) USNS Core in Saigon harbor with a cargo of
-Ranch Hand spray and equipment.
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evaluate claims for accidental destruction angered those people whose suits were
denied.

On February 2, 1962, a C-123 on a low-level training mission was lost. The
cause of the crash was not clear. Enemy ground fire or sabotage was suspected,
but the exact reason was never officially proved.*” The three crewmen were the
first USAF fatalities in South Vietnam.

By February several U.S. officials concluded that the spray project was
badly managed. General O’Donnell termed it “a blooper from start to finish.” He
sought to discontinue the program, reconvert the C-123s to standard transports,
and give them to Mule Train. He told Secretary McNamara that the spray
operations were a waste of aircraft, and he recommended removal of the tanks
and spray plumbing. General Moorman joined O’Donnell in calling the project
militarily ineffective, and the State Department labeled it “too reminiscent of gas
warfare.” In the face of this opposition, McNamara went for continued herbicide
experiments. He decided to press ARPA to make the spray work, sending a
scientific team to Vietnam in April for a technical assessment. Brig. Gen. Fred J.
Delmore, USA, commanding general of the Chemical Corps Research and
Development Command, headed the team.*

General Delmore quickly discovered what had gone wrong with the Ranch
Hand defoliant missions. Most of the plants had been dormant, and the herbi-
cide was a growth-regulating chemical that worked only on actively growing
plants. Furthermore, the spray system had dispensed too light a dose of chemi-
cals. The system required readjustment and modifications.

These findings reassured President Diem. He was willing to begin herbicide
operations against Viet Cong crops in the central highlands, where guerrillas
were seizing food from the Montagnard tribal people. Relocating the Montag-
nards to strategic hamlets and destroying the crops would cause the Viet Cong to
go hungry.*

Secretary McNamara agreed to seek approval for the use of herbicides
against Viet Cong crops. Ambassador Nolting and General Harkins in July
forwarded a specific proposal to allow the South Vietnamese to spray 2,500 acres
in Phu Yen Province. #

Following the Viet Cong’s killing of two Vietnamese perimeter guards near
the Bien Hoa Airfield, Admiral Felt suggested spraying the areas around air-
strips. Approval came in late June from Washington for defoliating the forest
area north of the Bien Hoa runway. Vietnamese H-34 helicopters made these
flights in July.

General Harkins next urged that Ranch Hand C-123s treat some 9,000 acres
(around fourteen square miles) of mangrove forests bordering the rivers and
canals of the Ca Mau Peninsula to deprive the communists of ambush cover.
After approval, two C-123s started the spray operations on September 3.
Another spray-equipped C-123 sent from the United States joined in later.
Finished on October 11, the flights killed ninety to ninety-five percent of the
vegetation along the waterway. It was estimated that the view from the air was
five to seven times better than before.
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This success spurred the Vietnamese armed forces on December 3 to seek
widespread defoliation of around 90,000 acres alongside Vietnam’s main high-
ways. The State and Defense Departments let Harkins and Nolting approve
operations to clear roadsides, powerlines, railroads, and areas adjacent to depots,
airfields, and other field installations. Other targets took presidential approval.
Inasmuch as the Vietnamese now wanted to spray on their own, McNamara
wondered aloud why Diem did not buy weed-killing chemicals on the open
market and go ahead.*

Viet Cong propaganda scoring defoliation handed Diem’s government an
unforeseen advantage. The Montagnards, who had been impressed with Ho Chi
Minh's victory over the French, came to believe that the power to kill trees would
bring victory to the Republic of Vietnam. Many of them left the highlands for
resettlement in strategic hamlets. This migration reduced the Viet Cong’s food
supply, and guerrillas had to switch from fighting to farming.*

In Washington on September 25, 1962, the Vietnamese Deputy Minister of
Defense pressed President Kennedy to authorize the use of chemicals to destroy
crops. Kennedy agreed a few days later, and the State and Defense Departments
authorized Harkins and Nolting to proceed with limited test crop destruction
operations as long as they took precautions to prevent damage to innocent
people and to feed refugees from sprayed areas. State insisted on approving every
crop-destruction target, however.*

The rice crop in Phu Yen Province had matured by this time and appeared
to be no longer a valid target. The State Department approved an alternate area
in Phuoc Long Province and, on November 21 and 23, five Vietnamese H-34
helicopters treated about 775 acres of rice, potatoes, manioc, beans, and peanuts.
This operation destroyed food sufficient to feed 1,000 communists for over a
year, During February, May, and June 1963, Vietnamese ground troops sprayed
portions of Thua Thien Province by hand.*’

In general the Joint Chiefs of Staff favored further spraying, but President
Kennedy withheld blanket authority. He did not wish it to appear that Ameri-
cans were making war upon Vietnamese peasants.*
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XI. Air Policy:
Too Cautious?

During a conversation with President Kennedy in November 1961, Secre-
tary of Defense McNamara had “volunteered to look after”the Vietnam War. To
do this he set up monthly conferences in Hawaii or Saigon.' There, he and a Joint
Chiefs of Staff member (usually the chairman) met with the Commander in
Chief, Pacific Command, the Ambassador to Vietnam, and various component
and unified commanders. The conferees discussed problems, courses of action,
and progress. They traded views, reports, and briefings, and kept each other
current on events in Southeast Asia and in Washington. Secretary McNamara
often settled things on the spot, accepting or rejecting subordinates’ suggestions.

A case in point was the first Secretary of Defense Conference held on
December 16, 1961, in Hawaii. Mr. McNamara opened the meeting by stressing
that the President did not desire to introduce American combat troops openly
into Vietnam at that time. The Secretary conveyed his concern over the danger of
alienating the Vietnamese people by careless bombing. The Army “has a particu-
larly important role to play,” he said. “While naval and air support operations are
desirable, they won’t be too effective, and we should not think they will win the
war.” McNamara wanted the C-123s in Vietnam used not for taxi service but for
tactical airlift in support of the combat effort, to include drops of materiel and of
Vietnamese troops. His one objective in Vietnam was “to win this battle.”

A chief order of business was the CINCPAC plan “to guide” the Vietnamese
armed forces ina field campaign against the insurgents. The operations projected
were in terms of task forces. Three or four battalions of infantry with supporting
artillery and logistic units would attack Viet Cong bases, cut lines of communica-
tion, and clear and hold ground gained. No one knew what resources President
Diem would give to this program. If Diem refused to take American advice, JCS
Chairman Lemnitzer pointed out, the United States would be “ina bad fix.” Mr.
McNamara brushed this aside and brusquely told his followers to get on with
their jobs."

General O’Donnell, PACAF commander in chief, was impressed with
McNamara’s extremely strong statements of American determination to keep
Vietnam from falling to the communists. But it soon became evident to him that
strong talk did not necessarily mean strong action. The United States had chosen
a prudent — perhaps too prudent — course and was accenting ground rather
than air action. O’Donnell said that he personally deplored “overcontrol from
the Washington level” but“as a soldier would comply with the spirit of the policy
to be ultra cautious.” Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, likewise believed that policies
curbing air power were scarcely in the best American interest. General LeMay,
Air Force chief, was also impatient with “our own military rules to handicap
ourselves.” He later reminisced: “If Khrushchev had been running it [the war], he
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couldn’t have done any better, as far as handicapping us, by what we did to
ourselves all through the thing from start to finish.™

In January 1962 USAF planners felt sure they had solved the problem of
creating a “clear, realistic, jointly agreed concept for the elimination of Viet Cong
influence.” Their idea called for a quick reaction force of Vietnamese airborne
troops, lifted and supported by U.S. or Vietnamese transport and strike aircraft.
All would respond to radio calls from villages under communist attack, thus
supplying the “missing ingredient of truly effective action in South Vietnam.”
This simple and direct reaction to overt enemy assaults on villages would entail
nine Vietnamese battalions of paratroopers, ten C-123s, forty T-28s, and eighty
H-34 helicopters. Split among several locations, the force would be on twenty-
four-hour alert — quick to react to calls for help from communications teams in
villages.’

Since Farm Gate was to take part in the program, precise targeting was a
must. Guerrilla warfare blurred distinctions. The insurgents disguised themselves
as civilians, found shelter among the populace, and depended on innocent
inhabitants for food and other items. President Diem emphatically insisted that
his airmen exercise utmost care to avoid angering the people by injuring inno-
cents. Carelessness during an air strike could lead to a prison sentence.”

Thirteenth Air Force asked PACAF to lay down rules of engagement for
Farm Gate, and the request was referred to CINCPAC for resolution. Admiral
Felt stressed caution. The French Foreign Legion in Indochina had tried to work
free of restraints hamstringing operations, on the basis that the native people
knew that innocent and guility would suffer alike if they harbored Viet Minh
members. The French command had rejected this view, and “more temperate
policies for using air power prevailed — although many tragic errors in target
designation continued to be made until the end of the war.” According to Felt, a
realistic policy pivoted on good air-ground communications and on being “as
careful as possible when shooting things up around friendly forces.”’

Farm Gate bombs hit a Cambodian village by accident on January 21, 1962,
killing several civilians. The incident raised at the “highest level” of the U.S.
government the question of how to select targets without imperiling innocent
people. To guide the discussion expected at the next conference attended by the
Secretary of Defense, PACAF offered:

We must exercise the greatest possible control and discretion to assure that we achieve
our objectives without undue or unnecessary alienation of the civilian populace. If we
are to avoid the imposition of highly limiting controls on the application of Farm
Gate, we must make every effort to avoid another incident and , in addition, demon-
strate the effectiveness of our control and ability to discriminate in the selection and
designation of targets as well as in the conduct of air strikes.”

At the February conference, General Anthis depicted targeting and control
of air strikes as oriented to protect the lives and property of friendly civilians. He
said that all ground force requests for close air support or interdiction were
carefully verified as justifiable before being met. Air Force personnel scrutinized
every strike request and had recently denied two. Once a daylight strike was
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approved, a Vietnamese forward air controller directed it. Anthis knew of no
attacks on friendly people.

Defense Secretary McNamara answered the 2d ADVON commander by
spelling out guidelines. Air Force personnel were not to engage in strikes on
Cambodian territory. They were to balance risk against gain. For example, a
mission was probably unacceptable if eight Americans were training a single
Vietnamese, or if there was a chance of killing innocent people to get a few Viet
Cong.

By reason of this policy, more than half of the T-28s flying strike missions in
1962 returned to base with unused ordnance. One USAF forward air controller
had seen Vietnamese troops after an engagement “put 60 artillery rounds into a
village for no apparent reason and kill women and children.” Yet he knew of no
instance when “we indiscriminately went into any area and just for the heck of it
bombed and strafed.” In contrast, armed helicopters scemed almost free of the
rules of engagement. These craft had no rigid target selection, no radar control
for target location, and no forward air controllers to monitor their firing.’

During the night of March [, 1962, the Viet Cong stormed an outpost about
thirty miles north of Saigon. The call for help flashed to the air operations center
thence to Farm Gate. An SC-47 flareship and two T-28s (carrying napalm,
rockets, and .50-cal machineguns) scrambled, with radar at Tan Son Nhut
vectoring them to the scene. Under the light of the blossoming flares, the T-28s
pummeled the enemy. He broke off the assault and the outpost held. Five
communist bodies were found the following day, along with evidence that more
had been wounded. "

On March 3, 11 Corps asked for an immediate strike ona Viet Cong meeting
near a village 105 miles northeast of Saigon. After clearance by Field Command,
the air operations center sent one B-26 and two AD-6s, loaded with napalm,
fragmentation bombs, rockets, .50-cal machineguns, and .20-mm cannon. The
aircraft arrived to find the Viet Cong in the midst of a training exercise. The strike
killed twelve. "

At times coordination failures hurt operations. On March 2, for example,
eleven U.S. Army helicopters lifted and landed four ranger companies, a recon-
naissance company, and a platoon of 105-mm howitzers in the Vinh Binh area to
encircle a Viet Cong village. The Vietnamese and Farm Gate gave air cover with
two T-28sind two L-19s. But the ground units were in the wrong places, and
air-ground communications were absent. Although the two strike aircraft and
the two liaison planes were overhead and available, they could deliver no
supporting fire. The ground troops killed one Viet Cong and captured thirty-
three suspects. "

While lapses in coordination and communications marred some operations,
results in general infused mild optimism. On March 4 a Vietnamese L-19 serving
with an army task force spied a company of Viet Cong (fifty to seventy men).
They were situated near the bend of a river about thirty miles northeast of Tan
Son Nhut. Vietnamese AD-6s scrambled within fifteen minutes, armed solely
with 20-mm cannon since the planes were forbidden to carry bombs. Asked to
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assist, Farm Gate flew a series of strikes. Vietnamese reports the next day claimed
fifty to sixty Viet Cong dead. A U.S. advisor put the figure at twenty-five. "

As MAAG told Defense Secretary McNamara on February 19, 1962:
“South Vietnam had earlier been described as a country going down a steep slope
to disaster. We can’t say that the direction has been reversed, but for the moment
the slope has leveled out a bit.”"

For Farm Gate personnel the slope still seemed to be downhill. Their tasks
were largely routine, and morale sagged. Being specially chosen, highly moti-
vated survivors of rigorous training and selection, they expected to work with
friendly guerrillas fighting behind enemy lines. But apart from a few challenging
Special Forces missions, they performed close air support, airlift, medical evac-
uation, and psychological warfare — not at all what they had volunteered to do.
The rules of engagement stymied these men — carry Vietnamese insignia and a
Vietnamese airman, and do nothing that the Vietnamese Air Force can do itself. "*

A chance to tackle something more exacting in psychological warfare had
arisen in December 1961. Because certain areas controlled by the Viet Cong were
open only to counterpropaganda by air, 2d ADVON turned to Farm Gate for
testing loudspeaker and leaflet operations. Targets embraced the town of Ban
Me Thuot, Pleiku, and Kontum, along with the villages of Polei Kleng and Polei
Krong. Farm Gate planes carried out the broadcast and leaflet flights. To stave
off starvation in Polei Krong, the aircraft further dropped rice and salt. '

Brig. Gen. Edward G. Lansdale, USAF counterinsurgency specialist, ques-
tioned the rationale of the tests. He suggested that unless technical experts knew
precisely what they wished to achieve, probably nothing could be accom-
plished. "

On January 30, 1962, 2d ADVON put in for three officers, two specialists,
and one clerk, all well-versed in “military-political-economic-psychological
aspects” of this type of warfare. They would develop, test, and conduct opera-
tions in the “ideal environment” of South Vietnam. Missions suggested were
dropping leaflets, food, and clothing. Unfortunately, no psychological warfare
specialists were on hand. There had been several hundred trained officers in the
early 1950s, but the Air Force had inactivated psychological warfare units in
1958."

Farm Gate nonetheless flew seven missions from December 14, 1961, to
February 11, 1962, dropping leaflets and making aerial broadcasts. The initial
flights impressed Vietnamese villagers, but speaker quality was marginal. For the
messages to be heard from the speakers in the belly of the SC47, the run over the
target needed to be at 600 feet at an airspeed of 100 knots or less. Even then, the
message could not exceed sixty seconds. The speakers were later mounted on a
rack in the plane’s door. This let the aircraft circle an area while a crewman aimed
the speakers at a specific spot. Still, the run had to be at a dangerously low 500
feet.

On February 11 an SC-47 took off in good weather for a routine leaflet
mission south of Da Lat. The aircraft crashed for reasons unknown, killing eight
Americans (six Air Force and two Army) plus one Vietnamese. This flight was
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portrayed without success as an attempt to train the lone Vietnamese aboard.
Press and congressional reports characterized as “fiction” the labeling of Ameri-
can missions as “solely in the transportation and training of Vietnamese units.”"

During the third Secretary of Defense Conference in Hawaii in February,
Mr. McNamara said he wanted the Vietnamese to take over psychological
warfare operations as soon as they could equip their C-47s with speakers.

Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, remarked that, although U.S. personnel “en-
gaged in combat” from time to time, this was purely incidental to their training
missions. He deemed these combat ventures as nothing more than support
operations, and said “this should be fixed in the minds of the pilots and other
U.S. personnel.” McNamara then ordered action “to eliminate references to U.S.
activities as combat operations; they are to be spoken of and reported as training
or support activities regardless of the fact that incidental combat may be
involved.” To inquiries from the press, McNamara's office underscored the U.S.
role as limited to advice, logistics, and training.”

United Press International published the essence of the Farm Gate combat
story on March 9, 1962, reporting that U.S. airmen for two months had taken a
direct partinattacks, and that Vietnamese had acted as copilots on these flights.
According to the official explanation, the story added, this was an ¢emergency
measure until the Vietnamese Air Force could be trained. General Anthis, 2d
ADVON commander, commented on the story’s origin: “Due to the joint
USAF-VNAF status of Farm Gate and the large number of people of both
nationalities involved, it is extremely difficult to maintain strict secrecy concern-
ing this operation.™”

This situation bred difficulties regarding the amenities of life in the field for
Americans. The first USAF arrivals had been hurried to South Vietnam to
operate under wartime conditions. They and their successors over several years
were bound by peacetime directives and procedures. These strictures were ren-
dered more onerous by Secretary McNamara’s centralizing decision-making at
the highest Defense levels. Freshly arrived officers and airmen had their earliest
brush with Vietnam at an airfield that was not a USAF base. At a military or civil
Vietnamese base, the Air Force was a tenant because the U.S. government
adhered to Article 18 of the Geneva agreement forbidding new military installa-
tions in South Vietnam.

The physical layout of Vietnamese bases was crude. At some the main roads
crossed runways, and at others the roads sliced through military areas next to the
runways. Many fields wanted fences. Not until 1965 were there revetments to
shelter aircraft.”

Tan Son Nhut, the Saigon airfield, was an international facility run by the
Vietnamese Department of Civil Aviation, The Vietnamese Air Force was a
tenant located in the southwest part of the field. The U.S. Air Force was
supposed to approach the Department of Civil Aviation through the Vietnamese
Air Force. In practice, however, the Americans made contacts with the govern-
ment civilian aviation personnel who could give help and support. The Air Force
borrowed one side of a hangar and an officer for the flight line. An arbitrary
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announcement solved flight control — any USAF aircraft operating at Tan Son
Nhut would be under 2d ADVON authority and would file its flight plan with
base operations. The Army and MAAG cooperated in filing flight plans and
juggling parking space. Space was so scarce that the alert pad blocked the flow of
planes taxiing for takeoff. But the civilian authorities were understanding and
helpful. *

Bien Hoa was about ten miles from the outskirts of Saigon. This airfield’s
chief problem, aside from limited runways, was security. The field was garrisoned
by a battalion of regular infantry, reinforced by a rifle company, two mortar
companies, four armored cars, and two 105-mm howitzers. A company of
rangers provided distant patrols, and a sixty-man Vietnamese Air Force police
detachment gave interior security. Farm Gate formed twelve fifteen-man combat
teams, each with at least one Browning automatic rifle, and fused them into base
defense plans. The flight-line area was the final defensive position. *’

In general USAF personnel coped with the poor facilities, but the supply
picture was bleak. Paperwork was sketchy on the stocks prepositioned in South
Vietnam before the Air Force buildup. Most POL came through the port of
Saigon and was distributed commercially, a system vulnerable to interruption
and blackmail. There were no on-hand reserves of electric generators, portable
buildings, bulldozers, crash firefighting equipment, graders, or construction
equipment. Due to the distance, expendable items trickled in from the United
States through Clark. Large items coming by ship took sixty days.

The supply problems had a number of offshoots. In late February 1962, for
example, 2d ADVON requested the removal of grass and the renovation of
fencing and lighting at the transmitter site. There was no action until a grass fire
nearly destroyed antennas, cables, and the building itself. The grass was bull-
dozed the next day, but nothing was done to fix the fences and lights. Thirteenth
Air Force refused a March request for six hundred dollars to shelter the TSC-15
vans, in which the daytime temperatures of the working areas rose to 130 degrees
Fahrenheit. Thirteenth suggested that the workers be moved to tents.

Men departing the United States for Vietnam duty in many cases did not
know their destination in advance. Unable to bring useful items with them, they
often went to the nearest town and bought minor things out of their own pockets.
MAAG was generous and shared its meager stocks informally. Scrounging was
frequently resorted to. Short supplies, particularly of paper, affected billeting,
mess, pay, and mail.”

In the early days, the cramped quarters were lean-to tents or quickly built
Vietnamese-style hutments. Numerous rats and insects made it difficult to sleep.
There was no hot water even after USAF personnel had been in the country fora
year. Offices were crowded and desks, chairs, and tables often improvised.

After adjusting to their quarters, the new arrivals faced hazards in the mess.
Baked goods and ices were sources of infection. Unsanitary practices in local
baking firms finally ended local procurement. There was too little refrigeration
space under U.S. control, and ice freezers for the field were not to be had. Locally
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hired employees at snack bars in officers’ and service clubs were poorly super-
vised. The outcome was a high sick rate.?

No wounder that General LeMay, during his Vietnam visit in April 1962,
found USAF aircraft to be underutilized. *

Lowered vitality and loss of energy among the men grew out of chronic
low-level fevers, dysentery attacks, and too few fresh fruits and vegetables.
Medical detachments of the U.S. Army gave local area medical support. Hospi-
talization became available on April 18, 1962, when its 8th Field Hospital opened
at Nha Trang.”

Pay was erratic. Checks regularly arrived late and at times never. Men could
not meet mess bills and travel expenses. Emergency casual payments often
resulted in overpayments,*

Mail service was primitive. Units outside of Saigon received no regular
deliveries, and no arrangements existed to buy stamps, cash money orders, or
dispatch classified mail. Mail came through Clark on Mondays, Wednesdays,
and Fridays. The U.S. Army post office in Saigon was closed on Saturdays and
Sundays. Recipients of classified or registered mail were notified informally and
needed to make their own delivery arrangements. "

Aggravating these problems were austere maintenance procedures, 2d
ADVON’s unconventional organization, adherence in Washington to peacetime
practices in procurement and purchase, and the general inability to forecast the
number of Americans committed to South Vietnam. Ironically, USAF person-
nel were not in the jungle with guerrillas but were for the most part in or near
metropolitan Saigon, a seaport and industrial center of almost two million
people in 1962. There, the Air Force engaged in routine tasks and trained the
Vietnamese Air Force, which began to expand and to fly more operational
missions.
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XII. Farm Gate and the
Vietnamese Air Force

Farm Gate, Detachments 7 through 10, and miscellaneous units contained
838 USAF personnel by the end of 1961. Together these units made up a modest
strike, photo-reconnaissance, and airlift force. But far more significant, they were
the nucleus of a rapidly expanding American effort. Since the rules of engage-
ment confined USAF planes to missions the Vietnamese were unable to perform,
strengthening the Vietnamese Air Force was all-important.

The Ist Fighter Squadron at Bien Hoa owned twenty AD-6s, each capable
of flying one operational sortie per day. The 2d Fighter Squadron at Nha Trang
was being readied for combat. Because it was to receive thirty T-28As and
fourteen T-28Bs, the pilots would require transition training in gunnery, bomb-
ing, and rocketry. The Ist, 2d, and 3d Liaison Squadrons had fifteen L-19s apiece
and needed more pilots. Hence additional officers would undergo flight training
in the United States.

The AD-6 pilots were proficient in daytime flight, but their former carrier
aircraft lacked landing lights. This and the frequently inoperable flight instru-
ments prevented pilots from gaining experience in night and all-weather flying.
They showed slight interest in flying night combat, even though the Viet Cong
operated mostly during the hours of darkness.

To secure combat missions, Colonel King had proved that T-28s and B-26s
could fly night missions under flarelight furnished by SC-47s. But when saddled
with training the Vietnamese, the Farm Gate commander was surprised and
disappointed. He continued to discuss with General Anthis, 2d ADVON com-
mander, whether training was the cover for combat or the primary mission. As
King later frankly admitted, he “resisted” Anthis’ instructions.

Grudgingly, Farm Gate commenced the training. Vietnamese AD-6 pilots
served as crewmembers on B-26s and T-28s, but disliked flying in the T-28 rear
seats. Yet, they could not take over the front seat on combat missions until they
were qualified in every respect. At that point no need existed for a Farm Gate
instructor in the rear seat. Backseat combat training was more political than
practical.

The basing of Farm Gate and the Vietnamese AD-6s at Bien Hoa might
have eased combined missions, but the air operations center went on issuing
separate orders. Colonel King nevertheless promoted training and demonstrated
that air detachments could operate from remote locations a long while. This
success eventually moved the Ist Fighter Squadron to stage two AD-6s each to
Pleiku and Da Nang. King also sent four T-28 pilots to Nha Trang to give
Vietnamese instructors flight training.'

More to Farm Gate’s liking was the mission of January 3, 1962. Alerted to
Viet Cong sampans drawn up under camouflage south of Saigon, Colonel King
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and Lt. Col. Robert L. Gleason made an afternoon flight and took photographs
of the exact spot. Shortly after dark, King led a bomb and rocket strike. The
SC-47 flareship approached the target area with the T-28s in trail and about
2,000 feet higher. After the flares ignited, the strike aircraft swooped down and
demolished the enemy boats. Photos revealed that one 500-pound bomb,
dropped by Capt. William E. Dougherty, scored a perfect strike in the middle of
the sampans.’

Such rapid reaction induced the joint operations center to place an SC-47
on strip alert, ready to join T-28s and B-26s in night action. While these tactics
failed to wipe out enemy units, they forced the Viet Cong to break off attacks and
fade into the jungle. Meanwhile, Vietnamese C-47 crews were sufficiently trained
by February 1962 to fly night missions with Farm Gate.’

Farm Gate experience in the first months of 1962 dictated a change in
ordnance loads. The detachment sharply cut back on general purpose bombs,
and shifted from the 250-pound bomb to the M-1A2 cluster of six 20-pound
bombs. By June, Farm Gate upped its use of rockets, napalm, and strafing.
Sometimes more than one canister of napalm was required to burn a hole in the
ground cover.

Strike aircraft inhibited the Viet Cong from firing. If the aircrews spied the
source, they quickly opened up with formidable firepower. The T-28 packed two
.50-caliber machineguns, the B-26 eight. Both planes carried bombs and rockets.*

The white smoke of the M-19 marker dissipated too swiftly, while the
aircrews rarely saw the red smoke of the M-18 through the jungle canopy. Smoke
bombs in general were unreliable, and the method of dropping them on poorly
defined targets was “most ineffective.””

The first combined American-Vietnamese air operation occurred near the
end of December 1961. Two U.S. Army helicopter companies whisked 360
Vietnamese troops to five landing zones in the Viet Cong-dominated Zone D,
then several days later brought in additional troops. A Vietnamese L-19 forward
air controller and two AD-6 bombers orbited the area but saw no targets. The
troops failed in their main mission — capture of a radio transmitter — but killed
two Viet Cong, wounded one, and captured forty-six suspects.

A larger operation took place on January 5, 1962, to rescue prisoners ina
Viet Cong camp near Saigon. A Vietnamese forward air controller directed
AD-6s, T-28s, and B-26s to fly preparatory strikes. Under this cover, thirty-one
H-21 helicopters shuttled in 1,000 Vietnamese troops. These efforts went for
naught — the information about the prison camp proved to be erroneous.®

A number of the problems in search-and-destroy operations stemmed from
three factors: preliminary air reconnaissance tended to destroy surprise, plans on
occasion were too complex for the fledgling Vietnamese Air Force to carry
through, and coordination between ground and air units was weak.’

The air defense system likewise left much to be desired. Since the Soviet
Union had transport aircraft at Hanoi, a key aim of the American presence was
to deter this airlift from extending to Laos and from affording air support to the
Viet Cong. Rumors in early 1962 told of Viet Cong in the central highlands
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receiving secret air resupply drops. Time and again the air warning radars at Tan
Son Nhut and Da Nang together with the light radar at Pleiku picked up
unidentified tracks. At times these turned out to be tricks of the atmosphere, but
often were U.S. Army aircraft on flights the reporting center knew nothing of. On
the other hand, the Da Nang radar could not detect planes flying at low and
middle levels because the terrain to the west screened them. Furthermore, the
AD-6s, T-28s, and B-26s were unsuitable for intercepting communist aircraft
penetrating South Vietnamese airspace. In February 1962 General O’Donnell
called for unified air action. To establish “law and order in the air,” he suggested
that the air operations center control and coordinate all air operations, including
helicopter combat support.*

Two mutinous Vietnamese flyers first tested the air defense system, designed
to signal communist intrusion. On the morning of February 26, 1962, the two
diverted their AD-6s from a planned strike in the delta, and zeroed in on
President Diem’s palace. The Ist Fighter Squadron scrambled two flights of
AD-6s to intercept the rebels, but the planes merely gathered hits from small-
arms fire. Farm Gate aircraft took to the air to elude possible destruction on the
ground. Antiaircraft fire downed one of the two attacking planes, and its pilot
was captured. The other escaped to Phnom Penh, Cambodia, where he emerged
unscathed from a crash landing. Interrogation of the captured flyer confirmed
that the two pilots were engaged in a vendetta against Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh
Nhu.

Although there appeared to be no general plot against the government,
Diem grounded the Vietnamese Air Force temporarily. Later he permitted the
Vietnamese strike planes to carry only 20-mm ammunition. Still later he ostensi-
bly authorized the planes a full array of ordnance, but the Joint General Staff
restricted bombloads for missions in 11 and III Corps. Ambassador Nolting
secured permission from Washington for Farm Gate aircraft to support ground
operations. To dispel the impression that the United States was taking over the
fighting, AD-6s had to accompany American planes.’

In March 1962 a total of 1,861 incidents (attacks, acts of terrorism, sabo-
tage, and subversion) stirred apprehension that the communists were about to
step up the war. '° Pleiku radar on the evening of the 19th showed seven unknown
flight tracks over the central highlands. Farm Gate scrambled a B-26 from Bien
Hoa, and when it reached the area, radar control placed the aircraft directly over
one of the tracks. The crew saw nothing. The next day, reconnaissance pilots
noticed some bundles in the trees. On the night of the 20th, Tan Son Nhut radar
detected unknown tracks leading out of Cambodia. Two Farm Gate T-28s were
scrambled but the tracks faded. Soon after these T-28s were recalled, Pleiku
reported ten to fifteen low-altitude tracks emerging from Cambodia. One SC-47
and two RB-26s were dispatched from Bien Hoa. The SC-47 dispensed flares
while the RB-26s searched in vain. "

Upset over the sharp rise in Viet Cong incidents, President Diem asked for
U.S. jet interceptors to deal with enemy overflights. Ambassador Nolting quickly
cleared the request with Washington. On March 22 the 405th Tactical Fighter
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(Above) Vietnamese officers and American
advisors plan an airlift of Vietnamese
paratroopers at Tan Son Nhut.

(Top right) 1st Lt. Wiifred G. Narr
demonstrates airlift maneuvers with model
of a T-28 aircraft as two Vietnamese
students look on at Moody AFB, Ga.

(Right) A1C H. R. Wilson and A1C R. L.
Fleury install rockets into a B-26 bomber at
Bien Hoa.

(Below) F-102 Delta Daggers.

La 2l b —

R FORCE

130



FARM GATE AND THE VIETNAMESE AIR FORCE

Wing deployed a detachment of the 509th Fighter Interceptor Squadron from
Clark Air Base to Tan Son Nhut. The detachment’s aircraft consisted of three
single-seat F-102s and one TF-102 with side-by-side seating. The Joint Chiefs of
Staff authorized Americans to engage and destroy hostile aircraft encountered
over South Vietnam, '

The speedy arrival of the F-102s pleased the Vietnamese government. " Still
the air defense system was far from perfect. In training exercises, the F-102s flew
much too fast to intercept the slow liaison planes that.acted as enemy intruders.
Experience also taught that two pilots in a TF-102 had a better chance to
intercept than one pilotinan F-102. Further TF-102s were therefore drawn from
the Fifth and Thirteenth Air Forces. On July 21 Admiral Felt ordered three Navy
AD-5Q interceptors from Cubi Point, Philippines, to relieve the F-102s. From
then on, F-102s and Navy interceptors alternated six-week tours of air defense
duty. "

As air defense and traffic control improved, the unknown radar tracks
diminished. To help radar tell friendly from enemy planes, MACV on August 22
ordered every American military aircraft to emit Identification Friend or Foe
impulses if equipped to do so. When months passed without enemy air activity,
General Harkins said it was certain there was “no air battle in Vietnam, and there
are no indications that one will develop.”"

The sudden jump in Viet Cong incidents during March 1962 led USAF
officers to raise the question of enlarging Farm Gate with four B-26s now in the
Far East and with four T-28s. They reasoned that B-26s were the best tactical
aircraft for counterinsurgency, T-28s were needed for detachments at smaller
airfields, and Vietnamese forces were still learning how to use air power with
ground operations. General Harkins and Ambassador Nolting backed the pro-
posal. Defense Secretary McNamara, however, noted that the Vietnamese 2d
Fighter Squadron was becoming operational. He asked how much longer Amer-
ican pilots had to fly with the Vietnamese. General Anthis replied that Farm Gate
would have to serve as a demonstration force and to check the state of Vietnam-
ese training and standardization for quite a while. McNamara okayed the request
but delivery of the planes to Farm Gate was delayed due to the Vietnamese Air
Force buildup. '

During General LeMay’s Vietnam visit in April 1962, the initial expansion
of Vietnamese strike aircraft neared its end. The thirty USAF C-47 pilots
assigned to the Ist Transportation Group had released seasoned Vietnamese
pilots to fighter cockpits. Moreoever, twenty-five T-28 pilots were combat-ready
for the 2d Fighter Squadron. With thirty flying hours a month planned for T-28s
and twenty-five for AD-6s, the Vietnamese could complete 140 T-28 and fifty-
five AD-6 sorties each week. Since the training of T-28 pilots was drawing to a
close, Farm Gate found it harder to get Vietnamese crewmen for its flights.
Though LeMay noticed marked improvement among the Vietnamese, he
doubted they could meet all their operational demands for some time to come.
Because Farm Gate was flying less than it could, LeMay wanted the crews to log
more missions. This would allow American airmen rotating through Vietnam to
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attain valued experience that might well be needed elsewhere. He suggested
relaxing the restrictions calling for a Vietnamese crewman to be aboard Farm
Gate planes and confining Farm Gate to offensive missions beyond the compe-
tence of the Vietnamese. "

General LeMay won little support for these proposals in Washington.
Secretary McNamara sought to shave American participation in Vietnam, so as
to attain an all-out Vietnamese military effort. Counterinsurgency doctrine
required indigenous forces to fight their own war. McNamara was thus interested
in having the Vietnamese take over the Farm Gate planes as soon as possible. **

Hampered by the original rules and restrictions and the scarcity of Vietnam-
ese trainees, General Anthis secured the assignment of eleven Vietnamese avia-
tion cadets to Farm Gate. Until they could attend flight training in the United
States, the cadets served as the Vietnamese member of every Farm Gate crew.

Based at Nha Trang but with a detachment of six T-28s at Da Nang, the 2d
Fighter Squadron became fully operational in mid-1962. This afforded much-
needed air power in the central and northern areas of Vietnam, freeing the Ist
Fighter Squadron and Farm Gate for operations in the south. As a result,
Vietnamese and Farm Gate sorties multiplied, mainly for interdiction and close
support. Still the Vietnamese asked for too few air missions. They neglected to
have aircraft cover convoys and trains, to escort helicopter assault operations,
and to fly even more interdiction and close support strikes.

But augmenting the Vietnamese Air Force seemed to have been successful.
Secretary McNamara was so pleased with the progress that he told General
Harkins to firm up a program for phaseout of major U.S. combat, advisory, and
logistic activities within three years.®

The Secretary was unaware of the glaring deficiencies that impeded the
Vietnamese. Pilots continued in short supply and many of those flying needed
more training. The two fighter squadrons had fewer than a dozen qualified flight
leaders, and ground personnel were generally inefficient. The T-28s lacked ample
firepower and would someday have to be replaced, calling for more pilot
training. A lack of proficiency in night and all-weather flying diluted efficiency.
Rather than the average of one hour or less, Vietnamese turnaround time
between missions averaged between two and three hours. The fastest scramble
time for a Vietnamese C-47 flareship was forty minutes, and over an hour was
normal. The Vietnamese were cleared to operate with a full array of ordnance,
but their strike aircraft were armed solely with napalm, rockets, small fragmenta-
tion bombs, and cannons. They were reluctant to move aircraft to advanced
locations because of poor housing and messing at Da Nang and Pleiku, and the
low pay for temporary duty.

General Anthis estimated that the two Vietnamese fighter squadrons, with
twenty-seven T-28s and twenty-two AD-6s, should generate 1,470 operational
sorties a month — seventy percent for combat and thirty percent for training and
maintenance. Actually an average of seven AD-6s, eleven T-28s, eleven L-19s,
and eight C-47s were available each day to the tactical air control system.
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Since the number of Vietnamese combat sorties fell short of meeting the
rising demands for air missions, Farm Gate operations reached new high levels.
By August it was clear that Farm Gate had to have fresh aircraft and crews. The
coming of two new U.S. Army helicopter companies in September meant even
greater requirements for escort and supply sorties by strike aircraft. This clashed
with Secretary McNamara’s desire to phase out American units. ”'

General Anthis had foreseen that mission demands would compel Farm
Gate planes to stretch beyond monthly programmed flying hours. He suggested
that additional USAF units be allocated to Vietnam, chiefly to allow air strike
teams to be kept permanently on station at Pleiku and Soc Trang. Thirteenth Air
Force in mid-August sent Farm Gate four B-26s from Far East assets. ”

Farm Gate continued to fly too many hours, and in September Anthis asked
for ten more B-26s, five T-28s, and two C-47s. General Harkins made no reply,
but PACAF recommended that the Air Staff put the proposal on the agenda of
the October Secretary of Defense Conference. Gen. Walter C. Sweeney, Jr.,
commander of Tactical Air Command, and Brig. Gen. Gilbert L. Pritchard,
Special Air Warfare Center commander, agreed that the Air Force could furnish
the planes and crews. However, they cautioned Anthis to “go slow” in adding to
Farm Gate until he was completely convinced that the Vietnamese were doing as
much as they could. Sweeney did not want Farm Gate “to become a crutch to
compromise progressive and objective development of indigenous capa-
bilities.” >

Allegedly to confuse the Viet Cong, the Vietnamese renumbered their
squadrons in September.** With the new designations went an emphasis on the
organizational unity of the Vietnamese Air Force. Perhaps the structure was
partly inspired by the proposal of the U.S. Army Chief of Staff, Gen. George H.
Decker, to transfer Vietnamese helicopter and liaison squadrons to the Vietnam-
ese army. >

Securing the go-ahead from the Air Staff in October to give additional
aircraft to Farm Gate, PACAF suggested this action to CINCPAC. Briefed on
October 8 in Hawaii, Defense Secretary McNamara was still bent on building a
wholly adequate Vietnamese Air Force. He said there should not be 130 but 300
or more Vietnamese officers taking flight training in the United States. Since no
Vietnamese pilots were in training to fly B-26s, the Secretary asked Admiral Felt
to explore the prospect of procuring thirty Chinese Nationalists for the Vietnam-
ese C-47s. This would release thirty transport pilots for B-26 transitional training.
As for Farm Gate expansion, McNamara said, if General Harkins needed a
bigger program, he should present his case to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He himself
was “cool” to the idea, for it was contrary to the President’s desire to build
indigenous forces. Farm Gate ought to train Vietnamese rather than to operate.

Farm Gate operations in August had soared to sixty-five percent over those
in July. But in September they had to be pruned to thirty-seven percent of the
July totals, owing chiefly to the one-crew-per-aircraft manning ratio — not
enough to sustain the high rate of missions. The Vietnamese wanted the eleven
aviation cadets returned for language training before going on to the United
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States to become pilots. To furnish the crewmen required on Farm Gate planes,
the Vietnamese Air Force sent fifteen noncommissioned officers to Farm Gate.
This plugged the gap but was a subterfuge, because the enlisted Vietnamese were
uninterested in flight training. When General Moorman, Thirteenth Air Force
commander, heard of the arrangement, he urged Anthis to do his best to meet
McNamara’s wishes.”

Admiral Felt visited Vietnam in late October and talked with Anthis. He
said Vietnamese opposition had scuttled the prospect of using Chinese pilots to
fly Vietnamese transports. Any Farm Gate growth would have to be small and
piecemeal. ®

Acting on Anthis’ suggestion to shore up Farm Gate, General Harkins in
November asked for five T-28s, ten B-26s, and two C-47s. More, he said, would
likely be required in the future. Admiral Felt routed the request to the Joint
Chiefs, adding that he saw no other way to secure the urgently needed combat air
power.”

The Joint Chiefs of Staff well knew that President Kennedy wished the
Americans to prepare the Vietnamese to fight their own war. Hence in November
and December the chiefs carefully weighed the question of bolstering Farm Gate.
They likewise plumbed the oft-stated position that counterinsurgency was for the
most part a ground war, with air forces accounting for maybe ten percent of the
effort. Some USAF officers viewed counting Viet Cong casualties as an
“unpleasant task”and “not necessarily the military objective.” Even so, statistics
on the number of enemy killed, wounded, and captured were important. In all
known cases where ground forces entered areas struck by air, their actual body
count exceeded aircrew claims. (Of the estimated number of enemy casualties in
1962, twenty-eight percent were due to Vietnamese and American air power.) Yet
air operations did more. They shrunk the enemy’s options, crimped his move-
ments and attacks, flew in men and supplies to assault him, protected surface
convoys and trains as well as heliborne assaults, and thwarted the foe from
massing large forces in the field. Air power had proved — at least to USAF
officers — that it held equal rank with ground operations in any counterinsur-
gency venture. ™

This assessment was not altogether shared in Washington. Following a visit
to Southeast Asia in December 1962, Roger Hilsman, Assistant Secretary of
State for Far Eastern Affairs, and the President’s Special Assistant for Far
Eastern Affairs, Michael V. Forrestal, reported:

On the use of air power and the danger of adverse political effects, our impression is
that the controls on air strikes and the procedures for checking intelligence against all
sources are excellent. In spite of this, however, it is difficult to be sure that air power is
being used in a way that minimizes the adverse political effects . . . and the use of air
power is going up enormously.’“

In December the Joint Chiefs recommended expanding Farm Gate, so it
could keep abreast of the burgeoning requests for air support. The Secretary of
Defense concurred, the State Department agreed, and on the last day of the year
the President approved the requested increase in Farm Gate aircraft.

134



XIII. Air Operations, 1962:
Interdiction, Strikes,
and Reconnaissance

In World War 11 and the Korean conflict, interdiction had slowed the flow
of enemy forces, supplies, and equipment into and within battle areas. In
Vietnam, according to General Anthis, “the most lucrative targets” were Viet
Cong training areas, troop concentrations, supply depots, and sampans. Admi-
ral Felt and General O’Donnell had the same impression. Interdiction air attacks
against Viet Cong base areas held a special attraction because the Vietnamese
ground forces seldom penetrated to them.'

Yet air interdiction was very complex. The Viet Cong rarely wore distinctive
uniforms, and they mingled freely with civilians. To tell them from the general
populace called for timely intelligence and reliable aerial reconnaissance. Unfor-
tunately, the Vietnamese Air Force owned but two C-47s rigged with cameras for
day photography. The single air photo intelligence center and its twelve photo
observers were situated in the J-2 division of the Joint General Staff. The L-19
observers could do visual reconnaissance, but the best of them were being shifted
to tactical fighters.?

Able Mable RF-101s operated out of Don Muang Airport near Bangkok,
Thailand. They sustained a daily sortie rate of 2.8 flights, and photographed
high-priority areas of interest to MACYV and the Vietnamese. When over South
Vietnam, these planes as a rule staged through Tan Son Nhut, where they turned
over their film to the small USAF photo processing cell for interpretation.
Although the RF-101 was good for general reconnaissance of clearly fixed
targets, it was not suited to spotting an enemy who hid under heavy foliage by
day and moved at night. Furthermore, processing and interpreting the photog-
raphy in Saigon, then delivering it to requesting units by U.S. Army courier
plane, usually took several days. Some ground commanders complained that the
interval between a request and a delivery was at times thirty to forty-five days.”

Intelligence from members of the enemy forces was needed, and it was
scarce. Starting in December 1961, U.S. intelligence advisors did their best to
teach their methods to Vietnamese. Besides the 44 specialists in MACV J-2
(Intelligence), 230 Americans worked with Vietnamese units in the field. Unpro-
ductive from the USAF point of view, MACYV intelligence was oriented toward
ground operations. *

Normally, Vietnamese interrogations of prisoners should have yielded sig-
nificant information. But the law authorized the military to hold prisoners only
two days before handing them over to provincial authorities for a court hearing.
This was not time enough to learn about enemy activities vulnerable to air
interdiction.
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Vietnamese army units in the field, provincial officials, and covert agents
could request Saigon for specific strikes. If Saigon approved, Vietnamese pilots
were free to attack these targets, usually marked by air observers. While USAF
officers were not empowered to question an approved strike, General Anthis
asked for “positive control” by radar or forward air controllers when Farm Gate
aircraft took part. Targets were often described in vague terms like “groups of
huts,” “troop concentrations,” or “VC strong points,” and were frequently
hidden under jungle cover.’

In spite of precautions air strikes were dangerous, particularly in heavily
populated and poorly mapped regions. In January 1962, for example, Vietnam-
ese officers wanted an air strike at dawn on the Viet Cong-held village of Ba Thu
in the Parrot’s Beak close to the Cambodian border in War Zone C. Because the
Vietnamese could not handle predawn takeoffs, Farm Gate was asked to fly the
mission. At first Colonel Gleason, Farm Gate commander, thought the target
too close to Cambodia, but accepted the task when the Vietnamese labeled it
crucial,

Radar at Tan Son Nhut monitored the flight, warning the planes as they
neared the canal that supposedly was the border. The aircraft failed to receive the
message, but an SC-47 that had performed weather reconnaisance was flying
back and forth over the canal to mark it. From another SC-47 positioned along
the border, Colonel Gleason led and an airborne coordinator directed the strike.
As eight T-28s and three B-26s bombed, rocketed, napalmed, and strafed, the
Minister of Defense and the 111 Corps commander watched from a C47,

The Farm Gate commander felt sure no one had made a mistake. Yet a few
days later, the Cambodian government charged T-28s with having crossed the
frontier, killed a villager, and injured three others. The Vietnamese defense
minister shrugged off the protest, saying that the whole area wasa “VC hot bed.”
The State Department, however, wished to prevent disruption of Vietnamese-
Cambodian relations. At American insistence Saigon apologized and awarded
compensation. General Anthis, 2d ADVON commander, forbade Farm Gate to
strike within five miles of the border during daylight and ten miles at night.
Moreover a forward air controller, airborne or on the ground, had to mark the
targets. These restrictions might have afforded the Viet Cong complete sanctuary
along the border, but the rules did not apply to Vietnamese pilots who could
operate more freely.®

Toward the end of January, all available Vietnamese and Farm Gate planes
at Bien Hoa, Pleiku, and Da Nang simultaneously attacked fourteen carefully
pinpointed targets in five areas. After-action reports revealed good results. The
defense minister said the strikes were so timely and accurate that the Viet Cong
suspected spies in their midst. All the same, top American officials had nagging
doubts about the validity of the targets selected by the Vietnamese. They stressed
to the Joint General Staff the value of intelligence, proper controls, and serious
poststrike assessments.’

Admiral Felt, CINCPAC, knew the problems of bombing areas where
friendly and hostile people intermingled. Impressed by Vietnamese officers who
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wanted to avoid using weapons against innocent persons, he sponsored better
air-ground communications for close air support.*

At the Secretary of Defense Conference on February 19, 1962, General
Anthis showed how air interdiction hurt the Viet Cong. Defense Secretary
McNamara evinced interest in using flares for strikes to relieve outposts under
night assault. He ordered CINCPAC and MACYV to furnish hamlets cheap but
efficient short-range VHF-FM voice radios, so they could call for help when
attacked. The Secretary warned that U.S. advisors were to do nothing that the
Vietnamese could do for themselves, and were to risk hazards only when
inescapable.’

Well-managed interdiction based on hard intelligence worked remarkably
well. On March 2 the 11 Corps commander requested an immediate strike against
a group of Viet Cong holding a meeting in the village of Hung Nhon. The air
operations center validated the request and dispatched two Vietnamese AD-6s
and a Farm Gate B-26. They killed at least twelve. "

Even so, the issue of haphazard air attacks lived on. Two U.S. Army
advisors informed Army Brig. Gen. Harvey J. Jablonsky, the MACV J-4
(Logistics), that the Viet Cong were exploiting strafing and bombing attacks for
propaganda purposes. By removing just the killed and wounded males, they gave
the villagers the idea that the women and children left behind were the targets and
victims of air strikes. Jablonsky passed this information on to Ambassador
Nolting, who on March 3 met with Generals Harkins, Timmes, Jablonsky, and
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Anthis. Nolting at first thought of curtailing air activity, but Jablonsky would
not cite instances of air attack. Harkins then pointed out that tighter curbs would
benefit merely the Viet Cong. "'

General Jablonsky in Hawaii repeated the charge he had made in Saigon,
and the question was reexamined at the Secretary of Defense Conference of
March 21. Ambassador Nolting urged close scrutiny to prevent killing innocent
people, and Defense Secretary McNamara agreed to allow air operations to go
on under strict controls and stringent intelligence criteria. Roger Hilsman,
Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, later defined this decision as
the worst of two worlds — military men disturbed by air restrictions and
diplomats fretting about propaganda benefits to the enemy.

To assist the Vietnamese in gathering better intelligence of air force interest,
Admiral Felt authorized and the Air Force sent a detachment of the 6499th
Support Group to Saigon. Six officer and six enlisted intelligence specialists
arrived in March, but two officers were unqualified and removed. Denied direct
access to enemy prisoners, the others could ask questions only through Vietnam-
ese interrogators. '

An additional obstacle was the lengthy procedure in processing a request for
a preplanned interdiction strike. The 2d ADVON intelligence directorate could
propose a target, and the Joint General Staff’s air photo intelligence center
researched and prepared data sheets and folders. One copy went to the province
chief for checking, a second to the air operations center for preliminary planning.
Field Command next decided if the target was susceptible to ground action,
which took precedence over air. These steps could consume several days or
several weeks. Actually, most intelligence rose from the ground force division
and province chief levels. These authorities often suggested targets to the corps
commander who routed the requests to the operations center. Yet no matter how
intelligence generated strikes, the province chief was the key. He alone deter-
mined whether bombing a target would imperil his people. "

To pinpoint Viet Cong radio transmitters for air intelligence, the Air Force
delivered a C-54 to Vietnam in March 1962. The transport featured infrared
detectors, cameras, and a high-frequency direction finder.'> About the same
time, the U.S. Army Security Agency put airborne radio homing units in three
Army L-20s. During their first operational flight on the 12th of April, the C-54
and L-20s came upon far more Viet Cong radio transmitters than expected.
However, the direction finding equipment could not give a precise fix on the
radio sites. The Viet Cong radios were short-range, low-power sets, and they
operated in periodic short bursts. Though the American egipment was not
advanced enough to place the signals accurately, the C-54 flew 102 special
missions in ten months. The cameras worked fine for ordinary photography, but
the infrared and the direction finder did poorly. '

The USAF pilots could return fire against “a known source”in self-defense,
but needed to be very careful for they rarely knew a source’s exact location. In the.
daytime, Farm Gate planes could not fire unless under positive control of a
Vietnamese forward air controller, and cooperation with Vietnamese L-19 con-
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trollers was frequently difficult. Inaddition the elaborate reconnaissance and the
target marking no doubt alerted the Viet Cong to impending strikes. This
impeded action against an already elusive foe. "

In the spring of 1962, interdiction focused on small groups of guerrillas and
sampans near Vietnamese army positions. Then late in May, the Joint General
Staff and MACV targeted the Do Xa War Zone headquarters area of Interzone
V. With utmost care they identified, authenticated, and pinpointed nineteen
targets spread over an area of 230 square miles. As a final validation, a plane flew
a Viet Cong defector over the area. .

Vietnamese and American aircraft — eleven B-26s, eleven AD-6s, and six
T-28s — took off on May 27. Bad weather obscured five of the targets, but the
planes made repeated strikes on the other fourteen. Regardless of the careful
preparations, a B-26 pounded the friendly village of Dak Ket, killing four persons
and demolishing a dozen buildings. The strike pilots saw no Viet Cong on any of
their runs, but bomb damage assessment photography showed a command post
wiped out, fourteen other structures burned and destroyed, and thirty damaged.
The Vietnamese field commanders hailed the attacks as a “total success,” and
Ngo Dinh Nhu (President Diem’s brother) reported about four hundred enemy
killed. Some Viet Cong defectors later credited their change of heart to the
bombings. "*

Both PACAF and 2d ADVON were willing to accept the mission of
disrupting Viet Cong security in base areas beyond the reach of ground forces.
The American Embassy in Saigon nonetheless questioned the wisdom of the
attacks. Some U.S. observers were positive that air power at Dak Ket had killed
no more than fifty of the enemy. The commander of Interzone V had escaped.
Innocents had been killed. Consequently, General Anthis ordered Farm Gate no
longer to fly free-area missions without a forward air controller.

As spring wore on, a more extreme belief nudged aside assertions of how air
interdiction hurt pacification because it endangered guiltless people. On April 15
MACYV published the first extensive Viet Cong order of battle, listing eighteeen
battalions, seventy-nine companies, and 137 platoons. The overall strength was
put at 16,305, less than the 25,000 estimated by the Vietnamese. But backing up
the regular troops were paramilitary organizations of around 10,000 part-time
guerrillas. And over the first two weeks of May, 1,000 to 1,800 more Viet Cong
had stolen into Zone D from Laos to form a new battalion. After weighing this
information, MACYV J-2 (Intelligence) concluded that air interdiction had no
military effect on the Viet Cong.2

What then could isolate the Viet Cong from the populace who furnished
them food and other supplies? Or from their logistic routes that brought them
weapons, ammunition, medical materials, and fresh troops? There was no other
way than by air interdiction and ground thrusts into enemy base areas. Admiral
Felt desired these missions continued. He especially wanted Vietnamese rangers
and regular units to fight guerrilla-style in the Viet Cong war zones. “It is, of
course, basic to our side,” Felt told General Harkins, “that the initiative be denied
the VC. Our concept is to harass them, push them down and extend them far
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beyond the capabilities of their logistics support, thus destroying them.” On the
other hand, Harkins deemed nearly all of the ground commanders too inexpe-
rienced for large-scale efforts, and the rangers lacked leaders for extended field
operations.”

Unlike the army, the Vietnamese Air Force could carry the war into the
jungle areas held by the Viet Cong. What the pilots needed was valid target
intelligence. In August Col. Ralph A. Newman, air liaison officer with Vietnam-
ese Air Force Field Command, instructed liaison officers to work closely with the
ground forces at division and regimental levels. The aim was to identify targets
forinterdiction, chiefly for Vietnamese planes returning from sorties with unused
ordnance. Most crews hesitated to land with bombs and rockets hanging outside
the aircraft, and since 1958 had jettisoned them on vacant land near the airfields.
Aware of this waste, General Anthis proposed assigning preplanned targets,
preferably in Zone D, so at least the munitions would fall on Viet Cong territory.
Anthis and the air liaison officers pressured 1 and 11 Corps to accept this
proposal. They stressed that a backlog of such targets would ease scheduling,
distribution, and use of aircraft, as well as keep the Viet Cong off-balance. By
September 1962, however, the suggestion was still hanging fire.”

Admiral Felt asked General Harkins, MACV commander, whether “area
denial” methods might make Zone D too hot for the Viet Cong. Felt advised:

Entire extent of techniques and devices available for such purpose should be used. We
have in mind, for example, scatter bombing with butterfly bombs, proven lethal in
Korea, and other type AF mines. We also visualize use of chemical irritants and
defoliants to expose targets for air strikes. . . . In other words we want to destroy or
drive sick, starved, blistered, and blasted Viet Cong from Zone D so that we can scoop
them up outside of their nest or prevent them from setting foot in the area again. g

Thus spurred, MACYV and the Joint General Staff started to target War
Zones D and X (headquarters of Viet Cong Interzone V) for an intensive air
campaign. On October 3 the 5th Division submitted 129 specific targets. Presi-
dent Diem next ordered a five-day bombing attack in Zone D to begin on
November 1, followed by a Special Forces ground penetration. He also called for
the Iand 11 Corps to cooperate ina similar bombing and to follow up penetration
into War Zone X which lay in the mountains dividing the two corps. Gradually,
the corps commanders and Field Command obtained many more targets
through military channels. Provincial chiefs designated free areas for air attack.
Vietnamese crews could strike these areas without a forward air controller, but
Farm Gate had to have targets marked by a Vietnamese L-19.*

Review of the free areas came when Vietnam’s strained relations with
Cambodia worsened. Feeling threatened by both South Vietnam and Thailand,
Cambodia on August 20, 1962, had appealed to President Kennedy for a neutral
status like that of Laos. President Diem resented the implication that South
Vietnam was an aggressor. He said there was little question that Viet Cong
redoubts drew support from across the border. Vietnamese troops who carried
out sporadic raids into Cambodia had captured communist weapons and
ammunition destined for the Viet Cong. Undeterred, Prince Norodom Siha-
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nouk, Cambodian Chief of State, charged on September 10 that Vietnamese
amphibious craft under air cover had violated his country’s soil. Any more such
aggressive acts, he threatened, would lead to severed diplomatic relations, recog-
nition of North Vietnam, and closer ties with China. Five weeks later, Vietnam-
ese naval forces moved against the island of Phu Quoc near the Cambodian
coast. They seized seventeen tons of ingredients for making explosives.”

Sihanouk’s threat to invite Chinese assistance startled the State Depart-
ment. Ambassador Nolting met with President Diem and stressed there must be
no military action that might bring Chinese Communist forces onto Vietnam’s
flank. In compliance the Joint General Staff banned ground and air operations
within ten kilometers of the Cambodian border. If a river, road, or other physical
feature clearly marked the border, Vietnamese forces could pursue the enemy to
within two and one-half kilometers. Otherwise the chase would cease at eight
kilometers. Vietnamese pilots could open fire on a hostile aircraft ten kilometers
inside South Vietnam, if certain that the plane would fall inside Vietnamese
territory if shot down.*

Though the border restrictions did not sit well with Vietnamese officials,
Secretary of State Dean Rusk and the Joint Chiefs of Staff wondered whether
the restraints went far enough. “Militarily,” Rusk cabled Nolting,

there is general agreement that success lies not in drawing tight cordon sanitaire in
Maginot manner along vaguely defined frontier but primarily in working outwards
from rural areas won . . . and, secondarily, through strikes against VC strongholds.
Usefulness of latter, when carried out near frontier, must be considered less important
than political-diplomatic problem.

The Joint Chiefs suggested a new name be found for “free areas.” Admiral
Felt did not object, and 2d Air Division (formerly 2d ADVON) commenced to
call them “approved interdiction targets,””

To General Anthis, sponsorship of “area denial” by Admiral Felt “smacked
of indiscriminate bombing.” Even in Zone D it was impossible to know positively
that all victims were Viet Cong. When Felt proposed having C-123s drop ten
thousand pounds of napalm on marked targets during a ground offensive into
Zone D, Secretary Rusk objected. He wanted napalm confined to high-priority
targets that were clearly Viet Cong installations. Moreover, the State Depart-
ment retained the right to pass on all plans meaning to use napalm in large
amounts,

In the end, General Harkins withheld USAF aircraft from delivering
napalm in Zone D and allowed the Vietnamese to do so. Ambassador Nolting
supported this decision. The curbs put on Americans made it hard to carry the
war to the heart of the enemy sanctuaries. The best that General Anthis could do
was to allow F-102s to fly across Zone D at night, breaking the sound barrier and
causing sonic booms. “It may not destroy anything,” Anthis said, “but I can say
positively there has been considerable VC sleep lost in the last few weeks.””

Scarcely less important than interdiction was USAF support of Vietnamese
ground operations. Air Force officers constantly offered air support to ground
commanders through the tactical air control system. To sell this support, steps
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were taken to strengthen the air operations center at Tan Son Nhut and the radar
facilities at Da Nang and Pleiku, procure and employ American air liaison
officers and forward air controllers, and persuade locally powerful army com-
manders to coordinate with air forces. In general these commanders were jealous
of their authority, secretive about their plans, and inexperienced in applying
tactical air support. Inasmuch as the air operations center depended on day-to-
day knowledge of Vietnamese ground operations, U.S. Army and Vietnamese
liaison officers were assigned to the center in February 1962. The idea was to
inject tactical air into operational planning at the outset.”

If Vietnamese ground commanders had but an inkling of how the support
system was supposed to work, U.S. Army advisors had not the air experience to
qualify them as air liaison officers. They refused to accept the tactical air control
system outright, and from the USAF view were “quick to criticize, slow to
help.”¥

Bolstering of the joint operations center was one of the benefits accruing
from the April 1962 visit of General LeMay. He ordered several USAF officers
assigned to the center, Lt. Col. Charles J. Bowers assuming the duties of deputy
director. These officers monitored and encouraged the submission of daily
requirements for air support, and allocated sorties on the basis of available
aircraft.”

Quite a few things weakened centralized control of tactical aircraft. Inexpe-
riecnced personnel and unreliable equipment bred problems. In April, for exam-
ple, communications between Tan Son Nhut and Da Nang remained out for
three days. Moving aircraft from rotational duty at Da Nang and Pleiku
demanded special approval from Vietnamese Air Force headquarters. Conse-
quently, the air operations center could not route these planes rapidly to areas of
greater need. Also, the center was heavily committed to operations requested by
Field Command and 111 Corps. This led I Corps at Da Nang and Il Corps at
Pleiku to look upon the AD-6s at these fields as theirs to use without telling the
center. Likewise, the fighter squadron at Nha Trang now and then flew T-28
strikes in response to local requests without the center’s knowledge. When
General Anthis made staff visits to corps, division, regimental, and battalion
headquarters, he found little understanding of how the tactical air control
system was meant to function.??

Attempts to bring helicopter activities under the air operations center did
not go well. General Harkins in April directed armed tactical aircraft to accom-
pany helicopter assault missions. He was therefore certain that the center was
wholly aware of all U.S. Army flight operations in the country. Yet Army ground
liaison officers readily admitted that the MACV order for escort planes was
observed only about ten percent of the time.™

The figure of ten percent was misleading, seeing that these ground opera-
tions mostly involved small forces of company or platoon size in very brief
firefights. Since the air operations center was unable to coordinate all air
operations, it could not wholly exploit available air support. Data on ground
operations being planned was often not to be had. The commanders were
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sensitive to Viet Cong espionage, and personally drew up and launched actions
with scant notice even to their own staffs. A few commanders went so far as to
suspect the center to be a Viet Cong source of information — and with reason.
The Vietnamese Air Force dispatched fragmentary operations orders from Tan
Son Nhut to its squadrons in the clear. Because the teletype circuits were possibly
insecure, there were inevitable leaks. ™

U.S. Army officers disliked the tactical air control system, deeming it too
rigid. Accordingly, there was no realistic policy governing the relationship
between fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters. In June MACV gave General
Anthis “coordinating authority” over all air operations. In July General Harkins
ordered helicopter support missions to have proper air escort, unless the helicop-
ter unit commander judged it unnecessary. In August Admiral Felt considered it
essential to have every type of air operation coordinated by the air operations
center, and to have air cover from fixed-wing aircraft for each helicopter opera-
tion. Not until December 1962 did the latter requirement go into force.”

Air strikes close to friendly troops called for close cooperation between air
missions and the movement and fire of ground units. As in Korea, tactical air
control parties came to be used. The Air Force supplied a seasoned fighter pilot
to serve as the air liaison member of the control party. The Army furnished the
vehicles and mechanics, radio gear and operators. The AN/VRC-30 ground
mobile radio jeep carried the air liaison officer and Army members of the control
party. The vehicle’s radios linked with the forward air controller and the strike
pilots above, and with ground and air units. The control party’s work was
thwarted whenever the jeep was slowed or stopped by cut and mired roads,
ambush parties, and jungles and swamps.

A further frustration was the meager experience of Vietnamese in coordinat-
ing air-ground operations. The shortage of L-19 pilots prevented the assignment
of air liaison officers to ground units. The foremost need was to secure sufficient
two-man L-19 crews (pilot and observer) to place AD-6 strike aircraft on the
target. So in lieu of an air liaison officer, the Vietnamese Air Force sometimes
designated an L-19 crew to serve as forward air controller for a ground unit
during a single operation. The pilot and observer repaired to the unit, received
briefings on the planning action, and tried to become familiar with the proce-
dures and terrain. The crew then returned home to conduct other air control and
reconnaissance missions. On the day of the operation, however, the L-19 crew
flew back and controlled air strikes for the ground unit.

Unable to operate at night, L-19 crews in daytime usually flew at 3,000 to
5,000 feet, far too high for good surveillance and target marking. The air observer
marked targets for fighters by radio direction or hand-thrown smoke grenade,
commonly by both methods. Criticism and penalty awaited an L-19 crew if
ground fire damaged the plane. The observer was subject to severe punishment if
he erred in marking a target and friendly casualties resulted.*

To communicate with regular troops, the Civil Guard, and the Self Defense
Corps units, L-19s carried AN/PRC-10 Army radios lashed to their backseats.
Because the plane could power only its own radios or the PRC-10, the crew could
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not converse with strike aircraft and ground forces at the same time. The PRC-10
lash-up was a poor makeshift, and ground units wanted man-pack radios that
could mesh with existing UHF/ VHF airborne sets. No such radios were obtain-
able in 1962. The U.S. Agency for International Development was giving large
numbers of radios to provincial paramilitary forces. These sets were the commer-
cially procured HT-1 and TR-20 with characteristics similar to those of the
PR.C-10. An an interim measure, MAAG refitted U.S. Army helicopters and
Vietnamese and Farm Gate aircraft with the AN/ ARC-44 Army radio. This set
could tie in with the PRC-10, HT-1, and TR-20.

Complications of this sort paled beside the general insufficiency of the
L-19s. They were often simply unavailable. In April, for example, Farm Gate
pilots arrived over the target and could see a firefight on the ground. But the
Vietnamese controller never showed up."

Toward the end of 1962, Farm Gate received two L-28As (later known as
U-10As) for forward air controller duty. They were too costly for such use.
Moreover, Farm Gate still had to have Vietnamese air observers or air guides on
the ground to mark targets for strikes.*

Three U.S. Army helicopter companies, each attached to a corps, enabled
troops to move swiftly against the Viet Cong. On the way to the target areas, the
chopper pilots liked to fly at 700 feet and hug the terrain. Their success led
Secretary of Defense McNamara to deploy a Marine squadron of twenty-four
UH-34D helicopters to Vietnam. Afterwards he moved two more Army H-21
companies to the country, plus a company of fifteen armed UH-1A and UH-1B
helicopters from Okinawa and Thailand. Manned by Americans, these gunships
were to deliver “suppressive fire,” now deemed to be self-defense. In September
1962 the Joint Chiefs of Staff ordered all helicopter gunships bearing U.S.
markings to carry a Vietnamese observer.™

In July 1962, strike aircraft flew 139 combat sorties in support of helicop-
ters. Farm Gate (now commanded by Lt. Col. Eugene H. Mueller, Jr.) perfected
tactics whereby two T-28s supported each helicopter flight. One T-28 swooped
down to 200 feet, flew slightly ahead of the leading helicopter, and made slow
turns to search for the enemy. The second T-28 stayed above the formation, set to
make a firing pass on a target. As the helicopters approached in trail for landing,
the strike aircraft flew on each side and strafed the flanks to suppress enemy fire. *

Despite Admiral Felt’s belief that transport helicopters constantly required
fighter escort, General Harkins authorized helicopter gunships to operate alone
if need be. Bad weather now and then grounded strike aircraft but not necessarily
helicopters. In addition, escorts were hard put to fly slowly enough to stay with
the helicopters. Seeking to put U.S. Army air operations under the tactical air
control system, General Anthis warned Harkins against fighting two distinct air
wars. On the other hand, Army officers tended to see armed helicopters best used
when under a ground commander’s control and carrying out local operations. In
August, MACV gave the tactical air control system supremacy solely over air
traffic control.*'
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The Viet Cong ambushed 462 road convoys during the first seven months of
1962, most of them in 111 Corps north of Saigon and near Zone D. On the
morning of June 16, some four to five hundred Viet Cong took up ambush
positions along the road to Bien Hoa about five kilometers south of Ben Cat.
Opening fire on the convoy in mid-morning, the communists killed two Ameri-
can advisors and twenty-three Vietnamese. The column requested air support,
and three hours elapsed before the strike units at Bien Hoa got orders to take off.
By that time. the enemy was withdrawing toward Zone D. Even so, a B-26 and
two AD-6s under L-19 control killed fifty enemy and enabled pursuing Vietnam-
ese troops to recover nearly all the equipment and weapons stolen from the
convoy. Air Force officers pointed out to Vietnamese commanders that a single
L-19 over the convoy would probably have sighted and reported the enemy, and
no doubt would have prevented the ambush.

On July 14a Viet Cong battalion ambushed a convoy en route from Saigon
to Phuoc Long, killing twenty-five persons (includinga U.S. Army advisor) and
wounding twenty-nine others. The convoy had not asked for air cover. In fact,
neither 111 Corps nor Field Command had known that the column was on the
road. The request for air support came one and one-half hours after the fighting
erupted. By then the guerrillas had long been gone.*

General Anthis emphasized to MACV the advantages of air cover for
convoys and rail movements. Not only would tactical air enhance security, it
would also absorb Vietnamese and Farm Gate sorties currently unused. At
General Harkins’ suggestion, President Diem in August directed his army com-
manders to call on the Vietnamese Air Force to protect trains and convoys
conveying arms, ammunition, and other critical cargo.*

The simple presence of the unarmed L-19 often broke up an ambush. On
August 3, two L-19s spied 200 guerrillas lying in wait between Quang Ngai and
Da Nang for an ammunition train headed north. When the planes appeared, the
Viet Cong fled. Later that month, an L-19 stopped the first vehicle of a convoy
just short of an explosive charge.*

In contrast to the 32 requests for convoy escort from January to July 1962,
there were 506 between August and October. Doing most of the train and truck
convoy escort, L-19s flew ahead of the movement and searched for signs of
ambush. They radioed for ground or air reinforcement as required. Except for
the compulsory combat air cover for high-priority cargoes, tactical aircraft
selected to escort usually stayed on ground alert. The combination of planes
devoted to this duty constituted about ten percent of the total tactical air effort.
Convoys would have incurred less damage, had they kept travel to days and
hours when aircraft were on hand to afford cover and protection. The technique
was effective. From July on, no train or convoy escorted by air ran into ambush
for several months. *

Helicopter assault operations proved more complex than train or convoy
escort. On August 30, 1 Corps mounted an air-ground operation fifty-five miles
south of Da Nang. Plans envisioned ten Vietnamese H-34s and twelve U.S.
Army H-21s to lift two hundred rangers and two hundred Special Forces troops
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to the battle area. Four T-28s would fly helicopter escort while four AD-6s, four
T-28s, and one B-26 readied the landing zone. A CV-2 Caribou out of Da Nang
was to be the airborne command post. The 1 Corps air liaison officer, Lt. Col.
Byron R. Kalin, pointed out in vain that the Caribou lacked the fuel capacity for
orbiting during the whole operation. The plane would have to returnto Da Nang
for refueling.

Early on D-day, six C-123s ferried two hundred Vietnamese troops from Da
Nang to Quang Ngai to join the others. The Caribou command post checked the
weather in the battle area and signaled for the first heli-lift of two hundred troops.
The strike planes made their prelanding attacks but, by the time the helicopters
came, fog had rolled into some of the landing areas. The Caribou sent the
helicopters back to Quang Ngai. When the fog lifted, the Caribou called for the
mission to continue. Although the four T-28s escorting the helicopters completed
another prelanding strike, the Viet Cong opened up on the choppers with sharp
fire. A damaged H-21 escaped to an emergency landing area. After the crew was
rescued, a T-28 destroyed the craft to avert its capture.

Subsequent to the safe landing of a second wave of helicopters, the Caribou
needed to go to Da Nang for refueling. While it was away for over an hour,
orbiting fighters relayed messages to the commander. But he was out of direct
contact with his troops.

The fighting on the ground was inconclusive, and in mid-afternoon helicop-
ters began extracting the forces. As the last chopper left the scene, the Viet Cong
opened fire, downing another H-21. The wounded crewmen were rescued, and a
T-28 shattered the copter on the ground.*

Why were the T-28s unable to suppress the Viet Cong fire? The Caribou’s
limited communications for directing fighters and ground troops were frequently
interrupted for one reason or other. Target marking was poor. An American
forward air controller flew an L-19 over the area for three hours at 2,000 feet. His
Vietnamese observer marked just one target, the smoke bomb missing by 3,000
feet. Lastly, the delay between the prelanding strikes and the first helicopter
landing had likely alerted the Viet Cong.*

At Da Nang on September 22, the 2d Division commander planned a
heliborne attack to begin on the 24th. The six Vietnamese T-28s on station could
not muster the firepower for the air support required. Delayed until fresh aircraft
arrived, the operation went on September 26. By then, the Viet Cong had slipped
away.”

The growing accuracy of Viet Cong ground fire against aircraft caused
concern among USAF officers. The toll of Farm Gate planes shot down
mounted — a T-28 on August 28, 1962, a U-10 on October 17, and a low-flying
B-26 on November 5. Other aircraft were damaged. Following a night napalm
strike, Lt. Col. Miles M. Doyle nursed his B-26 home after losing an engine to
.30-caliber rounds. To silence enemy gunners, the Farm Gate commander
ordered his pilots to strafe while delivering ordnance at low levels.*

Army pilots of armed helicopters were optimistic about the defensive
abilities of the UH-1. The chopper carried two eight-tube 2.75-inch rocket
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pods and two .30-caliber machineguns (each mounted on a landing skid).
General Anthis continued to plead for the UH-1 and other U.S. Army aircraft
to go under the tactical air control system. Meanwhile, the Army used the
gunships for firepower formerly furnished by artillery, explaining that the
UHIs supplemented rather than replaced strike aircraft.’!

A vital adjunct to interdiction and close support was air reconnaissance, and
MAAG in April 1962 had projected a program for the Vietnamese. Its center-
piece was the transfer to them of four RT-33 photo jets. Since the State
Department did not at first object to the transfer, Thirteenth Air Force made
ready to train pilots for the planes. Next, MAAG formally asked for the RT-33s
together with three RC-47s and fourteen RT-28s. The RC-47s would get photo
coverage under way at once, and small Vietnamese photo processing cells at
Pleiku and Da Nang could supplement the American facility at Tan Son Nhut.

Examining the proposal in June, CINCPAC recommended that three
camera-equipped C-47s be secured, one for each corps; two Able Mable RF-101s
be completely committed to missions in Vietnam; a Vietnamese photo processing
cell be opened at Tan Son Nhut; and an austere USAF reconnaissance technical
squadron be set up in Saigon for detailed photo interpretation and target
production for all of Southeast Asia.>

At the Secretary of Defense Conference in Hawaii on July 23, 1962,
Admiral Felt spoke out strongly for giving the Vietnamese RT-33 photo jets. Mr.
McNamara was negative because of the Geneva accords, and he questioned the
superiority of the RT-33 over conventional aircraft. General Harkins favored the
photo jets but suggested a compromise — bring two USAF RF-101s to Vietnam
and furnish the Vietnamese RC47s and RT-28Bs. Two weeks later, Admiral Felt
urged the Joint Chiefs to approve the RT-33s as superior reconnaissance planes
needed for intelligence. He noted that the Army had sent some jet turbine-
powered UH-1A helicopters to Vietnam. The admiral opposed RC-47s because
in Laos they were vulnerable to ground fire. He thought it difficult and expensive
to modify the RT-28 into a camera plane that at best would have moderate
performance. ™

The State Department now strenuously opposed jet photo planes for the
Vietnamese on political grounds. And Secretary McNamara remained uncon-
vinced that Admiral Felt had made his case. Although the RT-33s stayed in the
Military Assistance Program, three camera-equipped RC-47s and eighteen RT-
28s arrived to buttress reconnaissance. At Tan Son Nhut the Vietnamese acti-
vated the 716th Composite Reconnaissance Squadron. It accepted two C-45
photo aircraft, one having a six-inch and the other a twelve-inch vertical camera.
While awaiting more planes, pilots of the 716th Squadron flew strike missions in
T-28s. Not until mid-1964 would the Vietnamese attain a fully operational
reconnaissance program. Meantime, the Air Force’s 13th Reconnaisance Tech-
nical Squadron (thirteen officers and eighty-four airmen) would be formed at
Tan Son Nhut.*

Until the Vietnamese could do their own air reconnaissance, Able Mable
RF-101s were for a while deployed to Saigon. In July 1962 the Geneva agreement
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suspended aerial reconnaissance over Laos, and by October Able Mable was
flying about eighty-eight percent of its sorties over Vietnam. This sparked the
move in December of all four RF-101s to Tan Son Nhut, where they continued to
fly 2.8 sorties a day. Flying from Vietnam rather than Thailand widely expanded
the total photo coverage per sortie.*

Detecting the Viet Cong from the air demanded night and infrared photog-
raphy, side-looking airborne radar, and infrared “snooper scope” techniques.
Most of these methods were still in development. In April 1962 MACYV had
secured two RB-26C night photo aircraft for Farm Gate, the planes reaching
Bien Hoa in May.*® During the last half of 1962, they gave good service in the
face of obstacles. Flash-illuminant cartridges were in short supply. Reflections
from flooded rice paddies blurred night photos. A ground accident on October
20 put one RB-26C permanently out of action.”

The coming of the Army’s 23d Special Air Warfare Detachment to Nha
Trang in September 1962 reinforced reconnaissance. The detachment had six
OV-1 Mohawk turboprop observation aircraft, rigged with cameras and .50-
caliber machineguns. It further featured two portable laboratories to process
photographs at division headquarters and at remote locations. Split into teams of
two, the OV-Is assumed direct support of Vietnamese ground units. The
Mohawks flew mostly visual and photo reconnaissance, but carried Vietnamese
observers who could approve targets. ™

General Anthis still felt it foolish to give aircraft to ground unit command-
ers. When he protested to General Harkins, the reply was, “We must all be
objective.” A USAF forward air controller with the 23d Division at Ban Me
Thuot noted in November that the Mohawk detachment could make a nine-hour
delivery on photo requests, compared to the normal USAF time of seven days.
Apprised of this, Anthis could only hope that the U.S. Air Force might not lose
assigned roles and missions because of a failure to provide resources to perform
them. Even with RF-101s flying from Tan Son Nhut and the photo processing
cell working at peak efficiency, photo delivery took from three and one-half to
more than five hours. The local Mohawks could deliver emergency photo
requests within two to three hours.”

Admiral Felt pondered the status of the O V-1s. Was their local employment
an economical use of force? Or did their presence ignore the basic U.S. policy of
having Americans train the Vietnamese instead of fighting their war for them?
Yet General Harkins cited the excellent results chalked up by Mohawks, and on
December 14 asked for four more. Like the helicopter gunships, Harkins
explained, the OV-ls complemented but did not compete with USAF air
power.®

Nevertheless, by December 1962 the Army had 199 aircraft in Vietnam, the
Air Force 61; there were eight Army generals, three Air Force. As the USAF
director of plans noted:

[t may be improper to say we are at war with the Army. However, we believe that if the
Army efforts are successful, they may have a long term adverse effect in the U.S.

military posture that could be more important than the battle presently being waged
with the Viet Cong.%!

148



AIR OPERATIONS, 1962

Both Army and Vietnamese Air Force aircraft remained outside the
tactical air control system. As early as May 1962, Brig. Gen. Stephen D.
McElroy, Thirteenth Air Force vice commander, commented on the situation to
General Anthis. Air Force T-28s flew combat while Vietnamese T-28s were on
the ground. Army helicopters made combat lifts while Vietnamese H-34s were
unused, unreported, or transporting passengers. In response, Anthis acknowl-
edged this “sensitive subject.” “Progress,” he said, “can only be measured in small
units” — meaning inches.*

A team from the Royal Australian Air Force noticed the same condition.
The Vietnamese Air Force (along with the navy) did not perform up to its full
potential. Perhaps this was due to the absence of proper representation at senior
military levels. Hence there was no joint planning as practiced in more sophisti-
cated armed services, and air force “views and requirements receive little
consideration,”®

In June 1962 the forty-nine Vietnamese strike aircraft flew but 412 of the
1,029 sorties of which they were capable. Too few flight leaders, no desire to fly
combat, and scarce targets were the causes. Flying fell off markedly during
weekends, siesta hours, nights, and bad weather. At any rate, the picture was not
entirely dismal — the 412 sorties in June were a decided improvement over the
150 in January.t4

The signs were mixed as 1962 closed. But it was unmistakably clear that the
Republic of Vietnam, so shaky at the start of the year, had not collapsed. Even
more encouraging was the attitude of the National Liberation Front, Hanoi’s
political structure in South Vietnam. Its press release in July 1962 called for the
creation of a neutral state much like Laos. Was Hanoi thinking of abandoning
the effort to unify Vietnam by force? And what was the meaning of Ho Chi
Minh’s quoted statement praising Diem’s patriotism? In 1959 Ho had predicted
the defeat of South Vietnam in a year. In September 1962 he began saying that
victory might take fifteen to twenty years. Was he concerned that the Americans
might bomb North Vietnam?65

The war against the Viet Cong, President Diem informed the National
Assembly on October 9, had taken an “incontestable turn” for the better. Later
that month, Admiral Felt and Ambassador Nolting bolstered Diem by assuring
him that the American resolve to resist communism in Vietnam would not
weaken. 60

Obviously, then, the step-up in U.S. support for Vietnam that had started
late in 1961 seemed to be working.
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XIV. Ap Bac and Related
Matters

American support arrested many adverse trends in Vietnam, and by May
1962 Secretary of Defense McNamara was looking ahead to the end of the
counterinsurgency. As he said at his conference in Honolulu, the Military
Assistance Program for Vietnam would then be somewhere between $50 million
and $75 million a year.! McNamara was hoping to phase out the war in Vietnam
and in the near future to send home major U.S. combat, advisory, and logistic
activities. No doubt heartened by the signing of a new agreement on Laos, he
directed General Harkins, MACYV commander, to draw up a program. The plan
would prepare Vietnamese armed forces to fight and win the war themselves, so
that a systematic withdrawal of American forces could be geared to the headway
made.

“Six months ago,” said the Defense secretary, “we had practically nothing
and we have made tremendous progress to date. However, we have been
concentrating on short term crash-type actions and now must look ahead to a
carefully conceived long-range program.” He then asked how long it would take
to eliminate the Viet Cong as a “disturbing force.” General Harkins replied,
“About one year from the time that we are able to get . . . [the Vietnamese] fully
operational and really pressing the VC in all areas.”

Assuming that it would take about three years to bring the Viet Cong “under
control,” the Secretary directed Harkins to plan on this basis. Besides training the
Vietnamese to manage the war themselves, Harkins was to arrange a turnover of
materiel to them. “The objective,” McNamara said, "is to give SVN an adequate
military capability without the need for special U.S. military assistance.™

The size of the American contributions was substantial. By mid-August
there would be 11,412 U.S. personnel in Vietnam—2,282 Air Force, 7,946 Army,
643 Navy, and 541 Marine Corps. Of the $767 million in materiel programmed
since 1956, more than $600 million had been delivered. Airfields refurbished, or
set to be, included Tan Son Nhut, Bien Hoa, Pleiku, Nha Trang, Da Nang, Qui
Nhon, Ban Me Thuot, Hue, and Tuy Hoa. A like upgrading of land and naval
facilities was underway. The Military Assistance Program, subject to congres-
sional approval, called for $177 million in fiscal year 1962 and $167 million the
next year. Over and above these totals, the United States had given Vietnam over
$1.5 billion for roads, railways, electric lines, water, communications, hospitals,
and schools.?

U.S. advisors operated from Joint General Staff to battalion level, and some
worked with province chiefs and training centers. Farm Gate had trained and
certified sufficient Vietnamese crews to man a second fighter squadron that flew
missions out of Nha Trang. The Air Staff had approved sending four L-28s to
Farm Gate for forward air controller duty. Two more glass-nosed B-26s were on
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hand for reconnaissance. Mule Train was supplied a second C-123 squadron to
achieve the quick reaction General LeMay desired.*

Ignoring these hopeful signs, LeMay remained skeptical. The Air Force
chief’s disagreement with the war strategy was widely known among the top U.S.
leaders, and Admiral Felt allyded to it at the May Secretary of Defense Confer-
ence. General O’Donnell, PACAF commander in chief, was disappointed with
the emphasis on politics and economics at the conference. So many civilians were
there that he could not make his points. Instead of preparing for victory in three
years, he wanted to urge actions at once—*“better utilization of available air in
South Vietnam, improved air lift management, and . . .[a] three-star slot for the
Air Force deputy” to Harkins.3

General Anthis told the conferees that the basic stumbling block to expand-
ing the Vietnamese Air Force—a precondition to removing USAF elements—
was the shortage of pilots. There was no debate on this.®

What mattered was that McNamara had set 1965 as the planning date for
ending U.S. involvement in Vietnam and Harkins needed to make it possible.

By September MACV prepared a National Campaign Plan as a guide.
After briefing Mr. McNamara in October, General Harkins presented the plan to
the Joint General Staff and the Vietnamese president. Diem informally approved
the blueprint in principle, and on November 26 did so formally, No immediate
implementation followed, but rather a discussion of when execution should
begin. Not really a series of maneuvers, the plan was more an organizational and
conceptual framework, a setting for the process of rooting out the guerrillas. A
key provision was the restructuring of the Vietnamese armed forces. This would
deprive provincial chiefs of control over paramilitary forces in their areas, and of
their freedom to appeal directly to Diem. Placing the paramilitary forces
squarely in the military chain of command would do away with the provincial
chiefs’ private armies.

CINCPAC harbored reservations as to the costs and the ability of the
Vietnamese to train sufficient personnel in time, and MACYV revised the plan in
December 1962 and again in early 1963. The plan’s intelligence annex contained
merely territorial data and a map of what MACYV thought were the Viet Cong
tactical zones and secret bases. Missing was an enemy order of battle. The Joint
Chiefs nevertheless approved the plan on March 4, 1963. They recognized that
success hinged on the “parallel development of many mutual supporting” pro-
grams, meant to lead ninety percent of the native population to identify with the
Diem government. The trouble was that many programs lay outside the military
sphere. Civilian agencies were to work on political, economic, and social prob-
lems, and much would rest on additional deficit spending by the Vietnamese
government. There were no doubts expressed on Diem’s administration or the
course of the war. The Air Staff, however, wondered where the government
could find enough trainees to fill the pilot spaces.”

These seemed to be mere details. More to the point was Admiral Felt’s
comment that Diem had “finally delegated operational authority” to his military
commanders.?
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The National Campaign Plan called for nine regular divisions plus other
Vietnamese units—a total ground combat force of about fifty-one divisions.
Operating under four autonomous corps tactical zone field commanders, these
troops were to decimate local Viet Cong elements, cut off replacements, and
destroy supply, communications, control, and support facilities. The commu-
nists would first be hemmed into specific areas. Next would come a general
offensive to annihilate them by simultaneous “explosion” operations in the four
corps zones. This explosion of effort was supposed to drive the Viet Cong out of
the country within a year.

“Sounds reminiscent of Korea, of course,” someone said, referring to
General McArthur’s famous communique, “out of the trenches by Christmas.”
General Weede, MACYV chief of staff, estimated that the “military effort to at
least drive VC underground should be concluded in one to two years. It would
then be up to GVN [Government of Vietnam] to take over to win minds of
people, improve economy, conduct civic action, etc.” According to General
Harkins, the plan could eliminate the Viet Cong as early as 1963. President Diem
apparently believed so too, but later would feel that the strategic hamlet program
first had to be completed. This could not be done before the spring of 1964.°

Diem reorganized the military. Inactivating the central Field Command, he
divided Vietnam into four corps tactical zones, created the new 1V Corps in the
Mekong Delta with headquarters at Can Tho, and established the Capital
Muilitary District around Saigon. The corps tactical zone commanders would be
given greater responsibilities. They were to exercise operational control not only
over their ground forces but over supporting Vietnamese Air Force elements as
well.10

Exactly what control the 2d Air Division commander was to have over air
operations was unstated, but General Anthis protested placing air power in the
hands of the corps commanders. He wanted as always a strong tactical air
control system.!!

A related issue was how to compute the air requirements for the “explosion”
ground operations. Preliminary estimates showed a doubled strike sortie rate
along with an upturn in calls for reconnaissance, target spotting and identifica-
tion, and aerial resupply. How much and how fast the Vietnamese Air Force
could be expanded was the central question.!2

General Rowland, chief of the MAAG Air Force Section, outlined an
ambitious program. Besides a second AD-6fighter squadron in fiscal year 1964,
he projected two more fighter squadrons in fiscal year 1966. Both would be
equipped with the Northrop N-156 light jet fighter (later designated the F-5
Freedom Fighter). Rowland envisioned the replacement of the T-28s in one
squadron and the A-1Hs inanother with F-5s sometime between 1966 and 1968.
He called for a total of nine L-19 liaison squadrons (one for each regular ground
division) and four helicopter squadrons. He visualized air reconnaissance
handled by a squadron of four RT-33s and eighteen RT-28s. Air transport would
be performed by a single squadron of C-47s during fiscal year 1965 and by two

153



THE ADVISORY YEARS

Il CORPS
AREA

Iii CORPS
AREA

SPECIAL CAPITAL
DISTRICT

ARVN CORPS AREAS
(Until November 1962)

C-123 squadrons, one each in 1965 and 1968. This program was eventually
trimmed. The nine liaison squadrons, for example, were cut to four.!

Rowland also pointed out the advantages of pilot training in Vietnam. In
October a detachment of the Air Training Command was scheduled for move-
ment, to open an H-19 helicopter pilot training program at Tan Son Nhut. Two
months later, a second detachment was dispatched to give liaison pilot training at
Nha Trang.!4

To meet the rise in air requirements envisaged by the National Campaign
Plan, General Anthis in October and November 1962 asked for these new
squadrons: one T-28 (25 aircraft), one B-26 (25 planes), a third C-123 (at least),
two RF-101, two RB-26, and three liaison. Anthis justified the liaison units on
several grounds. General Rowland’s program had been whittled down, a current
shortage of forward air control craft had delayed or aeferred many strike
missions, and a step-up in visual reconnaissance and convoy cover could be
foreseen.!’

The MACYV J-4 set forth airlift requirements in support of the National
Campaign Plan. His ideas of “wkolesale” and “retail” operations resembled
Army thinking. He specified sealift to five port areas, then C-123 lift to various
airfields where U-1 Otters, CV-2 Caribous, and helicopters working with the
corps were to pick up the cargo for ultimate delivery. He estimated having to
move 36,000 short tons per month by air (4.3 million ton miles of airlift). This was
almost twice the capacity of the two C-123 squadrons and the CV-2 company
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already in Vietnam. In December General Harkins requested two more C-123
squadrons (thirty-two aircraft) and an additional CV-2 company (sixteen planes)
for arrival in the first three months of 1963.16

At first the Civilian Irregular Defense Group program was managed out of
the American Embassy by the CIA. Later the program went under MACV and
the U.S. Army Special Forces (Provisional), formed at Nha Trang on September
15, 1962. Working through the tactical air control system and the air operations
center, Farm Gate had serviced these units. While General Anthis wished to
continue the practice, General Harkins preferred to give the Special Forces their
own organic airlift and fire support—a miniature tactical air force. Harkins was
thinking of setting aside four L-20s or L-28s for liaison, four CV-2 Caribous for
airlift, and twelve UH-1 armed helicopters and four OV-1 Mohawks for strikes.
These craft were to be controlled by the Special Forces commander at Nha
Trang.

General Anthis dissented on the ground that the twenty-four aircraft would
displace the Vietnamese planes at Nha Trang. He remarked that every ground
unit could not have “its own separate air force.” Admiral Felt ruled in favor of
central control of air support. He expressly said that he would allow no assign-
ment of air power direct to the Vietnamese irregulars or to the U.S. Special
Forces. Harkins next proposed to use Air America contract airlift for this
purpose. In the end, a compromise was arranged. The Mohawks and Caribous
disappeared from the proposal. With Defense Secretary McNamara’s approval,
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the Secretaries of the Army and Air Force sent twelve nonorganic helicopters
and four liaison planes to Vietnam for the Special Forces, to enable team chiefs
to visit remote and otherwise inaccessible posts. Harkins agreed to use the other
craft within the tactical air control system. But in December and over Felt’s
objections, he withdrew the four Army Caribou transports from the Southeast
Asia Military Airlift System and committed them to direct support of the Special
Forces.!”

Preliminary “explosion” operations got under way in late October 1962.
Ranger forces gathered for a penetration into Viet Cong Zone D in Phuoc Long,
Binh Long, and Phuoc Thanh Provinces (called a Special Tactical Zone). In spite
of poor weather and deficient target marking, AD-6s on November 20 conducted
prelanding bombardment. Five Mule Train C-123s and twelve Vietnamese C-47s
dropped five hundred paratroopers at a site selected as a base camp on the
eastern edge of Zone D. On December 19 troops moved into Zone D, where
double tree-canopy-cover towered to eighty feet. Planes flew eight interdiction
strikes and also close support missions. On the 23d a B-26 dropped napalm, and
onJanuary I, 1963, a B-26 and two T-28s attacked with general purpose bombs,
Results in this thickly forested but fairly dry terrain turned out better than
expected. An Army advisor who visited four interdiction targets found proof of a
hasty enemy retreat. Rockets and .50-caliber rounds had pierced the jungle
canopy, and 500-pound bombs had smashed trees to scatter lethal wood frag-
ments. There were ten fresh Viet Cong graves. In three weeks the rangers killed
sixty-two Viet Cong and took ten prisoners, at a cost of twelve killed and
sixty-eight wounded.'®

When a report revealed a large Viet Cong assembly east of the city of Tay
Ninh in northern Tay Ninh Province, 111 Corps hurriedly launched a three-day
heliborne assault by the 5th Division on December 19. The size of the enemy
force was overstated but the troops caught three Viet Cong. The prisoners gave
the locations, functions, and staffing of twelve headquarters of the National
Liberation Front. After special agents verified this information, 111 Corps asked
the Joint General Staff to authorize a three-day strike against the headquarters.
Most of the twelve lay within ten miles of the Cambodian border, too close in the
opinion of Americans. The Joint General Staff disapproved the air attacks, but
President Diem considered the chance too attractive. He set the operation for
January 2, 1963.

The operation was planned to kick off with a heavy hour-long air attack
against nine targets most distant from the border. Some delayed-action bombs
would be used. Next was to be a drop of 1,250 paratroops and a helicopter
landing of a ranger battalion, covered by “light strafing attacks.” The fighters
would fly airborne alert from daybreak to dark, with C-47s helping out through
the night. President Diem wanted American pilots to keep an eye on Vietnamese
troops, and prevent them from straying across the border into Cambodia. So
that advance reconnaissance flights would not warn the enemy, key commanders
flew over the terrain in a C-123.
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The entire force of twenty-six Vietnamese AD-6s and Farm Gate’s sixteen
B-26s and twenty-four T-28s at Bien Hoa engaged in the operation. Their
day-long support was called “splendid.” The paratroopers and rangers suffered
nine casualties but killed seventy-six Viet Cong and captured individual weapons
and documents. Early assessments based on prisoner of war interrogations and
on an intercepted Viet Cong radio message credited the air strikes with killing
about four hundred persons. Later information coming from Cambodia raised
the number to between eight hundred and one thousand. American observers
praised the operation as the most successful ever undertaken in 111 Corps,
terming it an intelligent use of tactical air support.!?

Overshadowing these encouraging successes was the failure near the village
of Ap Bacin IV Corps. Ap Bacinvolved the 7th Division, reputed to have killed
more Viet Cong in the Mekong Delta than any other division. So well had the 7th
performed in the important Plain of Reeds that it appeared to have wrested
control from the communists. The enemy leaders seemed on the point of pulling
back their regular units to sanctuary bases.

Late in December 1962, intelligence pinpointed a Viet Cong radio in a
relatively out-of-reach area near Ap Bac. The village was situated ina complex of
hamlets thirty-five miles southwest of Saigon and around fifteen miles northwest
of the 7th Division command post at My Tho, capital of Dinh Tuong Province.
In this rice-growing delta region, canals, dikes, and dirt roads channeled move-
ment. Villages and tree lines offered cover and concealment to defenders. Soft
fertile earth made digging foxholes easy, and paddies gave good fields of fire.
Nearly a company of Viet Cong troops was suspected to be in position to protect
the radio, which was supposed to transmit for the Viet Cong Central Office for
South Vietnam. On December 29 the newly appointed 7th Division commander
decided to knock out this prize.

He selected two battalions from different regiments, a company of mech-
anized infantry in M-113 amphibious armored personnel carriers, a ranger
company, and three battalions of artillery (two of 105-mm and one of 155-mm
howitzers). A paramilitary provincial force of three battalions would help out.
The division commander planned heliborne landings north and west of Ap Bac,
these troops to sweep south and meet the M-113s rolling north. Lt. Col. John P.
Vann, senior U.S. Army advisor, wished to start the operation at once to avert
intelligence leaks. He suggested December 31 at the latest, but helicopters were
not to be had before January 2, 1963.

Maj. Herbert L. Prevost, a USAF air liaison officer first learned of the
operation on December 30. He readied a plan for strike aircraft support, but
discovered on the 31st that all available aircraft would be supporting the opera-
tion in northern Tay Ninh Province. The U.S. Army 93d Helicopter Company
nonetheless agreed to go ahead with the helicopter landings. It furnished ten
transport helicopters plus one UH-1B and four HU-1A helicopter gunships
(armed with rockets and machineguns) to fly cover and fire-support missions. At
the final briefing on January 1 Major Prevost accented the absence of fighter
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support. Perhaps, he suggested, the air operations center would respond to
emergency strike requests. He alerted the center to the possibility.

The provincial troops deployed at 0630 on the 2d of January, and the
operation commenced shortly thereafter. Instead of meeting a Viet Cong com-
pany near Ap Bac, 7th Division ran into a battalion. Armed with heavy machine-
guns, automatic rifles, and 60-mm mortars, the foe was dug in under the tree lines
bordering the helicopter landing zones. The first three helicopter lifts from Tan
Hiep airfield landed safely, but during the landing of the fourth an H-21 was
downed by enemy fire. The UH-1 gunships sought in vain to suppress the ground
fire. They used up 8,400 rounds of .30-caliber and 7.62-mm machinegun ammu-
nition along with one hundred 2.75-inch rockets. An H-21 trying to rescue the
crew of the downed helicopter was shot out of the sky, and a UH-1B was disabled
and it crashed. Two other damaged H-21s made it back to Tan Hiep.

At 1005 a Vietnamese L-19 over Ap Bac radioed the air operations center
for help. The center diverted two AD-6s armed for strafing and they arrived at
1035. Afterwards the center kept B-26s and T-28s, also armed for strafing,
continuously active in the Ap Bac area. These planes failed to quiet the enemy
guns. Not until the arrival of a Farm Gate B-26 at 1540 did things look up. This
aircraft’s repeated runs with napalm, bombs, rockets, and guns broke the Viet
Cong defensive position near the village.

By then the communists had won the battle. They pinned down the heli-
borne forces, and put the armored company out of action by focusing fire on the
gunners of the personnel carriers. (The gunners were exposed from the waist up.)

The IV Corps commander and the senior U.S. Army advisor, Col. Daniel B.
Porter, Jr., had reached Tan Hiep at noon. They suggested a paratrooper drop
east of Ap Bac to block Viet Cong escape routes. The division commander and
Colonel Vann agreed, and that afternoon the Joint General Staff chose three
paratrooper companies from nearby Tan Son Nhut. Boarding six C-123s, 319
troops floated down close to Ap Bac at 1815. Because their drop zone placed
them west rather than east of the village, they were in no position to stem the
enemy retreat.

During the night separate Vietnamese units engaged in firefights with one
another while the Viet Cong battalion escaped with its wounded and all but four
of its dead. As regular troops moved cautiously into Ap Bac the next day,
advance elements came under the fire of friendly mortars. Five men were killed
and fourteen wounded.

The final reckoning was sixty-five Vietnamese and three Americans killed,
one hundred Vietnamese and six U.S. advisors wounded; fourteen helicopters hit
by enemy fire and five shot down. The Vietnamese captured two Viet Cong,
found four bodies, and killed an estimated one hundred enemy. Afterwards the
Viet Cong admitted eighteen killed, thirty-three wounded, three missing, plus
twenty-nine civilians killed. Clearly the combat had been poorly managed and
poorly fought. The Vietnamese and Americans lost in prestige and in reputation
for power. Colonel Vann subsequently suggested that several Vietnamese officers
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should be relieved of command. He spoke bitterly to newsmen of wrong deci-
sions during the battle.20

On General Harkin’s orders, the Vietnamese Joint Operations Evaluaton
Group came up with the reasons for the Ap Bac defeat. There had been no prior
air-ground planning and no fighter escort for cover. When Vietnamese Air Force
and Farm Gate strike aircraft were diverted to Ap Bac, the crews did not know
the local situation. Communications between friendly forces had been deficient
and no fire support coordination center existed. Armed H-21s had tried to rescue
downed crews before Viet Cong fire was silenced. Paratroopers dropped shortly
before nightfall had been improperly loaded and briefed. They had fought
friendly troops. Without waiting for the formal report, Harkins asked the
Vietnamese to relieve two commanders.2!

To Admiral Felt the unescorted helicopter operation at Ap Bac was wrong.
Visiting Vietnam, he spoke with Diem and senior Vietnamese and American
officials. He told Harkins, “Experience has taught us that the VC are not
surprised by helicopter landings and are able to ambush helicopters.” Felt could
“not understand” how commanders could ignore “the fundamentals of warfare”
by failing to prepare the landing area. He could not conceive how they could have
decided to conduct a key operation when available air support was busy else-
where. It was time that everyone learned that armed “helicopters were no
adequate substitute” for fighter support. All helicopter lifts needed strike aircraft.
When Felt questioned whether MACV was downgrading air activities, General
Harkins explained that there were too few tactical aircraft in Vietnam to cover
every heliborne mission. As a matter of fact, he said, twenty-four operations in
the preceding month had been without air cover.22

General Anthis proposed exact procedures to make certain that Vietnamese
ground commanders and U.S. Army helicopter companies coordinated helicop-
ter assault actions. Only the air operations center could assure that fighters
preceded and protected every heliborne landing. The Vietnamese Air Force
could furnish corps commanders with strafing, close air support, reconnaissance,
photography, and airlift. But centralized control over all air power guaranteed
fast emergency reaction.??

That each corps commander wielded virtually absolute control over air
power within his boundaries led to peculiar situations. In January 1963, for
example, air interdiction was out of the question in IV Corps. The corps
commander simply refused such missions to avoid political repercussions if
noncombatants were accidentally killed or wounded. On the 2d of January the |
Corps commander ordered no strikes to be flown without his personal approval.
Inasmuch as he was often away from his headquarters at Da Nang, it was usually
impossible to fill requests from the field for immediate help. Later that year, a
new | Corps commander used the Vietnamese C-47 flareships as his personal
transports. He assigned helicopters and liaison planes to divisions and task forces
permanently rather than in line with mission needs. The Joint General Staff
required no advance notice from corps on operations being planned and exe-
cuted, unless the commander wanted more aircraft from Saigon. Given these
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conditions, a well-coordinated countrywide air campaign against the Viet Cong
was unthinkable.24

Also impeding well-integrated air operations was the U.S. Army practice of
making aviation units an integral part of the ground forces. The bitterness of the
roles-and-missions argument spilled over when General Anthis several months
later pinned the failure at Ap Bac on the Army’s air concepts. He dubbed the
Army “a customer that is also a competitor.” Seeing “the spectre of more Ap
Bac’s to come,” he said that .

in some ways it would be better if the Army suffered a few relatively minor reverses at
this time. Certainly it would be better if their concept of close air support were
discredited now in a relatively inexpensive way than to wait for the ultimate catas-
trophe their concept must lead us to at a time and place where we will not have the
elasticity we presently enjoy.2
Admiral Felt also believed that the air operations center and the airlift
coordinating board had to be “fully exploited” for combined and joint ground
and air operations. He judged this the way to make best use of limited air
resources and facilities. “Until the Army air effort joins the club,” General
O’Donnell stated, “with the intent to cooperate wholeheartedly in the achieve-
ment of valid operational objectives, there will not be unity in the air effort.”2¢

The USAF element of Strike Command, a joint readiness force in the
United States, proposed a return to World War 1I organizational procedures.
That is, the Air Force would own and man air request communications down to
Army battalion level. To expand communications for air liaison officers and
forward air controllers, the Air Staff furnished 2d Air Division with twenty
contingency teams. Each consisted of an airman operator and a commercial
KWM-2A single-sideband “suitcase” radio. Although messages were speeded to
the air operations center, there were too few teams to go around. General Anthis
eventually suggested setting up an air request net within the Vietnamese ground
forces.?’

General O’Donnell felt sure that the tactical air control system had proved
its worth in the battle for Ap Bac. After all it had diverted planes to aid
Vietnamese troops at a critical time. With an air request net, he suggested, the
system would be flexible enough to support the decentralized National Cam-
paign Plan. General Harkins disagreed. He said geography and imperfect com-
munications ruled out direct centralized control of the total air effort. Better, he
thought, to commit teams of Vietnamese and USAF strike aircraft to the corps
tactical zones and under their control. Harkins said the main function of the joint
operations center was to redistribute planes among the several zones according to
the tempo of local operations.28

These and other factors induced MACYV in March to form a Flight Service
Center and Network at Tan Son Nhut to which every military flight would
report. General Harkins sought by this action to satisfy in part Admiral Felt’s
wish for General Anthis, the MACYV air component commander, to possess
complete “coordinating authority” over air operations in Vietnam.
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Seeking to settle the matter once and for all, Admiral Feit compromised. He
asked Harkins to operate USAF aircraft in Vietnam under the tactical air control
system. The air operations center was to assign or allocate aircraft to the control
of the tactical corps for fixed periods. Felt also requested Harkins to bring U.S.
Army aviation units under the control system. Placing air operations under
centralized control would prevent mutual interference, facilitate flight following,
simplify air defense identification problems, and upgrade combat support.?®

General Harkins responded that the tactical air control system had not the
communications for precise coordination. In July he gave the MACYV J-3 Army
air operations section general supervision over U.S. Marine Corps and U.S.
Army aviation. He designated the Marine Corps headquartersin I Corps and the
Army aviation battalion headquarters in the other corps zones to direct their air
operations. General Anthis protested the arrangement, saying it would create
two and perhaps five separate air control systems—and separate air wars—
within Vietnam. Harkins replied, “Let’s give these things a three or four month
trial.” He promised to change the setup if it failed to work.3

The controversy reflected an overall decentralization. After Michael V.
Forrestal of the White House staff and Roger Hilsman of the State Department
visited Vietnam in December 1962, they criticized the “elaborate, set-piece”
military operations and the use of air power. Too many people, they informed
President Kennedy, were managing the American effort. There was no overall
direction. They recommended a single strong executive—possibly -a general,
preferably a civilian (an ambassador)—to dominate all departments and agen-
cies in the country and to give a single thrust to the multiple activities.3!

The USAF directorate of plans drafted a position paper for possible use by
General LeMay at the Joint Chiefs meeting of January 7, 1963. According to the
paper, the situation was of the “greatest concern,” even though many U.S.
programs enjoyed a long leadtime. “But when 1 see the Viet Cong continue to
grow in strength, 1 can only assume that WEARE NOT WINNING.” Army and
Air Force doctrinal disputes ought to be taken out of Vietnam. CINCPAC’s
requests should receive prompt attention. Harkins was in need of the “best
possible advice” through an Air Force deputy, and Anthis should manage all air
operations. The major political obstacle of the war was Diem’s failure to secure
the real support and backing of his people. The major military obstacle was
trying to erase the guerrillas in the face of a seemingly endless stream of
replacements. Needed were greater U.S. air power until the Vietnamese Air
Force could go it alone, in-country pilot training of Vietnamese, and destruction
of Viet Cong food crops. “We should consider now the application of selected,
measured sanctions against the North Vietnamese.” Actions would range from
infiltrating agents through air bombardment to blockade.32

Whatever was said at the January 7 meeting, the chiefs chose to send Gen.
Earle G. Wheeler, Army Chief of Staff, and a team of senior officers from the
military services to Vietnam. The group’s mission was “to form a military
judgment as to the prospects for a successful conclusion of the conflict within a
reasonable period of time.”3
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The team spent January 14-30 in Vietnam, soon after the battle at Ap Bac.
The members examined the National Campaign Plan and endorsed the concept
of “many small operations with decentralized control,” undertaken “at an accel-
erated pace by each corps, division, and sector commander in his own area.”
They noted with approval that the tempo of small actions was quickening to 450
per month, and they looked for an upsurge in the future. The group was pleased
with what appeared to be adequate coordination of political, economic, and
mulitary matters.

Paying little attention to the battle of Ap Bac, the team heard General
Harkins announce satisfaction with the air organization. His staff needed no
stronger Air Force representation. The OV-1 Mohawks could do more than
reconnaissance. Could they be armed with rockets? Could the rule prohibiting
armed helicopters from returning fire except in self-defense be changed?%

The Joint Chiefs of Staff swiftly authorized U.S. Army helicopters “to
engage clearly identified Viet Cong elements which are considered to be a threat
to the safety of the helicopters and their passengers.” Admiral Felt then permitted
arming the Mohawks with 2.75-inch rockets.36

While the Wheeler team was sympathetic toward augmenting Air Force
units, the civilian leadership in Washington was more concerned with turning the
conflict over to the Vietnamese. On February 2 Hanoi called upon the Interna-
tional Control Commission to eject from Vietnam the USAF units that were
“playing a key role” and causing widespread damage. Secretary of State Rusk
was disturbed. He could hardly prevent American reporters from observing and
writing about U.S. operations. However, he wanted the Embassy and MACV to
release no information on American combat air actions. The United States,
Rusk said, ought not to hand the communists an excuse to escalate hostilities.3’

The U.S. newspapers publicized the authorization for American helicopters
to fire on the enemy. Secretary McNamara refused to comment except to say that
American military personnel were under instructions to fire their weapons only
when their own safety was at stake. Secretary Rusk reiterated, “Our policy
remains that the American role in Vietnam be strictly limited to advisory,
logistic, and training functions.®

*  General Wheeler’s assessment in January 1963 rang with optimism.
The situation in Vietnam, Wheeler said, had been “reoriented, in the space of a
year and a half, from a circumstance of near desperation to a condition where
victory is now a hopeful prospect.” A heartening sign was the steep rise in
American advisory strength from nine hundred at the start of 1962 to more than
three thousand. At first there had been no advisors with battalions, but now there
were over four hundred. In a year the number of advisors helping province chiefs
had grown from two to one hundred or more. Though “we have not given Ho
Chi Minh any evidence that we are prepared to call him to account for helping
keep the insurgency alive,” Wheeler said, “we are winning slowly in the present
thrust.” There was “no compelling reason to change.™

Air Force officers on the team did not quite agree with General Wheeler’s
evaluation. They believed sizable and long-lasting U.S. help a must. The war
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could not be won quickly, nor could it be won finally until the Vietnamese people
got behind the government. This demanded military, political, and economic
actions — “U.S. assistance is vitally engaged in building a country, not in
defending a weak country against superior forces.”™

MACYV intelligence estimates showed that the number of full-time Viet
Cong guerrillas had risen through infiltration and local recruitment to between
twenty-two thousand and twenty-five thousand. Each month about five hundred
stole into Vietnam by way of Laos and Cambodia. Late in January 1963 a
meeting was reportedly held in the Chinese Embassy at Phnom Penh, Cambo-
dia. Representatives of Hanoi, the National Liberation Front, and the Soviets
agreed to add twelve battalions to the Viet Cong. Eight were to be transferred
from Laos and four recruited in Vietnam.?!

To the Viet Cong the battle of Ap Bac was apparently a major turning point
in the war. [tinstilled confidence in their ability to fight American helicopters and
armored vehicles. Enemy leaders took credit for a new tactic — the deliberately
invited battle, described as “wipe-out-enemy-posts-and-annihilate-enemy rein-
forcements.” They would often resort to this tactic in the Mekong Delta, almost
always to good advantage.4?

On the Vietnamese side, there was a lull in military action after Ap Bac.
Admiral Felt believed the calm to have “both visible and hidden meaning.” The
Vietnamese seemed to be in no hurry to launch operations. General Harkins in
February 1963 wrote President Diem, urging him to swiftly exploit the initiative
that his forces seemed to have seized from the foe. “Time and weather,” Harkins
said, “are either for us or against us.” The communists, he added, “must not be
allowed to regroup or rest. We must attack and destroy them. We must hurt them
so badly that they will be forced to apply all their remaining resources merely to
survive.” Otherwise the Viet Cong might “neutralize much of the gain we won at
great cost and effort.”3

But the Ap Bac engagement and American press coverage had damaged
relations with the Diem government. Newspaper accounts of the battle aroused
serious resentment in Vietnamese officials, particularly David Halberstam’s
criticism in the New York Times of Vietnamese performance. Newsmen spread
their belief that U.S. advisors had died while trying to lead Vietnamese troops
who would neither follow nor fight. Embittered Vietnamese leaders complained
that correspondents were interested merely in splashing sensational news on the
front pages when Americans were hurt. Madame Ngo Dinh Nhu recalled the
presidential palace bombing, when she and her children were in grave danger.
She said that U.S. reports revealed solely an “ill-concealed regret that the
bombing had failed in its objective.” The Wheeler report commented on the
“mutual dislike and distrust™ between the Vietnamese government and the
American press. Embarrassed by the news reports of Vietnamese battlefield
misconduct, President Kennedy strove to repair the eroding trust between the
two governments. In his State of the Union Message to Congress on January 14,
he declared that the spearhead of aggression had been blunted in Vietnam.#
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ﬁop ieﬁ) Mai. Ivan L. Slavich briefs Gen. Earle G. Wheeler (center) and Gen. Paul D. Harkins on a rocket
mount of the UH-1B helicopter.

(Top right) An ARVN paratrooper prepares for a jump over Cu Chi.

(Center) TSgt. William W. Cameron instructs Vietnamese airmen in the operation
of the gunsight on a T-28.

(Below) Vietnamese tanks move toward the burning presidential palace after its bombing.
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Signs of dissension and mistrust were all too obvious. Back in November
1962, reports had reached Admiral Felt that Diem was withdrawing more into
seclusion and leaving many decisions to his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu. Both
sometimes regarded the numerous American advisors as an encroachment on
Vietnamese sovereignty. They feared that the cautious U.S. policy in Laos
mirrored a weakening interest in Vietnam. They were upset by Senate Majority
Leader Mike Mansfield’s report in February 1963. It said that after seven years
and four billion dollars of American aid, “the same difficulties remain, if, indeed,
they have not been compounded.” Vietnam was less stable and “more removed
from . . . popularly responsible and responsive government.” Did this fore-
shadow dwindling U.S. support?

The defense minister scored American allegations of hit-or-miss Vietnamese
bombing as a “corrosive influence” on the military effort. American attempts to
help the Government of Vietnam create an intelligence capability were probably
seen by Diem as a threat to his regime. The Minister of Interior resented the
involvement of Americans in the country as a danger to the republic’s internal
politics. President Diem labeled the Special Forces rural aid advisors and the
sector advisors as “particularly irritating.” Even though U.S. economic assist-
ance financed nearly all of the counterinsurgency, Diem objected to American
controls over matching counterpart funds. He called them degrading to Viet-
nam’s independence.*s

In a series of private and public statements during April 1963, Ngo Dinh
Nhu dwelt upon U.S. “infringements” of Vietnamese sovereignty. Aid came, he
said, with too many strings attached. He told CIA Chief John H. Richardson
that it would help if the American presence were reduced anywhere from five
hundred to three or four thousand men. Richardson got the impression that Nhu
feared an emerging U.S. protectorate. Diem, Nhu said, had received many
complaints from subordinates about their American counterparts. Publicly, Nhu
was quoted as demanding the withdrawal of over two thousand U.S. advisors at
lower unit levels. Obviously referring to Ap Bac, he said that some American
casualties had occurred because the advisors were “daredevils” who exposed
themselves needlessly to enemy fire. Taking this statement as a forerunner of
things to come, the Vietnamese Air Force commander alerted his key personnel
to the possible withdrawal of U.S. forces. He warned them to conserve reserves,
prepare to go it alone, and get ready for hard days ahead.*

The Vietnamese government did not officially request a reduction of Ameri-
can personnel, but Nhu’s statements induced a review of U.S. troop levels.
Evidence seemed to favor a lesser commitment of forces. Sir Robert Thompson
in March had reported the government as “beginning to win the shooting war
against the Viet Cong,” due chiefly to the American helicopters. He proposed a
psychological ploy that Admiral Felt passed to the Joint Chiefs by message. “If
things go right by end of 1963,” Felt said, “we should take one thousand military
personnel out of RVN at one time, make big proclamation out of this and
publicize widely. This would show (1) RVN is winning; (2) take steam out of
anti-Diemites; and (3) dramatically illustrate honesty of U.S. intentions.”
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In Aprila U.S. National Intelligence Estimate perceived improvement in the
situation, despite the absence of persuasive signs that the Viet Cong had been
“grievously hurt.” Ambassador Nolting in May depicted relations between
Washington and Saigon as “delicate,” but the political and socioeconomic
conditions were promising. An excellent rice crop brightened the economic
outlook. Completion of about fifty percent of the strategic hamlet program
extended shelter to sixty percent of the people in defended areas. During April
the Vietnamese armed forces took part in nine hundred offensive actions.4’

These hopeful signs encouraged Secretary McNamara at his conference in
Hawaii in May. He said he would remove one thousand Americans from
Vietnam by the end of the year to show that things were going well. He would try
to pull out units in lieu of individuals, and upon departure their equipment would
be turned over the the Vietnamese. The conflict was “not a U.S. war,” and the
United States did not intend to fight it.*8

Since more Americans were still arriving in Vietnam, units and individuals
then en route were to continue their travel. There would be no personnel
increases, however, either temporary or permanent. Each of the armed services
was to take a comparable cut. To hurt operations the least, most of the returnees
would come from logistic units. In November and December, 2d Air Division
would lose 244 people.4?

Maybe McNamara’s action impressed the Vietnamese. In June the Joint
General Staff ordered all ground forces to operate a minimum of twenty days
every month, starting July 1. This was to be a “total general offensive” to attain
“complete annihilation of the enemy” and “complete Vietnamese control.”s0

General Harkins was enthusiastic, The all-out campaign was soon to begin
inearnest. He knew the strategy-——“saturate the countryside” with small and large
military actions—was correct. It would fragment and destroy the Viet Cong.>!

Unfortunately, the Viet Cong had embarked on their own general offensive.
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Although some U.S. units were scheduled to leave Vietnam by the end of
1963, the JCS earlier that year had suggested and Secretary McNamara
approved an additional C-123 Provider squadron for Da Nang. Arrival of the
777th Troop Carrier Squadron in April 1963 with sixteen C-123s augmented the
airlift of the twenty-nine C-123s at Tan Son Nhut. Crew manning permitted each
Provider to fly sixty hours per month. In addition eight U-1 Otters, sixteen 0-1 A
Bird Dog observation planes, ten UH-IB Iroquois helicopters, and a second
CV-2 Caribou company reached Vietnam to support the corps tactical zones and
Special Forces.!

General Harkins, MACV commander, had agreed to place the CV-2s under
the coordinated airlift system. However, Army headquarters in Hawaii urged
Admiral Felt to recognize the special features of the Caribou. The Army had
purchased the planes for short-takeoff-and-landing, which rendered them
instantly responsive to ground commanders in combat zones. While centralized
control of airlift was more efficient for cargo deliveries, swift reaction to a field
commander’s needs came first. In this context Harkins assigned the two Caribou
companies to centralized airlift control, but one of these had the further mission
of immediate support to the senior corps advisors.?

The Southeast Asia Airlift System managed the forty-eight Air Force
C-123s, thirty-two Vietnamese C-47s, and thirty-two Army CV-2s. Though the
C-123s normally made deliveries to four major depots and twenty-nine other
distribution points, they actually operated at ninety-five different airfields and
sixty-five drop zones. Carrying a lighter load than the C-123, the CV-2 could use
shorter runways. But reversible propellers let the Provider land on wet surfaces in
distances impossible for the Caribou, not yet so equipped.3

The 8th Aerial Port Squadron expanded in May by creating Detachments 6
and 7 at Qui Nhon and Can Tho. Temporary duty personnel served 120-day duty
tours at the new sites.

Much of the Southeast Asia Airlift System’s work dealt with tactical
operations. About thirty percent of the troop carrier flights were paradrop
resupply, paratrooper drops, and assault air landings. Resolute efforts to support
remote stations drew grateful praise from the ground troops. They deemed the
system reliable and responsive.$

Uncertain surface travel, the conservative bent of logistic planners, and the
use of scaled U.S. planning factors tended to inflate requirements. In October the
airlift system’s excess capacity prompted plans for reduction. In December
MACYV strength was pared by one thousand. Released were personnel of the
Army’s Ist Aviation Company (Caribou), the thirty USAF C-47 pilots flying
with the Vietnamese Air Force, and half of the 8th Aerial Port Squadron’s
people. The 61st Aviation Company (Caribou) with twenty-five CV-2s stayed
behind to support senior corps advisors. Some of these Caribous became spares
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to insure a certain number of operational aircraft at every corps tactical zone.

The Air Force’s 19th Tactical Air Support Squadron was activated at Bien
Hoa in July 1963 and assigned to PACAF. The new unit’s aircraft and crews
trickled in. Four O-1s and twenty-two crews were on board by July, and the
remaining eighteen planes arrived on the USS Card in August. Since Americans
were forbidden to direct air strikes, eleven seasoned Vietnamese observers were
integrated into the squadron to do so. Operational in September, the unit
furnished more and more forward air controllers and air liaison officers for the
National Campaign Plan. Its primary mission was to train Vietnamese liaison
pilots in forward air control, visual reconnaissance, combat support, and
observer procedures. The aim was to replace those pilots drained off to fill fighter
cockpits. The squadron was to remain in Vietnam no more than a year, then turn
its 0-1s over to the Vietnamese.

Preparations to open a training center at Nha Trang were delayed because
American pilots needed proficiency in the U.S Army L-19 (0-1) aircraft. General
LeMay had ordered this plane sent in lieu of depleting the few L-28s in USAF
stocks. As his Director of Plans, Maj. Gen. John W. Carpenter, 111, said, “The
Chief clearly expressed his desires toward getting on with the war against the
communists in Vietnam as opposed to worrying about the source of light
aircraft.” After twenty-five officers and sixty-nine airmen underwent factory
training in July and August, they opened the Nha Trang center in September.
Trainees took one month of preflight instruction and three months of primary
flight training that included eighty hours of actual flying. Vietnamese liaison
pilots in reasonable numbers were ready for combat in early 1964.7

Twelve Air Force officers and forty-seven airmen reached Tan Son Nhutin
January 1963 to train Vietnamese helicopter pilots. By June they graduated
fifteen student pilots who were qualified to fly H-19s. The training went on
throughout the year.®

Admiral Felt hoped that the Vietnamese could have the four RT-33 jets
authorized by the Military Assistance Program. In February, however, Secretary
of State Rusk announced that “over-riding political considerations” and “inter-
national risks” ruled out their delivery. Shortly thereafter, the Joint Chiefs
approved a boost in USAF reconnaissance aircraft, including four RB-26s and
two more RF-101s for Farm Gate. The RB-26s reached Tan Son Nhut in March
from Fort Worth, Tex. Two of them were equipped for night photography, and
the other two were experimental RB-26Ls specially outfitted with night photo
and Reconofax 1V infrared sensing devices. In May, Fifth Air Force’s 6091st
Reconnaissance Squadron flew two RB-57s to a temporary duty site at Tan Son
Nhut. These jets featured advanced and improved day-and-night K-52 pano-
ramic cameras and Reconofax VI infrared sensors.?

Airborne high-frequency direction finders had difficulty locating Viet Cong
radio transmitters. More than two hundred enemy sets were active, but it was
impossible to fix their exact sites. General Anthis and other officials thought it
might be better to listen to the traffic instead of disrupting or destroyingit. Inany
event, knowing where the radios were operating was deemed essential. !0
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Infrared devices were meant to detect thermal radiation emitted by camp-
fires, vehicles, structures, and traffic on trails and streams. In theory the sensors
could pinpoint activities hidden from normal photography. But the Reconofax
1V infrared photo equipment on the RB-26Ls broke down, and the technical
representative in Vietnam could not make the system (originally designed for
B-58s) work. Climatic conditions, chiefly dust and dampness, fouled the sensors.
Heat from the photoflare cartridge ejectors forward of the infrared system
saturated the infrared detector and ruined the film.

As for the RB-57E’s infrared sensors, integral components were missing.
The plane’s panoramic cameras provided very clear horizon-to-horizon pictures
even at high speed and low altitude. Having both horizons in the shot enhanced
the perspective of the photo interpreter, but he had to learn how to compensate
for distortion in the wide lateral coverage.'!

When equipment worked, the intelligence apparatus was often unable to
exploit the information gathered. The zonal concept of ground operations
worked against a centralized air reconnaissance network. Separating intelligence
data by corps tactical zone was not easy because planes flew across corps
boundaries. Moreover, there were no courier aircraft to deliver reconnaissance
film rapidly throughout Vietnam before the coming of two U-3s from the United
States in May. Army OV-1 Mohawks attached to Vietnamese ground divisions
reacted quickly to shifting situations. However, the intelligence they collected
was not fed into the national intelligence-reconnaissance setup. General Harkins
still labeled the Mohawks as “complementary” rather than “competitive” to
USAF and Vietnamese tactical air reconnaissance. He saw no need to coordinate
them with the standard activities, saying they were “outside the specialized
capabilities of other photo aircraft.”'?

Air Force planes flew nearly all the reconnaissance in 1963, yet the flights
failed to glean a great deal of intelligence. By reason of weather, jungle, and
forested terrain, finding and photographing the small and fleeting enemy targets
was a stiff proposition. 3

Air defense radar control centers were situated at Tan Son Nhut, Da Nang,
and Pleiku. These and the radar at Ubon, Thailand, gave high-altitude surveil-
lance. The interceptor fleet consisted of Air Force F-102 and Navy EA-IF
(AD-5Q) all-weather fighters rotated to Saigon. Mountain screening cluttered
radar coverage below 5,000 feet. The F-102s performed marginally in low-level
interceptions, while the EA-1Fs lacked the speed to intercept aircraft intruding in
areas distant from Saigon. To stretch the coverage and especially to scan much of
south-central Vietnam, the Vietnamese Air Force moved a TPS-1/-10D training
radar from Tan Son Nhut to Ban Me Thuot in February 1963.14

From February 10 to 15 an unusual number of low-level, slow-flying radar
tracks appeared before midnight near Pleiku and Da Nang then disappeared
before dawn. Air Force and Navy interceptors investigated, using flares and
other techniques. They found nothing, the tracks vanishing from ground and air
radars as the planes approached. Around Da Nang on February 14, a Navy
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aircraft intercepted a flight of ducks. Consequently officials concluded that
migrating waterfowl had caused the unknown tracks.'s

Convinced that no air battles would be fought in Vietnam, General Harkins
nevertheless sensed the need for flight following. Since November 1961, Mule
Train transport squadrons had used their network of high-frequency radios.
Farm Gate crews reported their inflight positions to the nearest radar control
center every thirty minutes. On January 10, 1963, an Army OV-1 was lost during
an unreported flight out of Qui Nhon, and it took over two hundred fifty search
sorties to find the plane. In March the Flight Service Center and Network was
born at Tan Son Nhut.!6

The reduced likelihood of communist air intrusions and the birth of the
Flight Service Center and Network threw into question the need for the F-102s
and EA-1Fs at Tan Son Nhut. Safety considerations alone seemed to warrant
their removal, for 233 military aircraft of all sorts used the airfield, along with
cormmercial planes. General Anthis wanted to clear the 10,000-foot runway by
moving out some of the helicopters, but PACAF suggested keeping the intercep-
tors on call in the Philippines. These planes withdrew in May. The supersonic
F-102s could return to Tan Son Nhut within twelve hours, the EA-1Fs within
forty-eight. There was no call for them in 1963 however.!?

Triggered by President Kennedy's approval on December 31, 1962, to
augment Farm Gate, the Air Force in 1963 acted to regularize the status of its
units in Vietnam. Admiral Felt furnished the impetus when he spurned the
principle hitherto held that USAF personnel sent to the country had to have
prior training in counterinsurgency. Farm Gate, he said, was flying conventional
missions. Airmen could accordingly be assigned on a routine permanent change
of station basis. This would clear the way for doubling the number of aircrews
and maintenance men, and could raise the sortie rate by twenty-five or thirty
percent. Felt in addition wished to boost the number of liaison aircraft and
forward air controllers by a full two squadrons, to furnish visual reconnaissance
beyond anything already on hand. This, he said, would be the key to a successful
National Campaign Plan.'¢

General LeMay in early February pressed for putting U.S. markings on
Farm Gate aircraft. He said that “current classification restrictions on Farm Gate
are considered unnecessary. Actual operation is well known through SVN and
classification has become an administrative burden.” The State Department
queried Ambassador Nolting on a series of articles in the press on U.S. combat
air activities, particularly those.of American-piloted aircraft. In his reply Nolting
pointed out the rather “gradual (and inevitable) uncovering of facts by U.S.
journalists.” That Americans flew combat aircraft was common knowledge. This
was expressly true after the deaths of Capts. John P. Bartley and John F.
Shaughnessy, Jr., inan RB-26 downed by Viet Cong fire on February 3, and the
loss of Maj. James E. O'Neill in a crash three days later.!? Secretary of State
Rusk, however, continued to accent the American role as “strictly limited to
advisory, logistic, and training functions.”2
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General LeMay in March again asked for permission to declassify Farm
Gate but Ambassador Nolting said, “We are winning without such overt U.S.
action.”?!

By June 1963 MACY had 16,652 people, 4,790 of them Air Force. On the
28th, Secretary of Defense McNamara froze MACY strength. To clear up the
confusing array of USAF units, PACAF formed new ones without expanding
manpower authorizations.”? On July 8 Farm Gate at Bien Hoa became the Ist
Air Commando Squadron (Composite), a regular PACAF organization.
Although PACAF wanted the code name Farm Gate dropped, Air Force
headquarters disapproved because various logistic facilities supporting Farm
Gate were thoroughly familiar with the name and all it implied. As Ist Air
Commando Squadron, Farm Gate contained two strike sections. The first
consisted of ten B-26s with twenty-three crews (pilot and navigator) and two
RB-26s. The second had thirteen T-28s with two crewmembers per plane. In
addition there were two support sections, one of four psychological warfare
U-10s and the other of six C-47s. The remaining eight B-26s were in detachments
at Pleiku and Soc Trang.”

Likewise on July 8 the 33d and 34th Tactical Groups came into being. Based
at Tan Son Nhut and under the 33d Tactical Group were the 33d Air Base
Squadron, the 33d Consolidated Aircraft Maintenance Squadron (CAMRON),
and Detachment 1 (a reconnaissance element). The 33d Group also had detach-
ments at Can Tho and Nha Trang.

At Bien Hoa the 34th Tactical Group consisted of the 19th Tactical Air
Support Squadron, the 34th Air Base Squadron, and the 34th CAMRON.
Detachments of the 34th Group were at Pleiku and Soc Trang.

Directly under 2d Air Division was the 23d Air Base Group, activated at Da
Nang with its 23d CAMRON. A detachment of the group at Qui Nhon was
previously the 6222d Air Base Squadron.

General Anthis wanted a single control point for the packets of reconnais-
sance detachments called Able Mable, Black Watch, Patricia Lynn, and Sweet
Sue. He therefore requested a tactical air reconnaissance squadron for his 2d Air
Division, but the Air Staff could not create the unit within the authorized force
structure. In consequence the commander of Detachment 1, 33d Tactical Group,
exercised a loose central direction over the reconnaissance operations.

The Mule Train C-123 units became troop carrier squadrons — the 309th
and 310th at Tan Son Nhut and the 311th at Da Nang. They were part of the
315th Troop Carrier Group (Assault), attached to 2d Air Division but assigned
to PACAF’s 315th Air Division (Combat Cargo) headquartered in Japan.

The upshot of this sweeping reorganization was to free General Anthis from
dealing directly with twelve or more major subordinate units.*

Farm Gate gained fresh aircraft in January 1963 — five T-28s, ten B-26s,
and two C-47s — and by February boasted forty-two planes and 275 men.
General Anthis fashioned an air strike team of six B-26s and one C-47 at Pleiku,
which had been revamped to take B-26s. He formed another of five T-28s and
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one C-47 at Soc Trang, where the unimproved 3,200-foot runway admitted only
T-28 operations.”

Until General Harkins in midyear gave the Vietnamese border control
troops some aircraft of their own, Farm Gate flew combat support for them.
These forces embraced about five thousand Vietnamese army, rangers, and
Civilian Irregular Defense Group personnel, accompanied by U.S. Special For-
cesadvisors. They manned 103 outposts along Vietnam’s 900-mile land border to
cut down on Viet Cong infiltration. Varying in size from platoon to battalion,
they further carried out covert penetrations across the frontier. State Depart-
ment pressure prompted the Joint General Staff to forbid ground and air
operations within ten kilometers of the border without prior approval. MACY
termed the restriction “completely incongruous,” for this strip of de facto demili-
tarized territory afforded the Viet Cong safe haven.”

Over the last days of March 1963, U.S. Special Forces mounted an opera-
tion in the Seven Mountains of southwestern Vietnam. Farm Gate bombing
before the assault killed about one hundred fifty enemy and let the ground troops
move into the hills. Capt. John Sercel, the 2d Air Division forward air controller
assigned to the operation, went with the troops on foot and directed air strikes
with a PRC-10 radio. Even though the attack brought Vietnamese territory
under government control, the IV Corps commander protested the intrusion into
his zone. The Joint General Staff then ruled that Special Forces teams had to
request air support through Vietnamese channels.”’

Ten days later the Joint General Staff removed earlier curbs on border
operations. Vietnamese ground forces could now operate to the border wherever
a geographical feature such as a river or road clearly marked it. Elsewhere they
could go to within one thousand meters of the border, except along the northern
part where a strip of ten thousand meters applied. Vietnamese aircraft could
operate to the border where it was clearly visible, elsewhere to two thousand
meters if a forward air controller was at hand, and to five thousand meters
without air control. Corps headquarters rather than the Joint General Staff had
to approve all actions along the frontier.?

The State Department ordered Ambassador Nolting to press for suspension
of the new procedures since they could inflame Cambodia, North Vietnam, and
China. Nolting was sympathetic to the new rules because of the considerable
supplies coming across the borders to the Viet Cong. All the same, he and
General Harkins talked with Vietnamese officials about how border violations
seriously disturbed the common interests of Vietnam and the United States.

Admiral Felt knew border incidents could be disruptive, but thought that
trimming infiltration was worth the risk. General O’Donnell proposed having
U.S. aircraft survey the border to correct map errors. His proposal was shelved
for fear of breaching the 1962 Geneva agreement on Laotian neutrality.”

At the Secretary of Defense Conference in Hawaii on May 6, the partici-
pants agreed that the troops stationed along the border must do their utmost to
slow down enemy movements. But they believed putting pressure on Hanoi to be
a better way to end infiltration. In April the Joint Chiefs had identified eight
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targets in North Vietnam that were vulnerable to attack from American carrier-
and Thailand-based aircraft. Among them were the Dong Hoi and Vinh air-
fields, several highway bridges, POL. storage, the Haiphong thermal powerplant,
a rolling mill, and a chemical plant. Bombing would be a warning to Ho Chi
Minh but risked bringing Chinese air assistance to North Vietnam.

Mr. McNamara now recommended to the conferees that CINCPAC embody
air strikes against North Vietnam for planning options. Perhaps the State
Department fetters on covert operations into North Vietnam could be
loosened. ™

Roger Hilsman of the State Department informed the group that he was
optimistic about the border control exercised by the Special Forces and Mon-
tagnards. Strategic hamlets combined with Montagnard operations were mak-
ing dramatic gains. He predicted, “You have circles; in the center of each circle is
a Special Forces team. These circles are getting bigger. When they close up, 1
think you will see a noticeable choking down of the use of the infiitration
groups.”™

Admiral Felt said he also expected solid progress from the air strikes against
Viet Cong war zones and bases. He scored these power centers as the “nuclei of
the VC ‘governmental’ structure,” giving “protective sanctuaries” for offensive
enemy operations, and providing “little arsenals and installations.” Unfortu-
nately, all-out interdiction clashed with the individual interests of the largely
independent corps commanders. While USAF liaison officers called for interdic-
tion, air attacks not tied directly to ground operations began to decline. ™

Vietnamese probes into Viet Cong Zone D during February and March
made good use of preplanned air interdiction strikes. Rangers swept into the area
later and burnt enemy headquarters and camps along the Ma Da River. They
discovered deep, log-covered bunkers built by the communists to protect against
air attacks. Inasmuch as fighters usually circled before striking, there was enough
time for everybody to take cover.™

In March the Air Force and Army advisors in that area got the go-ahead for
a prolonged low-priority interdiction bombing program. Planes returning to
base with unused ordnance could attack targets under the direction of a Vietnam-
ese forward air controller. Strikes got under way on April | and went on almost
every day. It was difficult to assess results due to the jungle cover. On April 30
fighters surprised a gathering of Viet Cong and attacked. Inspecting the area the
next day, the Phuoc Thanh Province chief estimated that over one hundred
enemy had been killed. Viet Cong deserters confirmed that the strikes inflicted
casualties, damaged morale, and kept everyone on the move, but said the attacks
were no serious threat to their existence. The communists kept a firm grip on
Zone D, continuing to collect road taxes and to exact tribute from plantation
owners. "

Between April 24 and May 24 the 11 Corps commander spearheaded a drive
into the Do Xa War Zone headquarters area of Viet Cong Interzone V, in the
mountains on the borders of Quang Ngai, Kontum, and Quang Tin Provinces.
His five regiments of ground troops and two battalions of Vietnamese marines
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totaled about ten thousand men, assisted by an air support operations center.
The three days of preliminary interdiction generated thirty-six A-1H, fourteen
T-28, and thirty-four B-26 sorties. Throughout the month-long operation, pilots
flew 115 A-1H, 108 T-28, and seventy-four B-26 sorties. Besides killing five Viet
Cong, these timely and potent air strikes destroyed 238 structures and damaged
77. The badly scattered enemy would need several months to return and reestab-
lish Viet Cong Region 5 which, like the old Interzone V, guarded infiltration
routes to base areas. ™

Air Force and Vietnamese pilots faithfully followed the rule that air strikes
had to be handled by a Vietnamese forward air controller. Although the proce-
dure precluded armed reconnaissance aircraft from attacking targets of oppor-
turnity, it was a sound precaution against indiscriminate bombing. Crews staging
to and from forward airfields were encouraged to fly low and seek out the enemy.
Before they could attack, however, they needed an airborne forward air con-
troller. Army OV-1 crews enjoyed less stringent rules of engagement. They
frequently flew as low as fifty feet, enticing the Viet Cong to open fire so they
could shoot back.*

Lt. Col. David S. Mellish, 111 Corps air liaison officer, secured authority in
September to start an air interdiction program. Vietnamese province chiefs
certified certain areas free of friendly people. The air operations center scheduled
air strikes under forward air controllers into these regions. Provincial officials
reviewed each target belt weekly.

This interdiction paid off in Tay Ninh and Phuoc Thanh Provinces during
October, though the Viet Cong learned to disperse and take cover as soon as the
L-19 dropped smoke grenades to mark targets for the strike planes. Mellish
persistently urged armed reconnaissance in wholly Viet Cong sections. “Vietnam-
ese pilots,” he said, “should sweep these areas and shoot VC on sight. At present,
we are ineffective because our politically inspired target-marking is the best
possible air raid warning the VC could hope to have.”

Col. Donald H. Ross, 2d Air Division director of operations, reminded his
associates that the Vietnamese — not the Americans — were waging the war.
Forward air controllers were vital to protect friendly people.”

Carefully targeted and controlled interdiction strikes on Viet Cong base
camps, assembly areas, and logistic installations were designed to help ground
troops clear and hold Vietnam. But the overriding air mission was support,
preparation and cover for heliborne landings, night hamlet defense, and escort
for convoys and trains.*

Over the first half of 1963, Vietnamese L-19s usually escorted truck convoys
and trains but strike aircraft covered those transporting high-priority cargoes.
Vietnamese and USAF planes flew close to one thousand sorties in these
missions. The Viet Cong ambushed no surface movement having air cover, yet
were quick to pounce on motor columns and trains wanting aerial escort.™

Developed from original Farm Gate tactics, night flare/strike missions in
defense of outposts and hamlets under attack remained effective. One Vietnam-
ese C-47 flareship stayed on night ground alert at Pleiku, a second stood similar
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duty at Da Nang, and a third flew airborne alert every night over 111 and IV
Corps. Yet the commander of the 514th Fighter Squadron refused to accept
orders for A-1H night-strike crews alerted at Bien Hoa and Pleiku. He argued
that his pilots were not ready to fly at night, but yielded to American pressure and
accepted about half of the missions requested. Fighters working with a flareship
could commonly dispense with a forward air controller during strikes in defense
of an installation. However, for close air support of friendly troops under attack
at night, a controller was required to mark targets.

Success of flare/strike defensive missions depended upon the speed with
which those under attack could report to an air support operations center. By
May 1963 most villages had radios, and the time lapse between attack and report
averaged about forty-eight minutes. The 