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eglected by scholars and journalists alike, the

years of conflict in Vietnam from 1968 to 1975

are filled with surprises not only about how the
war was fought, but about what was achieved. Drawing on
authoritative materials not previously available, including
hundreds of hours of tape-recorded allied councils of war,
award-winning military historian Lewis Sorley has given us
what has long been needed—an insightful, factual, and
superbly documented history of these important years.

Sorley demonstrates that dramatic changes occurred in
nearly every aspect of the U.S. approach to the war. General
Creighton Abrams succeeded to the top military post, join-
ing Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker and, before long,
Ambassador William Colby in forming a capable and like-
minded leadership team. The three shared the belief that the
conflict must be approached as “one war” in which combat
operations, pacification, and improvement of South Vietnam’s
forces were given equal emphasis and importance. Large-
scale “search and destroy” sweeps gave way to “clear and
hold” operations. Security for the people in the hamlets and
villages replaced attrition of enemy forces as the primary
objective, and “body count” disappeared as the measure of
merit. The result was a dramatic improvement in the military,
economic, and political life of South Vietnam, despite the
progressive withdrawal of U.S. forces during these later years.
The strategy of Abrams, Colby, and Bunker came very close
to achieving the elusive goal of a free and independent
South Vietnam.

This history is a great human drama of purposeful and
principled service in the face of an agonizing succession of
lost opportunities, told with uncommon understanding
and compassion. Meticulously researched and movingly told,
A Better War is sure to stimulate controversy as it sheds

brilliant new light on the war in Vietnam.
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PROLOGUE

THE SouTH VIETNAMESE government awarded campaign medals
to Americans who served in the Vietnam War. Each decoration
had affixed to the ribbon a metal scroll inscribed “1960— .”
The closing date was never filled in, perhaps prophetically, since
for many Americans the war has never ended. That should not
be surprising, for those years constituted one of the most com-
plex and difficult periods the country, and its armed forces, has
ever gone through—a limited war within the larger Cold War
within a global cultural revolution, and ultimately a failed en-
deavor.

If, as the scroll suggests, American participation is dated from
1960, its early years were primarily advisory. Then, starting in
the spring of 1965, American ground forces began deploying to
take part in the war, with the supporting air and naval campaigns
also expanding proportionately. At the peak, in the spring of
1969, some 543,400 Americans were serving in South Vietnam,
with many thousands more operating from ships offshore and
airfields in adjacent countries.

In early 1968 there occurred what may now be seen as the
pivotal event of the war, at least from the American viewpoint,
a series of battles that came to be known as the Tet Offensive.
Beginning on the night of 30 January, and intensifying the
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following night, Communist forces launched a series of coor-
dinated attacks against major population centers all across South
Vietnam, violating a truce by timing them to coincide with the
celebration of the lunar new year, known as Tet, traditionally
a time of peace, brotherhood, and family reunion for all Viet-
namese.

The attackers—North Vietnamese Army and Viet Cong
forces—suffered grievous casualties, principally among the Viet
Cong indigenous to the South, and the offensive was defeated
quickly save in Saigon and Hue, where the fighting raged for a
month. More important, however, the psychological effect of
these unexpected and widespread assaults was devastating, es-
pecially in the United States, where hopes for an early end to
the war had been raised by progress reported during the pre-
ceding year. General William C. Westmoreland, then com-
manding U.S. forces in Vietnam, had been particularly sanguine
in his predictions, saying in the autumn that he had never been
more encouraged in his four years in Vietnam and that we had
reached a point where the end had begun to come into view.
The contrast between those pronouncements and what now ap-
peared to be happening on the battlefield precipitated a dramatic
downturn in the American public’s willingness to continue sup-
porting the war. Y

Soon after Tet 1968 General Westmoreland was replaced as
U.S. commander in Vietnam by General Creighton W. Abrams,
renowned as a troop leader since World War II, when he com-
manded a battalion of tanks in the drive across Europe, en route
breaking through to the 101st Airborne Division where it was
encircled at Bastogne during the Battle of the Bulge, and win-
ning two Distinguished Service Crosses and a battlefield pro-
motion to colonel in the process.

Abrams joined Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker, a patrician
Vermonter and international businessman-turned-diplomat, re-
cently acclaimed for dextrous handling of a volatile situation
during U.S. intervention in the Dominican Republic. Bunker
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had settled into the Saigon post the previous spring, thereby
ending a long series of frequent ambassadorial changes.

Soon these men were joined by Ambassador William E.
Colby, a career officer of the Central Intelligence Agency who
had earlier been the Agency’s Chief of Station, Saigon, then
Chief of the Far East Division at CIA Headquarters. Building a
brilliant intelligence career on World War II service with the
Office of Strategic Services, service that saw him decorated for
valor after parachuting behind enemy lines, Colby arrived to
take over American support of the pacification program.

In the wake of Tet 1968, the tasks confronting the new
leadership triumvirate were challenging indeed. America’s long
buildup of forces was at an end, soon to be supplanted by a
progressive reduction in the forces deployed. Financial resources,
previously abundant, were becoming severely constrained. Do-
mestic support for the war, never robust, continued to decline,
the downward spiral fueled in reinforcing parts by opponents of
the war and others deploring inept prosecution of it. Lyndon
Johnson had in effect been driven from office by these escalating
forces, while Richard Nixon’s tenure would of necessity con-
stitute an extended attempt to moderate and adapt to them with-
out losing all control.

Whatever the mood of the country, for those in Vietnam
the war still had to be fought, and the new leadership went
about doing that with energy and insight. Shaped by Abrams’s
understanding of the complex nature of the conflict, the tactical
approach underwent immediate and radical revision when he
took command. Previously fragmented approaches to combat
operations, pacification, and mentoring the South Vietnamese
armed forces now became “one war” with a single clear-cut
objective—security for the people in South Vietnam’s villages
and hamlets. And under a program awkwardly titled “Vietnam-
ization,” responsibility for conduct of the war, largely taken over
by the Americans in the earlier period, was progressively turned
back to the South Vietnamese.
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Most of the better-known treatments of the Vietnam War
as a whole have given relatively little consideration to these later
years. Stanley Karnow’s Vietnam: A History, for example, does
not get beyond Tet 1968 until page 567 out of 670, and indeed
Karnow does not even list Abrams, who served in Vietnam for
five years and commanded U.S. forces there for four, in his
“Cast of Principal Characters.”

George Herring’s admirable academic treatment of the con-
flict, America’s Longest War, is similarly weighted toward the early
years, with 221 pages devoted to the period through Tet 1968
and 60 pages to the rest of the war. William J. Duiker’s Historical
Dictionary of Vietnam likewise emphasizes the early stages, with
entries for Lodge, Taylor, and Westmoreland, but none for Bun-
ker, Abrams, or Colby.

The most pronounced example of concentration on the ear-
lier years is Neil Sheehan’s Pulitzer Prize—winning book A Bright
Shining Lie. Sheehan devotes 725 pages to events through Tet
1968 and only 65 pages to the rest of the war, even though John

Paul Vann, the nominal subject of his book, lived and served in

Vietnam for four years after the Tet Offensive. And of course
the famous Pentagon Papers, first made public in June 1971, cover
the war only through the end of Defense Secretary Robert Mc-
Namara’s tenure in 1968. William Colby once observed that,
due to the prevalence of such truncated treatments of the Viet-
nam War, “the historical record given to most Americans is . . .
similar to what we would know if histories of World War II
stopped before Stalingrad, Operation Torch in North Africa and
Guadalcanal in the Pacific.”! To many people, therefore, the
story of the early years seems to be the whole story of the war
in Vietnam, a perception that is far from accurate.

Bunker, Abrams, and Colby, and the forces they led in the
later years of American involvement in Vietnam, brought dif-
ferent values to their tasks, operated from a different understand-
ing of the nature of the war, and applied different measures of
merit and different tactics. They employed diminishing resources
















Inheritance

WHEN, IN JANUARY 1964, General Willlam C. Westmoreland
was sent out to Vietnam as deputy to General Paul Harkins—
and became, a few months later, his successor in command of
U.S. forces there—he was chosen from a slate of four candidates
presented to President Lyndon Johnson. The others proposed
were General Harold K. Johnson, who instead became Army
Chief of Staff; General Creighton Abrams, who was assigned as
Vice Chief of Staff to Johnson; and General Bruce Palmer, Jr.,
who replaced Johnson as the Army’s Deputy Chief of Staff for
Military Operations. The choice of Westmoreland was a fateful
one in terms of how the war would be fought. As later events
demonstrated conclusively, the other three candidates were of
one mind on that matter, all differing radically from Westmore-
land’s approach.!

Beginning in the spring of 1965, Westmoreland repeatedly
requested additional troops, the better to prosecute his self-
devised strategy of attrition warfare. Simply stated, his intention
was to inflict on the enemy more casualties than they could
tolerate, thereby forcing them to abandon efforts to subjugate
South Vietnam. A key element of this approach was reaching
the “crossover point,” the point at which allied forces were
causing more casualties than the enemy could replace, whether
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through recruitment and impressment in South Vietnam or in-
filtration from North Vietnam. At a February 1966 conference
with President Lyndon Johnson in Honolulu, Westmoreland had
been given an explicit directive to achieve this goal, to dem-
onstrate that he could make good on his chosen strategy of at-
trition. “Attrit by year’s end, Viet Cong and North Vietnamese
forces at a rate as high as their capability to put men in the
field,” he was told.? While Westmoreland eventually claimed to
have accomplished that mission, in fact—despite horrendous
losses—the enemy buildup continued throughout his tenure, as
did Westmoreland’s requests for more and more troops to meet
what he once called his “relatively modest requirements.”

Westmoreland often predicted that the enemy was going to
run out of men, but in the event it turned out to be the United
States that did so, or at least found it extremely difficult to de-
ploy more forces in the face of reluctance to call up reserve
forces and pressures to reduce draft calls.®> Resistance to calling
reserves was a constant during Lyndon Johnson’s presidency, a
stance apparently dictated by unwillingness to have the war af- -
fect the lives of millions of ordinary citizens and families affili-
ated with the reserves. Ironically, that impact fell instead on those
who were drafted or volunteered for service. Meanwhile, failure
to call up reserve forces had an adverse impact on all the services,
and especially the Army, since all contingency plans for deploy-
ments of any magnitude had included at least partial reliance on
mobilized reserves.

Types of units found primarily in the reserve components
and needed in Vietnam now had to be created from scratch,
while the existing units and seasoned leaders in the reserves re-
mained unavailable. Instead the expansion of forces consisted, as
Creighton Abrams once observed, “entirely of privates and sec-

b

ond lieutenants,” resulting in progressive decline of experience
and maturity of the force, particularly at junior levels of lead-
ership. This in turn seems directly related to later problems of

indiscipline in the services.
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4 A BETTER WAR

It is significant that, even before Tet 1968, the administration
had declined to add more troops, rejecting Westmoreland’s re-
quest of the previous year for another increment of 200,000. In
part this may have reflected declining political will and the ef-
fects of a growing antiwar sentiment, but widespread realiza-
tion—even among those who supported the war—that
Westmoreland’s approach was not achieving significant results
also spawned unwillingness simply to escalate the level of con-
frontation with no assurance that anything would be gained in
the process.

Losses imposed on the enemy had been inflicted through
concentration on what was often referred to as the “war of the
big battalions,” an operational approach emphasizing multibat-
talion, and sometimes even multidivision, sweeps through re-
mote jungle areas in an effort to find the enemy and force him
to stand and fight. These “search-and-destroy” operations were
costly in terms of time, effort, and matériel, but often disap-
pointing in terms of results. The reality was that the enemy
could avoid combat when he chose; accept it when and where
he found it advantageous to do so; and break contact at will as
a means of controlling casualties. He was aided in this by the
use of sanctuaries in adjacent Laos and Cambodia, off limits to
allied forces because of political restraints. His principal logistical
support route, nicknamed the Ho Chi Minh Trail, also branched
out into South Vietnam from main arteries spiking down
through those adjoining countries.

Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge reflected some of the frus-
tration this situation induced in a June 1966 cable to Lyndon
Johnson. “The best estimate is that 20,000 men of the Army of
North Vietnam have come into South Vietnam since January,”
he wrote, “and as far as I can learn, we can’t find them.”*

Other costs derived from the single-minded concentration
on the Main Force war—notably neglect of the advisory task
and of the need to improve South Vietnam’ armed forces, and
equally neglect of the crucial pacification program, thereby leav-
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ing largely undisturbed the enemy’s shadow government, its in-
frastructure within the villages and hamlets of rural South
Vietnam. “Westmoreland’s interest always lay in the big-unit
war,” said his senior intelligence officer, Lieutenant General
Phillip B. Davidson. “Pacification bored him.”*> And, in his en-
thusiasm for taking over the Main Force war, Westmoreland in
effect pushed the South Vietnamese out of the way, thus also
abdicating his assigned role as the senior advisor to those forces
and essentially stunting their development for a crucial four
years.

At the end of 1966, the Pentagon Papers authors later ob-
served, “the mood was one of cautious optimism, buoyed by
hopes that 1967 would prove to be the decisive year in Viet-
nam.”® In an interview published in Life magazine, Westmore-
land went further. “We’re going to out-guerrilla the guerrilla
and out-ambush the ambush,” he asserted. “And we’re going to
learn better than he ever did because we’re smarter, we have
greater mobility and firepower, we have more endurance and
more to fight for. ... And we’ve got more guts.”” This was
ominous, for Westmoreland had by then been in Vietnam for
nearly three years. Indeed, the previous year he had told the
President that the war would be over by the summer of 1967.%

In February 1967 General Earle G. Wheeler, Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, made one of his periodic visits to South
Vietnam, afterward reporting to the President that “the adverse
military tide has been reversed, and General Westmoreland now
has the initiative. The enemy can no longer hope to win the
war in South Vietnam,” he added. “We can win the war if we
apply pressure upon the enemy relentlessly in the North and in
the South.”? :

INSTEAD OF BEING the decisive year in the war, 1967 became the
year in which criticism of Westmoreland’s war built from many
quarters. “From inside and outside the government,” wrote his-
torian George Herring, “numerous civilians joined [Secretary of
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Defense Robert] McNamara in urging [President] Johnson to
check dissent at home by changing the ground strategy. [Nich-
olas] Katzenbach, [William} Bundy, McNamara’s top civilian ad-
visers in the Pentagon, a group of establishment figures meeting
under the auspices of the Carnegie Endowment, and the pres-
ident’s own ‘Wise Men’ agreed that Westmoreland’s search-and-
destroy strategy must be abandoned.”'°

In Vietnam, reported William Conrad Gibbons, compiler of
an authoritative collection of documents on the war, Ambassa-
dor Henry Cabot Lodge “was so strongly opposed to attrition
strategy that he contemplated resigning in the spring of 1967
and making a public statement of opposition.”!! Nor was the
military leadership in full support. Lieutenant General Frederick
C. Weyand, commanding a U.S. corps, was convinced that “the
key to the war was in providing security to the villages and
towns of Vietnam.”'?

While he was Chief of Staft, General Johnson had sponsored
a study called “A Program for the Pacification and Long-Term
Development of Vietnam,” known as PROVN for short, that
thoroughly repudiated Westmoreland’s concept, strategy, and
tactics for fighting the war. “People—Vietnamese and Ameri-
can, individually and collectively—constitute both the strategic
determinants of today’s conflict and ‘the object. .. which lies
beyond’ this war,” the study maintained. Thus the imperative
was clear: “The United States . . . must redirect the Republic of
Vietnam—Free World military effort to achieve greater security.”
Therefore, read the study’s summary, “the critical actions are
those that occur at the village, the district and provincial levels.
This is where the war must be fought; this is where the war and
the object which lies beyond it must be won.” The study also
made it clear that body count, the centerpiece of Westmoreland’s
attrition warfare, was not the appropriate measure of merit for
such a conflict. What counted was security for the people, and

search-and-destroy operations were contributing little to that.
Abrams was Army Vice Chief of Staft when PROVN was
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conducted, and the results were briefed for his approval. As
would become clear when he took command in Vietnam, they
subsequently formed the blueprint for his fundamental revision
of how the war was fought.

While the PROVN study was in progress, General Johnson
made one of his many trips to the war zone, meeting in the
field with a group of colonels. “We just didn’t think we could
do the job the way we were doing it,” recalled Edward C.
Meyer, then one of those colonels and later Army Chief of Staff,
and that’s what they told Johnson. Another officer, who said he
had pleaded with Westmoreland to “end the big unit war,” told
Johnson, “we’re just not going to win it doing this.”!?

Even the American public sensed the effects of Westmore-
land’s having shouldered the South Vietnamese armed forces out
of the way. “At a highest level meeting today,” General Wheeler
cabled Westmoreland in late October, “a major subject con-
cerned the deteriorating public support in this country for the
Vietnamese war. One of the problems cited by a number of
persons is the fact many people believe that the ARVN [Army
of the Republic of Vietnam] is not carrying its fair share of the
combat effort.”"*

Richard H. Moorsteen, a White House staffer assigned to
the pacification program, reported from Vietnam that “chasing
after victory through attrition is a will-o’-the-wisp that costs us
too much in dollars, draft calls and casualties, makes it too hard
to stay the course.”'® Similar views were expressed in eatly De-
cember by a group of prominent Americans, including General
Matthew Ridgway, meeting under the auspices of the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace. “The emphasis should not
be on the military destruction of Communist forces in the South
but on the protection of the people of South Vietnam and the
stabilization of the situation at a politically tolerable level,” their
report held. “Tactically, this would involve a shift in emphasis
from ‘search-and-destroy’ to ‘clear-and-hold’ operations.”"®

McNamara’s Systems Analysis office in the Pentagon, run by
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Dr. Alain Enthoven, concluded that “small patrols were much
more effective and much less costly in casualties than big
sweeps” and recommended “expanded use of small-unit oper-
ations, particularly patrols.”!” Enthoven also accurately charac-
terized the task at hand. “I see this war,” he wrote to McNamara
in May 1967, “as a race between, on the one hand, the devel-
opment of a viable South Vietnam and, on the other hand, a
gradual loss in public support, or even tolerance, for the war.
Hanoi is betting that we’ll lose public support in the United
States before we can build a nation in South Vietnam. We must
do what we can to make sure that doesn’t happen. . . . Our horse
must cross the finish first.”®

Even S. L. A. Marshall, a military columnist usually very
supportive of the senior leadership, raised the key question: “Do
the big sweeps such as the envelopment of the Iron Triangle or
the attack on War Zone C really have a payoft justifying an
elaborate massing of troops and mountains of supply? Many of
the generals doubt it and the statistics of what is actually accom-
plished gives some substance to these doubts.”"? Surveyed after
the war, Army generals who had commanded in Vietnam con-
firmed those doubts. Nearly a third stated that the search-and-
destroy concept was “not sound,” while another 26 percent
thought it was “sound when first implemented—not later.” As
for the execution of search-and-destroy tactics, a majority of 51
percent thought it “left something to be desired,” an answer
ranking below “adequate” in the survey instrument.

“These replies,” observed the study’s author, Brigadier Gen-
eral Douglas Kinnard, “show a noticeable lack of enthusiasm, to
put it mildly, by Westmoreland’s generals for his tactics and by
implication for his strategy in the war.”?* Meanwhile, neglect of
other aspects of the war continued to be costly. Late in the year
Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker reported “very little overall gain
in population security.”?!

Finally even General William E. DePuy, Westmoreland’s
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closest tactical advisor as his Deputy Chief of Staff for Opera-
tions, conceded that their chosen methods had been flawed.
“Our operational approach was to increase the pressure on the
other side (size of force, intensity of operations, casualties) in the
belief that it had a breaking point,” he wrote after the war. “But
the regime in Hanoi did not break; it did not submit to our
logic.”%?

At a “Tuesday Lunch” at the White House in early Decem-
ber 1967, Secretary of Defense McNamara told Lyndon Johnson
and their most senior colleagues of his conviction that “the war
cannot be won by killing North Vietnamese. It can only be won
by protecting the South Vietnamese.”?* In this same season Wil-
liam Bundy pressed the President to conduct a comprehensive
review of ground strategy for the war at the “highest military
and civilian levels,” pointing out that “if the strategy was not
wise or effective, the work of the field commander ‘must be
questioned.” 7%

Despite this barrage of criticism, Westmoreland survived, for
he retained one very important patron, ultimately the only one
who mattered. “Aware as I am of the mistakes Generals have
made in the past,” LBJ told Dean Rusk at that same Tuesday
Lunch, “I place great confidence in General Westmoreland.”?®
But even LBJ recognized the problem. “We’ve been on dead
center for the last year” in Vietnam, he told the Wise Men in
early November.?

DuURING 1967, HOWEVER, very important augmentations of the
American leadership in Vietnam took place, beginning in March
with the appointment of Ellsworth Bunker as ambassador to the
Republic of Vietnam. Bunker was a consummate gentleman and
an unusual diplomat, having come to diplomacy professionally
after a long and successful business career. The Bunkers were
descendants of French Huguenots; the name, anglicized from
Boncoeur (good heart), fit him well. Bunker had the qualities



10 A BETTER WAR

Creighton Abrams admired most—integrity, fortitude, loyalty,
dedication, selflessness, and wit—and those would soon form
the basis for an enduring friendship between the two men.

That same month Lieutenant General Bruce Palmer, Jr., had
been ordered to Vietnam, where he soon became deputy com-
mander of the Army component of the U.S. Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam (MACYV). Palmer, like Westmoreland and
Abrams a 1936 West Point graduate, had gone initially into the
horse cavalry and then, as had Abrams, migrated to the armored
force when World War II was imminent. Known throughout
the Army as a man of fine intellect and rock-solid integrity,
Palmer led American forces deployed to the Dominican Re-
public in 1965 and there, while demonstrating sound judgment
and a cool head in a confused and confusing situation, had come
to know and respect Ambassador Bunker and in turn had earned
the respect and liking of the older man.

In May, pursuant to Lyndon Johnson’s public commitment
to strengthen U.S. leadership in Vietnam and to deploy the first

team, Robert Komer was dispatched to take charge of American

support for pacification, newly brought under control of the
military headquarters. Komer was a professional bureaucrat who
had begun as an analyst at the Central Intelligence Agency, then
moved to the White House staft during Lyndon Johnson’s pres-
idency. At the same time General Creighton Abrams was as-
signed as deputy to Westmoreland.

These new arrivals shared an outlook on conduct of the war,
an outlook much different from Westmoreland’s. Convinced that
the key to winning the war lay not in the remote jungles, but
rather in the hamlets and villages of South Vietnam, they set
about trying to reorient the American effort.

WHEN ABRAMS FIRST arrived to be the deputy commander, Pal-
mer took him aside. “I just poured out my soul about my feel-
ings about Vietnam, the almost impossible task we had, given

R

PSRN,
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the national policy, limited objectives, and so on,” Palmer re-
called. “I told him I really had basic disagreements with Westy
on how it was organized and how we were doing it.” Abrams
listened carefully, then replied, “You know, I'm here to help
Westy and, although I privately agree with many things you are
saying, I've got to be loyal to him. I'm going to help him.”?
(Abrams may also have had in mind that he was scheduled to
take command himself in a very short time, even though sub-
sequently that did not happen as planned.) “This loyalty to
Westmoreland,” said Palmer, “was typical of Abrams, who was
first and last a soldier.”?®

Komer, too, was extremely critical of the Westmoreland ap-
proach to conduct of the war. “I also happen to be one of those
who favored a much more small-unit war,” he said later. “Amer-
icans should have operated much more in small units as a matter
of course, and with much less use of artillery and air strikes.”
Subsequently Komer watched approvingly as Abrams changed
the war in that way. “We complained about H&I” —harassment
and interdiction— “fire, but really credit on this goes to Abrams.
He very discreetly started cutting down the ammo allocations
to conserve ammunition, which automatically meant cutting
down H&I fire.”?

Abrams spent much of his year as Westmorelands deputy
traveling the country from one end to the other, visiting South
Vietnamese forces at every level in an effort to improve their
leadership, equipment, and combat effectiveness. Along the way
he developed a particular interest in the Regional Forces (RF)
and Popular Forces (PF), the territorials who formed the first
line of defense in the hamlets and villages. It reached the point,
said Major General Walter “Dutch” Kerwin, where Abrams
came to be recognized “‘as the man who knew more about the
RF and PF than anybody else in MACV.” Later, when some of
the bloodiest battles of the war took place, these territorial
forces proved formidable, repaying the interest Abrams had
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taken in them and the priority he gave them for equipment and
training.

DurING 1967 General Westmoreland again asked for more
troops, in fact 200,000 more, which would have brought the
overall total of U.S. forces in Vietnam to more than 675,000.
He didn’t get them. Washington’s tolerance for further troop
increases had finally been exhausted. Only a token increase was
authorized as Tet 1968 approached.

The Tet Oftensive was in many ways the watershed event
of the war. The fact that the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese
Army could mount a coordinated assault on most of the major
towns and military installations across South Vietnam gravely
undermined the optimistic assessments Westmoreland had been
retailing for many months. For the general public, the govern-
ment’s credibility was so damaged that forever after people were
skeptical about positive military news of the war. Within the
government, Westmoreland’s credibility as the field commander
further declined—dramatized, someone observed, by many who'
had habitually called him “Westy” now referring instead to
“Westmoreland”—and even the Commander in Chief’s confi-
dence seemed badly shaken. Later bitter commentators observed
that Tet had proved the domino theory, even though only one
domino—Lyndon Johnson—fell as the result of it.

A “general uprising” of the populace in support of the in-
vaders had been predicted by North Vietnam but failed to ma-
terialize, and without this support the oftensive was quickly
defeated except in two key cities, Saigon and Hue, where the
fighting continued for many days. Abrams was sent to the north-
ern provinces to take command of the battle there, operating
from an ad hoc headquarters established for that purpose and
designated MACV Forward. After a month of hard fighting, the
last enemy troops were ejected from Hue, essentially ending the
Tet Oftensive of 1968.

The costs to the enemy had been enormous, later estimated
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at 45,000 dead or disabled, 20 percent of his total forces in South
Vietnam, with more than 33,000 of those killed in action. Of
particular importance were the losses sustained by the Viet Cong
in the South. Anticipating the predicted “general uprising” of
the population in response to the offensive, many cadres who
had until then been operating clandestinely surfaced, only to be
killed on the spot or identified and tracked down later. William
Bundy observed that in the Tet Offensive “the North Vietnam-
ese fought to the last Viet Cong.”* The Communists in the
South never recovered from the effects of these losses, progres-
sively losing influence in a movement that was in any event
directed and dominated by party leaders in North Vietnam.

As pacification progressed and recruiting became more dif-
ficult in the South, the enemy was forced to replace his losses
primarily with infiltrators from North Vietnam. Over time, the
ranks of the formerly “Viet Cong” units became largely popu-
lated with North Vietnamese, further diluting the influence of
the indigenous insurgents. When, after many years of struggle,
North Vietnam prevailed, the Viet Cong found themselves rel-
egated to positions of no importance, an outcome dramatized
by their bringing up the rear of the victory parade through
Saigon.

THE TET OFrrENSIVE had positive results within South Vietnam,
results not confined to the heavy losses inflicted on the enemy.
“This was the first time that our South Vietnamese urban pop-

b

ulation had ever experienced the hazards of real war,” noted
Lieutenant General Ngo Quang Truong.*® The firsthand en-
counter with the enemy’s destructiveness and—as in his mas-
sacre of thousands of innocent civilians in Hue—his cruelty to
those he supposedly sought to “liberate” radically changed the
outlook of South Vietnam’s populace. This change enabled the
government to decree full mobilization, something it had pre-
viously not dared attempt, so that the draftable categories were

greatly expanded (set at nineteen to thirty-eight years old, com-
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pared with twenty-one to twenty-eight previously, and then
eighteen to thirty-eight), and the armed forces were expanded
from 600,000, eventually reaching 1,100,000. One of the great,
if unremarked, ironies of the war was that the enemy’s “General
Oftensive/General Uprising” provoked not the anticipated up-
rising of the population in support of the invaders, but just the
opposite—general mobilization in support of the government.
“The expansion took place primarily in territorial forces which
were indigenous to the areas where they were assigned,” ex-
plained the legendary John Paul Vann. “An enduring govern-
ment presence in the countryside was thus established.”*?

The General Mobilization Law of June 1968 included an
important provision favoring those territorial forces, the Re-
gional Forces and the Popular Forces. Men thirty-one to thirty-
eight years old could volunteer to serve in the RF or PF rather
than be inducted in the regular armed forces. The incentive of
remaining close to home motivated many to do so, allowing the
greatly expanded RF and PF authorizations to be met.??

THE PLAN HAD BEEN that when Abrams went to Vietnam in May
1967 he would, within a few weeks, succeed to the top com-
mand in place of Westmoreland. As things played out, though,
more than a year elapsed before Abrams formally took com-
mand. While the evidence is strong that an early succession was
intended,>* Secretary of Defense McNamara inadvertently pre-
cipitated a change of outlook on Lyndon Johnson’s part. After
a July 1967 visit to Saigon, he suggested in remarks to the press
that, rather than asking for additional forces, General West-
moreland ought to make more effective use of the forces he
already had. Westmoreland, who happened to be in the United
States at the time, objected, after which LBJ called his com-
manding general in for consolation and reassurance, including
public expressions of undiluted support. Johnson could scarcely
then relieve him, lest he give credence to critics of Westmore-
land, and of himself as the man who had chosen Westmoreland
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and continued to back him despite increasingly widespread crit-
icism.

Westmoreland therefore remained in command until the Tet
Offensive erupted. LB] temporized yet a while longer, probably
for the same reasons as before. Then, in late March, two months
after Tet began, it was revealed that Westmoreland would be-
come Army Chief of Staff in June. On 10 April, General
Creighton Abrams was announced as the commander-designate
in Vietnam. There lay ahead a better war.



2

‘New Tactics

CREIGHTON ABRAMS formally assumed command of U.S. forces
in Vietnam in early June, but the message traffic makes it clear
that he was in de facto command much earlier. His stamp was
on conduct of the fighting during “mini-Tet” in May, as it had
been in the northern provinces when he commanded from
MACYV Forward during Tet 1968.

“The tactics changed within fifteen minutes of Abrams’s tak-
ing command,” affirmed General Fred Weyand, who was in a
position to know. Under General Westmoreland, Weyand had
commanded the 25th Infantry Division when it deployed to
Vietnam from Hawaii, then moved up to command II Field
Force, Vietnam, a corps-level headquarters. From that vantage
point he observed the year Abrams spent as Westmoreland’s dep-
uty, then Abrams’s ascension to the top post.

What Weyand saw was a dramatic shift in concept of the
nature and conduct of the war, in the appropriate measures of
merit, and in the tactics to be applied. Former Secretary of the
Army Stephen Ailes, who had known Abrams well for a number
of years, perceived that he understood—as General Harold K.
Johnson used to say and as the PROVN Study emphasized—
“the object beyond the war.” That object was not destruction
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but control, and in this case particularly control of the pop-
ulation.

Abrams also understood that the war was a complex of in-
terrelated contests on several levels, and that dealing with the
enemy effectively meant meeting and countering him on each
of those levels. “The enemy’s operational pattern is his under-
standing that this is just one, repeat one, war,” stressed Abrams.
“He knows there’s no such thing as a war of big battalions, a
war of pacification or a war of territorial security. Friendly forces
have got to recognize and understand the one war concept and
carry the battle to the enemy, simultaneously, in all areas of con-
flict.”! This insight was also the answer to a false dichotomy
that has grown up in discussing the war, with contending view-
points arguing that it was a guerrilla war on one hand or a
conventional war on the other. The fact is that it was both, in
varying degrees and at different times and places. The “one war”
approach recognized and accommodated this pervasive though
shifting reality.

When Admiral John S. McCain, Jr.—the Commander in
Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC), based in Hawaii—came out to visit,
Abrams explained to him that “the one war concept puts equal
emphasis on military operations, improvement of RVINAF [Re-
public of Vietnam Armed Forces] and pacification—all of which
are interrelated so that the better we do in one, the more our
chance of progress in the others.”? Lieutenant General Julian
Ewell, commanding the corps-level II Field Force, said of
Abrams’s “one war” concept that “like most powerful ideas it
was very simple. Also, like most ideas in Vietnam it was rather
difficult in execution.’”

Ellsworth Bunker was in complete agreement with Abrams,
and had demonstrated his understanding of the true nature of
the war in his very first interview with President Nguyen Van
Thieu. Presenting his credentials as the new U.S. ambassador
to the Republic of Vietnam, Bunker stated his view that “the



" NEW TACTICS 19

essence of success” in the war lay in providing security for the
people in South Vietnam’s hamlets and villages.*

Abrams and Bunker from the start formed a close relation-
ship, one based on shared values and a shared objective: pre-
paring the South Vietnamese to defend themselves before
American forces were withdrawn. Abrams personally instructed
key staft members on how to deal with the embassy. The first
night Major General Charles Corcoran was in Vietnam, newly
assigned as MACYV ]-3, Abrams emphasized to him that he never
wanted to take any major action without prior consultation with
Bunker. “I never want to withhold the bad news from the am-
bassador, nor the good news,” Abrams said. “We will give it to
him just like we have it. I do not want our ambassador ever to
be surprised.”® Other senior officers recalled being told by
Abrams, “If you can’t get along with the ambassador, there’s no
sense in your being here.”

While the convoluted Washington policy apparatus sought
to play off one faction against another, Bunker and Abrams stood
apart from such machinations. South Vietnam’s ambassador to
the United States, Bui Diem, gained some insight into this from
his discussions with Bunker, who told him that during peace
negotiations there were some things that Washington didn’t feel
were appropriate to share with the military command. “But Ells-
worth Bunker was of a different opinion,” said Diem. “He had
a high regard for Abrams and many times, he told me, he insisted
on having Abrams briefed too on some of these political prob-
lems. And so it reflected a kind of confidence between the two
men, walking together like that.”¢

Bunker was also fully supportive when Abrams set about
implementing the approach to the war proposed by the
PROVN study. One of the study’s key contributors had been
Lieutenant Colonel Don Marshall, who thereby came to
Abrams’s attention. Even before Abrams assumed command in
Vietnam, he asked the Army Chief of Staff to reassign Marshall
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to MACV “to put.to use on the ground the considerable study
he has accomplished for you.”” Soon, on orders to Vietnam,
Marshall received a letter from Abrams. “I look forward to your

3

arrival,” he wrote. “You will need your ‘notes.”” The cryptic
reference was to the results of PROVN and related studies on
which Marshall had worked.?

PROVN insisted that “at no time should ... combat op-
erations shift the American focus of support from the true point
of decision in Vietnam——the villages.” The underlying objective
was, as General Johnson had made clear, “the restoration of sta-
bility with the minimum of destruction, so that society and law-
ful government may proceed in an atmosphere of justice and
order.” Abrams fully agreed with those findings, as Lieutenant
General Phillip B. Davidson, who served as MACV Deputy
Chief of Staft for Intelligence for both Westmoreland and
Abrams, could attest. Westmoreland had rejected the study when
it was published, said Davidson, because “he could not embrace
the study’s concept without admitting that he and his strategy
were wrong.” But later, “under different circumstances and a-
different commander, [PROVN] would gain support and cre-
dence.”

Instead of thrashing about in the deep jungle, seeking to
bring the enemy to battle at times and in places of his own
choosing—the typical maneuver of the earlier era—allied forces
now set up positions sited to protect populated areas from in-
vading forces. This put friendly forces in more advantageous
situations and forced the enemy to come through them to gain
access to the population, the real objective of both sides in the
war. As early as August 1968, Abrams noted that the entire 1st
Cavalry Division was operating in company-size units, suggest-
ing “that gives you a feel for the extent to which they’re de-
ployed and the extent to which they’re covering the area.” The
implication was that instead of a smaller number of operations
by large, and therefore somewhat unwieldy, units, current op-
erations featured fuller area coverage by widely deployed and
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more agile small units. Once enemy contact was established,
larger and more powerful forces could be concentrated at the
critical point.

“Where Westmoreland was a search-and-destroy and count-
the-bodies man,” wrote a perceptive journalist, “Abrams proved
to be an interdict-and-weigh-the-rice man.”!® The reference
was to Abrams’s insistence on the value of discovering and seiz-
ing the enemy’ prepositioned supplies, including the rice he
needed to feed his troops. Abrams had discovered the enemy’s
reliance on a logistics “nose,” the technique of pushing the
wherewithal needed to fight a battle out in front of the troops
rather than, as traditional armies would do it, supplying them
from the rear by means of a logistical “tail.” In this approach,
necessitated by lack of transport and secure lines of communi-
cation, Abrams had identified a major enemy vulnerability.

This insight in turn dictated important changes in allied tac-
tics. Because of the need for advance emplacement of the lo-
gistics nose, major enemy operations required substantial time
for preparation of the battlefield, positioning supplies, construct-
ing bunkers, moving in the forces, and so on. Armed with this
knowledge of enemy vulnerabilities, Abrams set about pre-
empting enemy offensives by seeking out and cutting off that
logistics nose. The large-scale search-and-destroy operations that
typified the Westmoreland years gave way to numerous smaller
operations such as patrols and ambushes, both day and night,
designed to find the enemy and his crucial caches of matériel,
then seize the supplies and interdict troop movement toward the
populated areas.

EVERY ASPECT OF the war seemed almost calculated to put a
strain on professional integrity, from the lushness of the support
establishment to the allocation of battlefield resources, but body
count may have been the most corrupt—and corrupting—
measure of progress in the whole mess. Certainly the consen-
sus of senior Army leaders, the generals who commanded in
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Vietnam, strongly indicates that it was. Sixty-one percent, when
polled on the matter, said that the body count was “often in-
flated.” Typical comments by the respondents were that it was
* that “the immensity of the false
reporting is a blot on the honor of the Army,” and that “they

“a fake—totally worthless,’

were grossly exaggerated by many units primarily because of the
incredible interest shown by people like McNamara and
Westmoreland.”!!

Westmoreland denied it. “I believe one of the great distor-
tions of the war has been the allegation that casualties inflicted
on the enemy are padded,” he asserted. “I can categorically state
that such is not the case.”'? A large majority of his generals did
not agree.

The appropriate measure of merit in such a conflict was,
Abrams thought, not “body count” but “population security” —
security from coercion and terrorism for the people in South
Vietnam’s villages and hamlets. “There’s a lot of evidence to go
around of a developing disinterest in body count per se,” Abrams
told McCain during the next enemy offensive in August 1968.
“Weapons are important.” That word seemed to be getting out,
since during the last quarter of 1968 operations initiated by
friendly forces captured 6,961 enemy weapons while losing 49,
a gratifying ratio of 142:1.13

Abrams moved to deemphasize the body count in two ways:
he focused his own interest on other measures of merit and
progress; and his shift in tactics to concentrate on population
security made that, rather than killing the enemy per se, the
most important determinant of success. And he very explicitly
stated that body count was far less important than some other
measures of how well things were going, a message he delivered
in person, in cables, and in the campaign plans and planning
documents issued by his headquarters. “I know body count has
said Abrams in a typical comment on the
matter, “but it’s really a long way from what is involved in this
war. Yeah, you have to do that, I know that, but the mistake is

]

something about it,’
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to think that’s the central issue.” Amplifying, he added, “I don’t
think it makes any difference how many losses he [the enemy]
takes. I don’t think that makes any difference.”

ABRAMS’S MOST significant impact as the new MACV com-
mander was in his conduct of the war—his concept of the na-
ture of the war itself, the “one war” response to that perception,
identification and exploitation of the enemy’s dependence on a
logistics nose, emphasis on security of the populace and the ter-
ritorial force improvements that provided it, effective interdic-
tion of enemy infiltration, and development of more capable
armed forces for the South Vietnamese. But there were matters
of style that were also very important, not least in the example
they set for the South Vietnamese.

“Effective now,” Abrams told senior commanders even be-
fore his official appointment, “the overall public affairs policy of
this command will be to let results speak for themselves. We will
not deal in propaganda exercises in any way, but will play all of
our activities at a low key.” And, he added, “achievements, not
hopes, will be stressed.”**

After receiving a complaint from Lieutenant General Robert
Cushman, the Marine commander of III MAF that Armed
Forces Radio was broadcasting too much coverage of antiwar
protests in America, Abrams looked into the programming, then
replied. “I am satisfied they are presenting a balanced picture of
what is now happening in the United States—good and bad—
within their capabilities,” he began. “We should never protect
our men from the truth, because the very system of government
for which they fight and sacrifice has its basic strength in its
citizenry knowing the facts. I believe the Armed Forces Radio
is presenting a balanced set of facts. It is our job to persevere in
the atmosphere of the facts.”"s

Next Abrams stated his views on how bad news was to be
handled. “If [an] investigation results in ‘bad news,” no attempt
will be made to dodge the issue,” he specified. “If an error has
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been made, it will be admitted . . . as soon as possible.” These
expressions of style were also manifestations of values, particu-
larly the classic soldierly virtues of integrity, selflessness, and
courage. Shared in full measure by Bunker and Colby, they con-
stituted a consistent and admirable basis for conduct of the war.

THE ENEMY RENEWED offensive actions in May 1968, striking in
what came to be known as “mini-Tet” at multiple locations,
concentrating on the area around Saigon. This time the allies
had plenty of advance warning, and were able to take preemp-
tive action. Thus, while a total of twenty-seven VC and NVA
battalions were scheduled to take part in the attack on Saigon,
for example, elements of only nine battalions were in fact able
to enter the city. Within a week the ground attacks were de-
feated, again at a horrendous cost to the attackers. One estimate
was that 12,500 enemy were killed during the first two weeks
of May alone. That did not, however, serve to deter further
such costly offensives, former NVA Colonel Bui Tin later re-
called. “Nor did we learn from the military failures of the Tet
Offensive,” he wrote. “Instead, although we had lost the ele-
ment of surprise, we went on to mount further major attacks in
May and September 1968 and suffered even heavier losses.”!¢

There followed, beginning on 19 May (Ho Chi Minh’s
birthday), what Colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung called “the fiercest
rocket attacks the enemy had ever unleashed against Saigon.” In
June rockets crashed into the city on twelve consecutive days,
and enemy propagandists threatened a hundred rockets a day for
a hundred days. Already more than a hundred civilians had been
killed and more than four hundred wounded."”

In his departure press conference Westmoreland had dispar-
aged the importance of protecting Saigon against rocket attacks.
It was a very difficult thing to stop such attacks, he said, “almost
an impossibility.” And besides, he added, although “there are
civilians getting killed, some properties being damaged . . . this

is of really no military consequence.”'®
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Abrams saw the situation much differently, believing not
only that human lives were important but also that South Viet-
nam’s senior leadership could not function effectively in the
siege mentality produced by frequent and indiscriminate enemy
rocket attacks on the capital city. He took personal charge of a
purposeful campaign to end such attacks, saying publicly that
“we are going to put a stop” to enemy rocketing of Saigon
“because we have to stop them, and we have the means to stop
them.”?® Ambassador Bunker noted that indiscriminate rocket-
ing of the civilian population was “an easy, cheap, and profitable
tactic for the enemy so long as he has no fear of retaliation.”?
Abrams set about arranging some retaliation.

To Weyand, then commanding U.S forces in the region that
included Saigon and its environs, Abrams observed that “we all
together have not succeeded in defending Saigon as it must be
defended if we are to guarantee that the government will not
fall or be pressured into a solution that is not satisfactory. I be-
lieve the enemy has made Saigon/Gia Dinh his number one
effort at this time; I have made it mine.”?" Soon counterbattery
radars were installed, saturation day and night patrols scheduled,
rivers swept, a network of observation towers erected around
the city perimeter, the sewer system interdicted, specially trained
dogs brought in for detection of munitions and infiltrators, hel-
icopter gunships put into continuous nighttime orbit over likely
firing positions, infantry put to work conducting thousands of
ambushes. “We took the Rome plows and cut a 1,000-meter
swathe from the Michelin all the way to the Song Be River,”
reported General Weyand in mid-July. “Before long we’re going
to have a ring quite a ways out from Saigon.”

The Vietnamese named Major General Nguyen Van Minh,
an experienced division commander, to be Military Governor
of Saigon. Abrams, in turn, established a Capital Military Assis-
tance Command and put Major General John Hay in charge,
also giving him operational control of all U.S. forces in the cap-
ital region. Together these two officers worked to carry out
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Abrams’s dictum that rocketing of the capital was to cease.?
Pretty soon the coordinated operation began uncovering caches
of rockets and other weaponry, thus preempting their use in
attacks on Saigon. In late June a MACV briefer could report
that “not even a token of [the enemy’s] threatened hundred-
rocket-a-day attacks ever materialized” while noting the seizure
two days earlier of 146 122mm rocket rounds in Hau Nghia
Province.

One evening Abrams invited Major General Julian Ewell,
then commanding the 9th Infantry Division, and his assistant
division commander, Brigadier General Ira Hunt, to dinner. The
Na Be oil refinery was in their division’s tactical area of interest.
During the visit Abrams brought out a presento, the tail fin from
an NVA rocket—mounted on a plaque inscribed “The Last
Rocket to Hit Na Be on the Saigon River.” The two generals
got the message.

In an earlier day, people visiting Saigon from other parts of
the country might be taken to dine at the rooftop restaurant of
the Rex, a hotel taken over for use as an American BOQ (Bach-
elor Officers’ Quarters). Many who had this experience came
away from it almost disoriented, feeling as though they had vis-
ited some kind of surrealistic landscape. There they were, safe
and dry and with a couple of drinks under their belts, having a
good dinner high above the city. And off in the distance, but
not that far off, they could see the star shells and tracers and
flares of people fighting for their lives, sometimes even hear the
detonations of artillery or mortar rounds. It was an eerie and
unsettling experience, and many troopers just in from their own
piece of the battlefield felt uncomfortable, even guilty, watching
in ease and safety the fiery traces of others who were not.

“The first year I was there,” recalled the MACV Inspector
General, Colonel Robert M. Cook, “every night you had air-
craft flying around, dropping flares, and you could hear artillery
close in around Saigon. Then General Abrams took over and,
all of a sudden, it was quiet. Within a period of weeks, he’d
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pushed the goddamn fighting back out towards the enemy, as
opposed to this siege-type stuff. It was almost like somebody just
turned the volume down.” When, on 22 August, an enemy
rocket attack struck Saigon, it was the first in two months, clear
evidence of the success of the countermeasures campaign.

By autumn General Davidson could quote an agent nick-
named “Superspook” on what a tough target Saigon had be-
come. “ARVN forces are defending Saigon so tightly,” he said,
“it is hard to find a weak point to attack.” Caches were being
discovered and seized, and B-52s were keeping secret zones un-
der constant attack. To compound these problems, troops from
North Vietnam did not know their way around Saigon. Thus
“the majority [of cadres] believe an attack is possible only if
defensive forces can be lured from the capital area.”?

In those days Abrams was going over to the Capital Military
District every Sunday morning to review progress in buttressing
Saigon’s defenses. Later he recalled an occasion when he arrived
in time to witness “a damn formal ceremony in which they
decorated a goose. That’s right! They put them in a pen outside
the outpost. And there’s no way to sneak up on a goose at night.
They just start going, just creating a hell of a racket. They’re
better than a dog. And this goose had alerted the outpost, they’d
made a successful defense, and the Vietnamese were decorating
the goose. And by god nobody was laughing!”

A COMBAT ACCIDENT during mini-Tet underscored the problem
of damage done to civilians during combat in populated areas.
A U.S. helicopter gunship, supporting eftorts to root out enemy
forces holed up in some residential buildings in Saigon, fired a
rocket that hit a nearby location where a group of rather senior
Vietnamese officials were watching the action. Six were killed
and two others wounded. The matter was complicated by the
fact that all those injured were strong supporters of Vice Presi-
dent Nguyen Cao Ky, and charges were made that it had been
a deliberate attack rather than an accident. Even putting aside
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the impossibility of ‘the helicopter pilot’s having known that
those people were in that location, a joint U.S.—South Viet-
namese investigation established that a malfunction could have
been responsible, although it might also have been crew error
in the midst of a heated battle.

Abrams, although not yet in formal command, reacted
strongly. He had been furious with Weyand for what he thought
was overuse of fire support in the fighting around Y Bridge,
something he later learned had been prompted by orders from
Westmoreland. Now he established a prohibition on action by
artillery, bombing, or gunships within the city except with his
personal authorization, then convened a task force to devise bet-
ter tactics for dealing with enemy forces mixed in with the pop-
ulation.** Abrams also put Cook, the Inspector General, to work
on the problem. Cook had aerial reconnaissance photographs
taken of the affected areas of Saigon, then compared them with
earlier photos to determine just what damage had been caused
in what precincts. He correlated that with the units operating
in those areas, and with the ammunition records, nailing down -
who had done what and where. Then Cook learned that, over
a period of time, certain units had been abusing the rules of
engagement—for example, getting clearance to fire a thousand
meters to the front, then adding on to that as they moved for-
ward without getting new clearances for the advanced areas.
Cook reported all this to Abrams, who instructed him, “Cook,
rewrite the rules of engagement.” Cook did, and the new pro-
cedures remained in effect for the rest of the war.

Abrams also sought to tutor the South Vietnamese on the
need for restraint, even in heavy contact. He took the occasion
of an address to the first class of the National Defense College
of Vietnam to speak to the issue. “I can assure you,” he stressed,
“that no matter how frustrating, no matter what our past ex-
perience, restraint will and must govern virtually all of our
activities.” Thus, he explained, “we cannot apply the full fire-
power capabilities of our military force throughout the coun-
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tryside at will, for to do so would further endanger the lives and
property and the governmental relationships with the very peo-
ple we are all fighting to protect: your own citizens of Vietnam.”
Telling these experienced officers “we’re here to win,” Abrams
then defined what that meant. “To win is to achieve our fun-
damental allied objective: an independent South Vietnam, free
to determine your own future.”?

Later Abrams, seeking to dramatize the need for restraint to
his own staff, recalled an episode during mini-Tet. He had been
out to see Lieutenant General Fred Weyand at II Field Force,
and Weyand had briefed him on how successful they had been
at countering the enemy offensive. Then, said Abrams, “as I
rode back in my helicopter after hearing how well we were
doing, smoke was billowing up in Saigon, flames shooting up
in the air. I have estimated that we can successfully defend Sai-
gon seven more times, and then we’re going to be faced with
the embarrassment that there’s no city left. And I don’t know
how the hell we’re going to explain these nine successful defenses
of Saigon, but no goddamn city.”

When, near the end of summer, the enemy mounted his
third offensive of the year, Ambassador Bunker was able to com-
ment in a cable to the President on the “great care in our use

which had “resulted in far fewer civilian
,’26

s

of air and artillery,’
casualties and property destruction than in May or during Tet.

LATER, WHEN General William B. Rosson arrived to succeed
Andrew Goodpaster as Abrams’s deputy, it was very clear to him
how things had changed since his last tour of duty in Vietnam.
“Abrams (with Bunker) had made it ‘clear and hold’ instead of
‘search and destroy,” ” he observed succinctly. Said Bunker of
“clear and hold” as the tactical approach, “it proved to be a
better policy than the policy of attrition. The policy of attrition
simply meant under those circumstances a very prolonged type
of warfare, whereas if you can clear and hold and keep an area
secure and keep the enemy out, psychologically as well as from
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a military point of view you have got a better situation. In effect,
you shifted the initiative from the enemy to you.”?

A subsequent analysis of these new tactics came from an
unexpected source, a group led by Daniel Ellsberg that in late
1968 and early 1969 prepared a paper on the situation in Viet-
nam. The section “U.S. Military Efforts” reported that “in the
last six months our military efforts against enemy main force
units seem to be significantly improved,” citing changed oper-
ational tactics under Abrams as the reason. “We are using more
small patrols for intelligence and spoiling, and we are conducting
fewer large-scale sweeps, and those sweeps that we are con-
ducting are smaller in territorial scope. General Abrams has be-
gun to concentrate much more on area control than on kills.
He has been aided in this approach by his defense in depth,
particularly around the major cities.”?® Saigon, the most major
city of all, was a showcase for this new approach.

The impact of these changes on the Saigon government’s
outlook was just as Abrams had anticipated. “I am more opti-
mistic now,” confirmed newly appointed Premier Tran Van .
Huong. “It is working much better. Abrams . . . is a good man,
shrewd, sincere, a fighter. No politics.”?

Even General Vo Nguyen Giap, the venerable North Viet-
namese commander, testified to the changes. “General Abrams
was different and had different fighting tactics,” said Giap. “He
based his leadership on research; he studied his own and others’
experiences to see what he could apply to the real situation
lere.”3

In due course Abrams changed what he could—everything
he could. He inherited an awkward chain of command, lack of
unified operational control over South Vietnamese and other
allied forces, an elaborate and wasteful base camp system, an
exposed string of static border camps, severe geographical and
procedural restrictions on conduct of the war, greatly diminished
domestic support. These he had to live with. The rest he
changed.




-

Third
Oftensive

ONCE HE wAS IN command, Abrams confronted urgent tasks in

every one of the multiple dimensions of the job. There were
years of neglect to be made up in the role of senior advisor to
the South Vietnamese. Working closely with Bunker, he was
responsive and patient in dealing with often uncoordinated and
sometimes conflicting instructions from various superiors in
Washington. And as field commander he was very clear on how
the job must be done. “The one unforgivable sin will be to gloss
over or ignore shortcomings which demand prompt remedy,”
he cabled his field commanders in an early message, one in
which he also said that “the result I am looking for is a con-
scious, determined effort by all allied forces to seek battle with
a will to win.”! In the United States the leadership, the people,
and the media might have given up on the war, but in Vietnam
Abrams had a difterent outlook.

Abrams’s forces were formidable indeed: 7 divisions, which
included 112 maneuver battalions, 60 artillery battalions, and
some 400 helicopters. With support forces, the total came to
543,400 troops at the high-water mark in early 1969.2 Added to
these American forces were Free World Military Assistance
Forces (FWMAF) from South Korea, Thailand, Australia, New
Zealand, and the Philippines, and indigenous South Vietnamese
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forces that, in all components, would over succeeding years
grow to 1.1 million men. (Significantly, Defense Secretary
Melvin Laird was told by MACV on his first visit to Saigon in
March 1969 that the estimated level of RVNAF that could be
sustained over a period of years by Vietnam’s manpower base
was 855,000.)°

Control over these forces was fragmented, both with respect
to U.S. elements and more generally. Abrams, for example, had
no authority over U.S. Navy forces offshore, nor over the
bombing campaign in North Vietnam, nor over South Vietnam-
ese or other allied forces, except as he might be able to persuade
or influence their commanders to act. “Countrywide,” said
Charlie Corcoran, “there was really nobody in command. I
don’t think Westy ever really understood that he wasn’t in com-
mand. Abe understood that from day one.”

THE MAIN FORUM for discussion of tactics, intelligence, logistics,
and in fact the entire spectrum of concerns dealt with by the

top American military leadership in Vietnam was the Weekly

Intelligence Estimate Update (WIEU—pronounced woo—for
short). This session, typically held on Saturday mornings at
Headquarters MACYV, brought together Abrams, his deputy, and
the staff principals—those responsible for operations, logistics,
and the like—for a crowded agenda of briefings and debate.
Once monthly, the slate of participants was expanded by bring-
ing in the principal subordinate commanders from around the
country for what was called a Commanders WIEU. At those
sessions in particular, the J-2 (MACV Deputy Chief of Staft for
Intelligence) often presented estimates or evaluations on topics
specified by Abrams, followed by wide-ranging discussion of the
conclusions and their implications for allied actions.

Abrams, who had inherited the WIEUs from his predecessor,
began the first session after assuming command by saying that
they would continue these meetings much as in the past and
then, from time to time, he might introduce some changes. The
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second briefer up began by saying, “General, I've got some good
news.” Abrams put his hand up, stopping the man right there.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “we’ll have the first change in the pro-
cedures of these meetings. From now on, we’ll take up the bad
news first, then if there is any time left, we’ll take up the good
news.”

Subsequently Abrams broadened and expanded what had
been almost exclusively a concentration on military aspects of
the war. “What I have in mind here,” he explained, “first of all,
is to see if we can come to grips with a little bit more compre-
hension of what the situation is here in South Vietnam with
respect to the enemy. In other words—the military campaign,
that’s one feature.” But Abrams wanted more, “so we try to
produce here next Saturday a reasonably comprehensive picture
of the whole game Hanoi is playing in South Vietnam.”

Soon detailed analytical briefings on North Vietnam’s po-
litical and economic situation became prominent, as well as
those of Laos and Cambodia, the status of negotiations in Paris,
and cease-fire contingency planning. With respect to South
Vietnam, the agenda grew to include pacification, expansion of
territorial forces, manpower issues, economic reform, elections,
and refugee assistance. Abrams was not neglecting the military
campaign, but using the broadened perspective to facilitate use
of forces to better advantage, to wage a smarter and more avail-
ing war. Soon attendance by Ambassador Bunker became fre-
quent, whereas earlier the embassy had seldom been represented
at these critical weekly planning sessions.

The J-2 was responsible for putting together the WIEU.
From the summer of 1967 to the summer of 1969, that officer
was Phillip B. Davidson, who served in this key post for a year
under Westmoreland and another year with Abrams. Davidson
left in the summer of 1969 and was replaced by William E. Potts.
Davidson and Potts were both highly professional intelligence
officers, but they were much different in style and personality.
Davidson was the more freewheeling, willing to risk (sometimes
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unwisely) improvising the answer to an unanticipated question
raised by the commander, not as punctilious in closing the loop
on matters raised during the briefings, less self-disciplined in
confining himself to his intelligence portfolio, and therefore
more willing to volunteer opinions on operational and other
matters. On the other hand, he was flexible and resourceful,
qualities that enabled him to successfully restructure the weekly
intelligence input when Abrams wanted to change the approach
used under Westmoreland.

Davidson was under the cloud of having failed to warn the
command of the enemy’s Tet Offensive, a huge black mark on
his career that could never be expunged. Though he had pre-
dicted an enemy attack at that season, he anticipated neither its
size, its extent, nor the treacherous timing in the midst of the
Tet observances. General Lung, the J-2 of South Vietnam’s Joint
General Staff, offered a comparison. “At the time of the 1968
Tet offensive,” judged Lung, “the United States did not appear

to be as capable in the production of intelligence as during the

subsequent stages of the war.”*

Abrams pushed hard for more comprehensive and more
timely intelligence, and Davidson tried hard to please him.
“Abrams was so sensitive to intelligence, he really knew so much
about it, he considered it to be the most important aspect of his
operation,” Davidson recalled.®

While the WIEU always began with a weather briefing,
these were not just cursory weather reports, but extended anal-
yses of the seasonal weather as forecast and as compared with
the historical norm, as well as the actual and anticipated impact
of the weather on combat operations, especially air operations.
This constituted a veritable banquet of weather for connoisseurs
of winds aloft, cloud cover, visibility and ceilings, rainfall, mon-
soons, trafficability and soil conditions, temperature gradients,
tide—all provided in current, anticipated, and historical

versions.
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The weather was an enormously important aspect of warfare
in Southeast Asia, the whole enterprise being shaped by the
recurring pattern of wet and dry seasons produced by the alter-
nating northeast and southwest monsoons, and Abrams and his
associates took the weather very seriously indeed. The weather
briefers were intense, professional, and highly competent, even
though perforce often the bearers of bad news. (During the first
nine days of October 1969, for example, fifty-nine inches of
rain fell at Hue—Phu Bai, greater than any monthly total recorded
over the past thirty years at any station in Vietnam.) Abrams had
only one complaint, that the weather officers sometimes seemed
too damned cheerful in briefing the foul weather he then had
to contend with.

Typically “out-country” developments, regional matters tak-
ing place outside the Republic of Vietnam, followed the
weather. First.came North Vietnam, both political and military
aspects. Then Laos, same aspects, followed by Cambodia. Only
then would the briefings turn to South Vietnam.

Beginning in the north, and moving southward, each corps
tactical zone was reviewed in terms of recent enemy activity.
Then the pacification briefer would cover his subject, followed
by naval operations and air operations. A forecast of combat
operations concluded the session, which typically lasted three or
four hours overall.

Statistics were an inevitable part of the WIEU briefings—
weapons captured, equipment operational, replacements as-
signed, ammunition expended, killed and wounded on both
sides, refugees created and resettled, pacification estimates, bud-
get figures, and on and on. Abrams, who once described himself
as “constitutionally suspicious,” often warned of the inherent
limitations of statistical measures. “You’ve got to have the sta-
tistics, there’s no question about that, absolutely no doubt about
it,” he said to the staff. “It’s the way you get things pointed,
and the way you commit assets and that sort of thing. But we’ve
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got to fight all the time to look past those, and bear in mind what
the real purpose is, and then face the real results in a realistic
way. And it’s tough.” So was the job ahead. “The thing that
remains for us is completely undramatic,” Abrams acknowledged.
“It’s just a lot of damn drudgery, in a way, in terms of military
things and so on. But that’s what we’ve got to do.”

As implied by the name, the WIEUs were a weekly occur-
rence. They involved, besides a large and varied cast of briefers,
some two dozen staff officers from MACV Headquarters and
the supporting naval and air elements. The monthly Com-
manders WIEU also brought in the senior officers from each
corps area, the three-star field force and corps commanders, the
Marine amphibious force commander, and so on.

These were all-U.S. meetings, although portions often were
subsequently presented to key South Vietnamese or other allied
leaders, visiting dignitaries, and higher echelons in the chain of
command in Hawaii or Washington. Following each session, the

MACYV J-2 prepared a comprehensive reporting cable for Gen- .

eral Abrams to send to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staft.

“We devote Saturdays to wrestling with this thing,” Abrams
told a wvisiting officer. “We try generally to have one or two
things that have been done in depth over a period of time, trying
to challenge what we think. The intelligence is the most important
part of this whole damn thing. And if that’s good, we can handle
anything.”

Topics covered in greater depth included the enemy’s infil-
tration program and efforts to combat it, for instance, or plans
for redeployment of U.S. forces. There was virtually no topic
that did not interest Abrams, and no one could ever be sure
what would come up at the WIEU. One week, for example,
he observed more or less out of the blue that in Vietnam “the
only entrepreneur that I know of that’s tried to play it straight
is ‘Coke.” I guess they want to make money, but they have
played it straight.” When each week’s agenda had been com-
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pleted, everyone in attendance was invited for lunch in the gar-
den at General Abrams’s quarters.

ABRAMS TOOK THE occasion of the first Fourth of July he was
in command to convene a conference attended by his top com-
manders throughout South Vietnam and by the MACV staff.
By then they had dealt with the second enemy offensive of the
year, the “mini-Tet” of early May. Abrams had the briefers go
through the current situation—enemy infiltration and apparent
plans for future operations, allied units and logistics, a classic
estimate of the situation. The conclusion was simple and una-
dorned. As far as the enemy was concerned, “the war is not
going well for him.” The enemy had designated 1968 “the year
of decision,” but those expectations were not being realized, nor
would they be.

In the ensuing give-and-take Abrams revealed much about
his own outlook on the nature of the war and how it should
be fought. The key was of course security for the people in
South Vietnam’s villages and hamlets. And that was not yet the
norm. Part of the difficulty was simply understanding the nature
of the war. “The military—all of us in the military—we have
a little problem,” pointed out Abrams. “We’ve got an institutional
problem, I guess. We recognize trouble, you know, where people
are shooting or fighting or punching or rioting and so on. And that’s
the kind—we know all about that trouble. You know, what it
looks like, what it smells like, and what you do about it. But this
trouble that nobody can see, and nobody can hear, and so on,
but is just meaner than hell—just going around collecting taxes,
quietly snatching somebody and taking him off and shooting
him, and so on—.” That took a lot of adjusting to deal with
effectively. And the answer was not conventional military op-
erations, or at least not those alone, not just attrition of enemy
main force units, not just the war of the big battalions.

“What we’ve been doing,” said Abrams, tellingly contrasting
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the new approach to previous tactics, “is sort of a treadmill. We
have to find these same units, and they’re always getting ready
to hit Saigon or Tay Ninh, so we go after that, and we’re whack-
ing them with B-52s, tac air and artillery, and dumping in on
them and piling on and that sort of thing. And the history of
that is that we go ahead and mash it all up, but then he sends
a lot more guys down and builds it back up and we mash it all
up again and just—you know, cause a lot of casualties and so
on. Now the way to put a stop to it, the way to get off the
treadmill, is to go after this other part which always seems to
survive. This is the way to run the war! Our war!!”

NOWHERE WAS THE excruciating nature of the war in Vietnam
more apparent than in the efforts to reach a negotiated solution.
And nowhere, it may be argued, was the enemy’s manipulative
skill more apparent. During the spring of 1968, following Lyn-
don Johnson’s landmark speech opting out of the presidential

campaign and cutting back on the bombing of North Vietnam,

the Washington community worked toward anticipated peace
negotiations. As they did so, concluded an official historian,
“they became increasingly convinced that negotiations would be
drawn out, with no immediate settlement of the war. This re-
alization led to a rather sudden change in their priorities in
June”—in other words, just as General Abrams was assuming
command in Vietnam. LB] wanted more prominence given to
the role of South Vietnamese forces and substitution of those
forces for American troops wherever possible. “Any measures
that could reduce American casualties and muffle domestic crit-
icism of the war effort were critical in a presidential election
year,” wrote Army Chief Historian Jeffrey Clarke. “While vis-
iting Saigon in July, [Secretary of Defense Clark] Clifford per-
sonally communicated these views to General Abrams.”*
While it seems logical that Clifford would not otherwise
make the 10,000-mile trip, he later claimed a lapse of memory,
then denied that was his mission in July of 1968. “I wouldn’t

i e
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remember that,” said Clifford. “Instructions to General Abrams
would be in writing, they wouldn’t be oral.” When asked if he
said anything like “General, we’re going to bring this army
home,” he answered, “I wouldn’t think so.” Asked if he con-
veyed any instructions about holding down American casualties,
Clifford’s answer was “I wouldn’t remember that, either.””

These were the crucial issues at a point of genuine crisis in
American politics. Clifford was the Secretary of Defense who,
by his own contemporary accounts, turned LBJ around on his
attitude toward the war. (It now appears, however, that Clifford
did not so much turn LBJ around as isolate and undermine him,
making it untenable for him to continue the policies he had
brought Clifford in to prosecute.) Vietnamization and American
casualties were the central issues. Perhaps an activist, even rad-
icalized, defense secretary went to the war zone to confer with
his field commander and had no instructions for him, but given
the temper of the times it is hard to credit.

Andrew Goodpaster, then deputy COMUSMACYV, remem-
bered the Clifford visit well, relating it to a previous trip he had
taken with the man, the same flight on which he had tangled
with Averell Harriman. “I went over to Paris in a plane with
Secretary Clifford and Harriman and Vance,” said Goodpaster,
“and we talked on the way over, and this was a real eye-opener
to me, because Clifford started right out saying, ‘Now, what you
have to do over here is bring this thing to an end on the best
terms that we can get.” And I said, ‘Mr. Secretary, that’s not the
guidance we had from the President.” He said, ‘No, in practical
terms we’'ve got to get out on the best terms that we can ar-
range.” And we had quite an argument over this.”®

As a result, said Goodpaster, “I knew that this was in his
mind, and when he came out to South Vietnam ‘this is what he
was stating. We had a meeting headed by Ellsworth Bunker, the
ambassador, and Abrams and myself, and when Clifford came
out with this—it was woven into what he was saying, but I
brought it right out into the open—I pointed out that there
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was nothing in our guidance that said anything like that, that
our guidance was really quite different than that.”® Clearly, at
least from Goodpaster’s perspective, Clifford was freelancing, and
in Paris it.would soon become apparent that Harriman was do-
ing the same.

In his memoirs Clifford says only that during the visit to
Saigon he told Bunker and Deputy Ambassador Sam Berger
“that we would be derelict in our duty if we failed to make use
of the six months left in the Johnson Administration to seek an
honorable end to the war,” and that “Bunker and Berger were
startled by my vehemence and unalterably opposed to my sug-
gestions.” As a result, added Clifford, “when I left Saigon for
Hawaii [ was depressed. With the exception of Nick Katzenbach
in Washington and Averell Harriman and Cy Vance in Paris, [
was an isolated voice among senior people in the Administra-
tion.”® Goodpaster had had it right.

Major General Charlie Corcoran briefed Clifford during that
visit. “It was clear that from then on the national policy was to
tear that thing down and get out as gracefully as we could,” he
recalled. “Abe knew that. Wheeler knew that. But Abe still had
to do the best he could.” And, said Corcoran, “the most sig-
nificant thing that happened during my tour was the Clifford
visit. He got mad because we weren’t promoting the Vietnamese
to general fast enough,” devastating evidence of his tenuous

grasp of the problem.

IN THE LATE SUMMER of 1968, Tet and the ensuing mini-Tet of
May had quieted down as the enemy prepared for yet another
such operation, what came to be called the Third Offensive.
Douglas Pike, then a political officer in the American embassy
in Saigon, believed that the enemy was at that point going
through “a period of great doctrinal indecision.” Nothing tried
to date had brought the expected victory, and factions in Hanoi
were advocating a range of adaptations. One, led by Foreign
Minister Nguyen Duy Trinh, favored negotiated settlement. An-
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other, following Truong Thien, was for protracted war along
Maoist lines. General Giap advocated “more of the same,” a
continuation of the current course of action. Pike, reported
Ambassador Robert Komer, “feels in the end the protracted war
school will finally prevail.”!!

There came a point where the enemy was indeed changing
tactics, at least to a modest extent, motivated in part by an ap-
parent need to hold down casualties after the heavy losses sus-
tained at Tet 1968 and in the May 1968 “mini-Tet.” Thus, when
he finally launched the Third Offensive in August, after a series
of delays imposed by preemptive allied operations, there were
some differences. For one thing, pointed out a MACYV briefer,
the enemy was employing primarily what were called “attacks
by fire,” artillery and rocket and mortar barrages directed at
friendly positions, but with few accompanying ground assaults
and “no attempt to launch a simultaneous countrywide offen-
sive. The enemy seems to be purposely staggering his attacks to
stretch out this oftensive,” MACV concluded. “I'm frankly baf-
fled by what the enemy’s up to,” confessed Ambassador Komer.

Abrams detailed what MACV had been up to, and what that
might have had to do with the enemy’ actions. “Some time
ago we thought there would be a third offensive,” he began.
“We thought that the enemy was prepared for it. So, rather than
wait for it to come, the most intensified intelligence effort yet—
more patrolling, more focusing—and applying B-52s, tac air,
searching and getting caches, probably on a scale which we
haven’t done before.” Thus what the enemy had done, said
Abrams, “I choose to believe is not his plan. It’s what he’s been
able to do with his plan, with the efforts that we’ve made against
it in all the days and weeks preceding it. In his plan he’s bound
to have provided in there for disruption of this and loss of that
and some contingencies, but I think he had a better plan than what
we have now seen executed, and it’s been screwed up on him,
and this is the best he could do with what he started out to do—
so far.”
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With all this going on, Abrams continued to hammer on the
essence of his new approach to conduct of the war. “The body
count does not have much to do with the outcome of the war,”
he stressed to senior commanders. “Some of the things I do
think important are that we preempt or defeat the enemy’s major
military operations and eliminate or render ineftective the major
portion of his guerrillas and his infrastructure—the political, ad-
ministrative and para-military structure on which his whole
movement depends.” And, added Abrams, “it is far more sig-
nificant that we neutralize one thousand of these guerrillas and
infrastructure than kill 10,000 North Vietnamese soldiers.”!2

It soon became apparent that the troops were getting the
word. Caches captured in the month before the Third Offensive
began were nearly 40 percent greater than those taken in the
month preceding the May offensive. In the I Corps area they
were nearly double, while in IV Corps they tripled. Secondary
explosions produced by B-52 strikes followed a similar pattern—
more than doubled countrywide and quadrupled in III Corps,

signifying widespread destruction of precious ammunition and

fuel. Clearly these losses of his carefully prepositioned military
wherewithal were having an impact on enemy capabilities.
Some huge cache recoveries underscored the magnitude and
probably the long-term duration of the enemy’s preparations for
combat in the South. At a place nicknamed the Pineapple Plan-
tation, a Communist base area less than twenty miles from Sai-
gon, searchers found a 4,000-bed hospital that even had
refrigeration and whole blood. In the complex were 3,500 bun-
kers, a thousand of which had two feet of overhead concrete
protection. ‘“Well, this isn’t any monkey business—this is for
real,” observed Abrams. “These things were not built in one
night.” Pleased with the discovery of this extensive complex,
Abrams emphasized that finds of this kind were “just as impor-
tant as defeating a communist battalion. In fact it is more im-
portant, because it never winds up in a big battle with a lot of

destruction.”’!?
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Given the resulting situation, thought Abrams, the enemy
commander was being profligate with the lives of his men. “I
think he’s one of the few guys in the world right now who
would try to run a military campaign down here in any kind of
shape. He hasn’t got the tickets to make it work. And what he’s
doing right now—it’s just an expenditure of men. He’s groping.”

There remained a question, too, as to what the enemy lead-
ership in Hanoi really knew about what was taking place on the
battlefields of South Vietnam. Long after the war was over, for
example, a study of the war published in Hanoi claimed that
during the 1968 Tet Offensive, Communist forces had killed
43,000 Americans.'* Given that about 58,000 Americans died
during the entire war (some 47,000 of them due to enemy ac-
tion), that was an astounding figure, one it is hard to imagine
they really believed, especially long after the fact. But perhaps
they did. If so, the leadership was making decisions on the basis
of some extraordinarily flawed data.s

Meanwhile, the enemy’s attacks came up against a much
differently arrayed defending force. One journalist—noting that
the 3rd Marine Division was now deployed horizontally along
the border with North Vietnam, the 4th Infantry Division ver-
tically along the western border with Laos and Cambodia, and
the bulk of the remaining forces, some eight divisions’ worth,
in the critical region of Saigon and its environs—called the new
dispositions “a strategic somersault.” A year earlier, he observed,
“these allied units were sweeping the remote Communist

strongholds near Vietnam’s borders.”!¢

DURING THE SUMMER the enemy was positioned in the DMZ
(Demilitarized Zone) with a lot of heavy artillery and rockets,
causing great difficulty for allied forces within range. A lot of
fuel was blown up at Cua Viet, and a big ammunition dump
went up in Dong Ha. “They were giving us hell,” said Abrams,
“but we had so many problems down here, we just had to kind
of take it.” But, while that was going on, a lot of intelligence
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and photography and so on were being collected, and a surprise
was being prepared.

B-52 strikes at that time were conducted in waves, typically
with an hour and a half or two hours between one wave and
the next. Abrams went to General Spike Momyer and asked
him whether there was “any way you could cut that out and
just kind of line them all up and have them come one right
after another, just keep it up?” Momyer worked something out
with SAC, a kind of compression thing. The sortie rate was then
sixty a day and, using this technique, you could do forty-eight
in the morning and forty-eight at night, then the next day down
to thirty-six to accommodate the needed recycling, mainte-
nance, and so on, and you could compress each wave into about
an hour and forty minutes.

When this was all ready, Abrams told them to take it up to
the DMZ and see how the enemy gunners liked it. About seven
o’clock the first morning, in came forty-eight B-52s, all dump-
ing their loads within an hour and forty minutes. “Then,” re-
called Abrams, “the artillery, the tac air, the naval gunfire took
up and had a great time all day. And then, about 1600 in the
afternoon, here came forty-eight more and did it. We did that
for seven days. It costs you sorties—you lose them. It’s expensive.
We did it for seven days. I want to tell you, it was forty-five
days before there was ever a fucking round fired out of the DMZ!
Forty-five days! And Xuan Thuy told Ambassador Harriman,
‘This bombing is insane!” Best BDA we ever had!” That meant
Xuan Thuy was providing gratifyingly authoritative bomb dam-
age assessment. Abrams had commanded a tank battalion in the
World War II breakout from Normandy, a classic use of thun-
derous bombing to pave the way. The DMZ raids, he thought,
made that earlier campaign look like “sort of an experimental
thing.”
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Intelligence

ABRAMS THOUGHT Iincisively about the enemy, about his objec-
tives and what motivated him, and in the course of it devel-
oped substantial respect for him. Critical of missed opportuni-
ties on the part of enemy commanders, and of their willingness
to waste lives in losing situations, Abrams nevertheless ad-
mired their tenacity, logistical resourcefulness, and planning
ability. “He always has something fairly long-range,” he ob-
served of the enemy. “I mean, he doesn’t plan just for Monday.”
And, he once observed, “adversity does nothing but strengthen
him.” '

The political regime in the North was viewed much differ-
ently. There American prisoners were tortured and abused,
sometimes even murdered, by their captors.! Military facilities,
such as the antiaircraft gun on which Jane Fonda posed, were
deliberately crowded in next to civilian areas, almost ensuring
extensive collateral damage if they were attacked, thus using
American scruples against causing such injuries to inhibit attack.
Secretary of State Dean Rusk, remarking that Americans were
frequently criticized for civilian casualties in North Vietnam,
said, “I have on my conscience the additional American casu-
alties that we took in an effort to prevent civilian casualties in
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that struggle—in the North as well as in South Vietnam—un-
der the rules of engagement.”?

North Vietnam’s treatment of its own people was consistent
with how it fought the war. “When I first went to Hanoi in
1967 I didn’t want to see what the regime was like, and I didn’t,”
admitted French journalist Olivier Todd. “When I went back
to Hanoi in 1973, it struck me forcefully—these people are red
fascists.” In an incessant terrorist campaign against civilians in
the South, the enemy showed this true nature even more clearly.
While loudly protesting civilian casualties in North Vietnam
supposedly caused by allied bombing, casualties that were min-
uscule by any reasonable measure, North Vietnam’ agents in
the South systematically murdered, wounded, kidnapped, and
impressed thousands of South Vietnamese civilians. At Hue,
temporarily under his control during the 1968 Tet Offensive,
the enemy seized the opportunity to execute, hands tied behind
their backs, some 3,000 civilians whose bodies were then
dumped in mass graves. Rockets fired indiscriminately at cities,
grenades thrown into school yards, bombs in churches—all these
and more were part of the North Vietnamese way of war. And
of all this the antiwar movement had little or nothing to say,
then or later.

These enemy proclivities—indifterence to their own combat
losses and to the harm done to innocents alike—produced a
disparate pattern of casualties. South Vietnamese armed forces,
while suffering substantial losses, to be sure, inflicted greatly dis-
proportionate casualties on enemy armed forces. In the civilian
populations, just the reverse was the case. Since no ground com-
bat took place in North Vietnam, and the allies structured their
bombing there to minimize civilian casualties, relatively few ci-
vilians were killed in the North. In the South, meanwhile, en-
emy terrorism and the rocketing and shelling of cities ensured a
high civilian death toll. Douglas Pike estimates that South Viet-
namese civilian casualties reached the staggering total of 465,000
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killed and 935,000 wounded, those in the North only a tiny
fraction of that.*

IT wAs WIDELY believed that the enemy had numerous pene-
tration agents in South Vietnam’s government and armed forces,
and indeed there were frequent indications that this was in fact
the case. South Vietnamese commanders also were notoriously
careless about operational security, providing in the process
much valuable information to an alert and watchful enemy.
What is less well known, however, is that the enemy was sim-
ilarly at risk. General Le Nguyen Khang, while commanding
ARVN III Corps, had an agent in the 9th VC Division and was
tapping him weekly for information. Davidson often referred to
a highly trusted agent who in early August 1968 reported that
allied operations had caused the enemy to postpone an expected
offensive. “As much credibility as we give to the gold-plated
agent’s report,” Davidson told Abrams, “we would still like a
little confirmatory evidence.”

That confirmation was often available from other well-
placed sources, one of them in COSVN (Central Office for
South Vietnam), controlling headquarters for enemy operations
in the southern provinces of South Vietnam. “I think the most
dramatic proof” of how intelligence had improved from a year
earlier, Davidson told a conference on intelligence collection,
“has been the breakthrough in the high-level agents. The
COSVN guy, the A-22, Superspook, 23, 24—the guys that are
really giving it to you the way it is! You don’t have to say, ‘Gee,
I wonder if this is right or not.” You know that guy’s telling you
the truth.” For this the South Vietnamese deserved the credit,
Davidson said. “That is an ARVN contribution, first rate.”

THROUGHOUT THE eatlier years, when General Westmoreland
was still in command, efforts to track and calculate infiltration
of enemy troops down the Ho Chi Minh Trail were both
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difficult and controversial. Often there was a lag of months be-
fore intelligence officers could identify with any assurance the
number and destination of those who had come down the trail,
information painstakingly assembled from prisoner-of-war inter-
rogations, captured documents, and agent reports. Repeated re-
calculations and revisions of earlier figures, as more information
was obtained, undermined the credibility of MACYV infiltration
estimates and contributed to the order of battle controversy that
raged during the latter stages of Westmoreland’s tenure, then
erupted again some years later as a result of the CBS Television
documentary The Uncounted Enemy: A Vietnam Deception and
Westmoreland’s ensuing ill-fated libel suit against the network.
This frustrating situation was dramatically, almost magically,
swept away just at the beginning of General Abrams’s tenure by
acquisition of a new and remarkably accurate means of deter-
mining details of enemy movements south. U.S. intelligence be-
gan to intercept, break, and read encoded enemy radio traffic
that accurately and consistently reported the numbers, progress,

and destinations of infiltration groups moving down the Ho Chi-

Minh Trail.

Traffic on the trail was controlled by the General Directorate
of Rear Services (GDRS) in Hanoi and administered by the
Commo-Liaison Bureau through a series of military way sta-
tions, known as binh trams, at intervals along the route. Each
station was numbered, and therefore individually identifiable.
Binh Tram 33 in Laos, for example, was in the vicinity of Base
Area 604 near Tchepone. The system of binh trams, later further
expanded, extended initially from Hanoi through North Viet-
nam and Laos to the area where North Vietnam, Laos, and
South Vietnam meet. “Almost the entire Cambodian—South
Vietnamese border ‘area is one continuous staging area,” a
MACYV analyst later concluded, with twenty or so bases in the
complex.

The binh trams controlled a second type of facility associated
with the trail, known as commo-liaison stations, or T-stations
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for short. These also were numbered—for example, T-10. The
mission of the commo-liaison people was to facilitate movement
of those traversing the trail. There were also what were called
K-facilities, providing permanent supply warehouses at intervals
along the route. And there was one other feature of the trail,
recalled Bui Tin, who had twice traversed the route—near each
military staging post was a cemetery for those who perished
along the way.’

A headquarters designated the 559th Transportation Group,
located in Base Area 604, operated the trail in Laos under di-
rection of the GDRS. Each binh tram exercised operational con-
trol over its supporting security forces, transportation,
antiaircraft, medical, and engineer units, as well as the commo-
liaison stations, an aggregation that reached approximately reg-
imental size for each binh tram. Altogether an estimated 40,000
people were engaged in operating the trail under the 559th
Group.

Suddenly the allies gained access to a tremendous source of
information on all this activity, one whose significance went far
beyond logistics. “Through interception of Rear Services mes-
sages,” said a MACV analyst, “we’ve been able to determine
the rate at which infiltration groups are put in the pipeline for
movement south and their probable destinations in South Viet-
nam.”¢

Calling it a “new dimension” in knowledge of enemy in-
filtration, MACV’s infiltration expert noted that this all began
on 1 November 1967 with the first recorded intercept of a
North Vietnamese Rear Services communication containing
references to a numbered infiltration group. It took several
months to grasp the significance of this new source, but by mid-
March 1968, when fourteen groups had been detected, the an-
alysts realized that a large infiltration effort was under way.
During March and April, following the 1968 Tet Offensive, 114
groups, totaling nearly 66,000 men, were reflected in intercepted
communications as commencing infiltration. Then, beginning
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in mid-June 1968, groups containing large numbers of sick and
wounded were detected in apparent northward movement.
Some of these groups included substantial numbers of apparently
able-bodied men, and the analysts at MACV concluded that this
represented withdrawal of the 304th NVA Division.

During the summer and into autumn, infiltration tapered off
dramatically. In subsequent years similar cyclical variations in the
traffic were observed, leading to the conclusion that the enemy
anticipated periods of peak offensive activity, as well as the need
for substantial replacements in the wake of them, and put troops
into the pipeline accordingly. He apparently also was careful not
to ship men down too soon, lest he have to provide rations and
other support for them over a longer time than necessary,
thereby increasing his logistical burden.

THIS DETAILED information on enemy infiltration depended on
intercepts of communications emanating from Binh Tram 19,
one of the way stations on the trail. Later the communications
link between Binh Tram 8 and T-12 would be the principal
source of information on infiltration of both personnel and ma-
tériel.”

Since each infiltration group was identified by a four-digit
number, it was possible to keep track of them sequentially. Dur-
ing 1968 there were 247 groups identified in communications
intelligence, plus 77 probable gap groups—groups not picked
up in COMINT but believed to exist because groups with
higher and lower numbers had been identified.

In making estimates of infiltration, then, MACV J-2 re-
ported all the groups identified as having entered the pipeline,
then gave another figure that included the gap groups, the prem-
ise being that those groups would in all probability turn up even-
tually; in fact a formal set of criteria for acceptance of gap groups
was eventually developed and applied. In late September 1968,
for example, MACV J-2 estimated that 191,000 men had infil-
trated south from North Vietnam since the beginning of the
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year, and projected an additional 16,000 for arrival during Oc-
tober—December, giving a total for the year of 207,000. If the
gap groups were added in, pointed out MACV J-2 Phil David-
son, the total would reach 229,000.2

The importance of this intercept capability was underscored
by Davidson at a conference on intelligence collection in the
autumn of 1968. “I think unquestionably one of the things that’s
caused success is communications intelligence, perhaps the big-
gest,” he said, especially the newfound capability to monitor
infiltration. “That’s really changed a hell of a lot of things.”
Abrams agreed. “Replacements are a thermometer of anticipated
combat activity,” he observed, and with the new intelligence
capability it was possible to know where those replacements
were headed, in what numbers, and on what schedule. Such
information was invaluable when it came to arranging a proper
reception.

Using accumulated historical data on travel times to the var-
1ous destinations, MACV intelligence could predict with im-
pressive accuracy and assurance how many enemy troops would
arrive on the battlefield, and when and where they would ap-
pear. “Now we’re getting even ahead of them getting in the
pipeline,” an intelligence briefer exulted at one of the first
WIEUs after Abrams took command, meaning that with this
‘new capability they could identify the size, timing, and com-
position of infiltration groups even before they began their jour-
ney to the South.

This intelligence was also useful in assessing both enemy
intentions and capabilities. In early July 1968, for example, after
the enemy’s Tet Offensive and a second round of attacks in May
had been turned back decisively, it was apparent that the enemy
still had not abandoned his tactic of mounting a coordinated
series of attacks at many locations throughout Vietnam, for the
infiltration data gave evidence of a buildup for yet another round
of such assaults. “I have put considerable reliance on keeping
track of these groups as a measure of the size of the problem
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we’re going to be facing down here in South Vietnam,” Abrams
told his intelligence officer once the new tracking system had
proved itself.

Infiltration groups were observed to travel down what was
called by the North Vietnamese their “strategic transportation
corridor”—otherwise known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail—at an
average rate of 12.2 kilometers per day, except for those going
to the COSVN area, the Communist headquarters for the most
southerly regions of the battlefield, who averaged only 10.5 kil-
ometers a day. MACV intelligence initially used a figure of 565
men per group as the average, a number adjusted at later times
to 568 and then 570. That was going into the pipeline. For
arrival estimates they used 420 men per group, reflecting esti-
mated attrition due to bombing, illness, and desertions. At other
times a 15 percent trail loss was assumed, a figure that appeared
conservative when a captured journal provided a detailed ac-
count of a 22 percent loss. In other cases, the MACV J-2 noted,
groups lost as much as 50 percent during their journey down
the trail.

Using the intelligence collected, MACV constructed a typ-
ical infiltration pattern that depicted groups starting from the
general area of Hanoi with a one-day train trip to Vinh, then
moving by barges down river to commo-liaison station T-12,
about thirty-five kilometers farther south. From T-12 groups
continued, some by truck but most on foot, through Laos to
their eventual destinations. Time en route was calculated to be
20-25 days for those headed for the western DMZ, 45 days to
Military Region Tri-Thien-Hue, and 60 days to the B-3 Front
in the Central Highlands. Those headed for COSVN could ex-
pect to be on the move for 120 days.

Detailed knowledge of infiltration led Abrams to conclude
that the enemy system was relatively hidebound. In preparing
for an August 1968 general offensive, he pointed out, the enemy
“planned the infiltration for July several months ago, in line with
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what he thought he’d do operationally, and a realistic estimate
of his casualties, so on. And that’s what’s been getting down here.
It’s really sort of an inflexible system. All that gets here is what
he decided five or six months ago, seven months ago, to send.”
If the enemy’s calculations about the state of the war turned
out to be off the mark, there was little he could do to adjust.
Abrams was doing all he could to upset those calculations. “We
have not been acting like we’ve always acted,” he reminded the
staff. “The way we’ve hit this fellow with B-52s, the extent to
which forces are out here patrolling, ambushing, and so on. The
improvements in the ARVN-—at least some of it.”

SOME TIME AFTER acquisition of the new tracking capability there
occurred a troubling development. Apparently there was some
kind of a pause in enemy activity, one reflected in a significant
reduction in the number of infiltrators coming down from the
North. “We have seen peaks of infiltration activity in March,
April, and May, followed by a lull during the first three weeks
of June,” said the WIEU briefer in late June 1968. “Now it
appears that a relatively stable flow of replacements is being es-
tablished.” Abrams wanted to tie in the dates on which groups
had entered the pipeline so as to be able to calculate what he
would be facing on the battlefield.

Abrams stressed that, despite the absence of offensive actions
at the moment, the enemy was far from idle. He was busy mak-
ing preparations to receive and employ those forces moving
through the pipeline. While they made their way south, “a lot
of other fellows are carrying the ammunition up and putting it
in caches, and they’re getting the radios set up, and getting com-
munications and dispensaries, this sort of thing. And that’s going
on up in the forward area. I think that’s the way he does it. And
then, at the last minute, he moves the units in.”

While the enemy was making these preparations for future
operations, his combat activity declined. That visible result led
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antiwar elements in the United States to claim that these battle-
field “lulls,” low levels of enemy-initiated activity, were evi-
dence of enemy goodwill or desire to deescalate the level of
hostilities. Thus, it was argued, U.S. forces should reduce their
own operations reciprocally, thereby winding down the war. At
MACV it looked like these pauses were being imposed on the
enemy by the success of the new tactics.

At the time of mini-Tet in May 1968, Abrams had com-
mented on how “the Americans . .. are not fighting the way
they were a couple of years ago. Night operations by large units
are at an unprecedented peak. A lot of American units have not
done that in time gone past. And the Americans are using a lot
more long-range patrolling and reconnaissance. They’re making
more effort now at developing solid intelligence before com-
mitting their forces.”® That approach was paying off. On 15
October the Director of Central Intelligence, Richard Helms,
reported at the President’s Tuesday Lunch that CIA had that day
issued a report on the situation in Vietnam. “No enemy military
objectives achieved,” it stated. “Enemy forces badly mauled.
There will be a forced ‘lull’ because of it.” In just six weeks of
the Third Offensive, the enemy lost 22,000 killed in action.'®

That put the enemy in a rebuilding mode. “We see no major
coordinated [enemy] activity in the foreseeable future,” reported
a MACYV briefer in early November. Abrams reminded his staft
that while there might be a low level of enemy oftensive activity,
this did not mean he was idle. Far from it. During such periods
“they go out and get the bunkers built and dug, and the dis-
pensary put in, the supplies brought in, and all that sort of thing.
And that’s the part of the thing we ought to be working against
now!” When a briefer noted that during the preceding week
there had been eighty-three enemy attacks by fire throughout
South Vietnam, Davidson replied that by their former criterion
of reporting only attacks of twenty or more rounds, only one
of these eighty-three attacks would have qualified. “We’ve es-
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calated. We’ve escalated the reporting!” Abrams erupted, provok-
ing general laughter.

“We must work against the whole system!” Abrams told his
field commanders over and over again. Ambassador Charlie
Whitehouse recalled it well. “Abe was constantly trying to get
people to understand the enemy system,” he said. “He must
have preached that sermon fifty times, week after week, month
after month, up and down the country.”

Later Abrams would say privately he was convinced that the
withdrawal of substantial enemy elements during the early au-
tumn of 1968 “was forced on them by the exhaustion of the
logistics system. And that was a combination of the interdiction
program and the torrential rain in the panhandle of North Viet-
nam, so virtually nothing—in September and October they
weren’t getting enough stuff into Laos to feed the service troops
that were in there, by our estimates.”

At the same time, inside South Vietnam vigorous action by
the Marines, the 101st Airborne, and the 1st Cavalry was de-
priving the enemy of large quantities of ammunition, food, and
medical supplies being taken from captured caches. For an en-
emy that was routinely employing heavy rockets, automatic
weapons, large mortars, and antiaircraft machine guns, the ton-
nages required to sustain his forces were substantial, and under
the circumstances they were not being delivered. “These people
were subsisting down here on rice gruel—the troops that were
left,” said Abrams. “That was the situation on the first of No-
vember. And these withdrawals had all occurred by that time.
And, as I say, I'm convinced that it was not the fighting alone,
but the exhaustion of the logistical system.”

IN MID-NOVEMBER 1968 Admiral McCain went out to Vietnam
for one of his periodic visits, finding a very frustrated Abrams
on hand to greet him. There were the enemy’s forced with-
drawals, and his horrendous casualties: 250,000 so far in 1968
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by MACYV calculation, and nearly 600,000 since October 1965.
As a consequence, noted a senior staffer, “There’s not much
going on in large-scale operations. The emphasis is on the pac-
ification effort, the effort against the infrastructure.”

Abrams wanted to follow up aggressively. “Washington has
been very stubborn about getting on board with all of this that’s
going on,” he told McCain. “And, in my viewpoint, this can
no longer be tolerated. We’re getting a military situation here
that’s got to be faced up to—and realistically—by our govern-
ment and by our policies.” Abrams, rapping the map, showed
McCain where the enemy 9th Division had been pulled back,
where the 5th was, the 7th, the 1st. “This is the last really sig-
nificant military potential that he’s got threatening South Viet-
nam,” he stressed. “And I believe it has got to be defeated. And
it will be decisive in the outcome of this war. But it does mean
that, in order to do it, the policies on Cambodia have got to be
changed, in my opinion.”

A newsman once observed that Abrams could “inspire ag-
gressiveness in a begonia.” Now he longed to engage the re-
maining enemy in decisive battle, not let them retreat into
border sanctuaries and refit for their next offensive. “I think it’s
criminal to let these enemy outfits park over here, fatten up,
reindoctrinate, get their supplies, and so on,” Abrams com-
plained. “Also, we’re giving them a cheap way of bringing it in,”
a reference to the port of Sithanoukville, long known to MACV
as a major point of entry for enemy supplies that were then
distributed throughout Cambodia and across the border into
South Vietnam. The administration, of course, was pursuing an
opposite political course. Authority to go into Cambodia after
the enemy forces and base areas there would not be granted for
almost two years, and even then it would be severely constrained
in duration and depth—a mere raid, really.

Nevertheless, Abrams refused to take liberties with what au-
thorities he was granted, including the right of self-defense. “I
am concerned,” he cabled Lieutenant General Ray Peers at I
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Field Force, “that we may have a tendency to overreact and
take targets under fire in Cambodia in addition to those which
have fired upon friendly forces. In order to avoid this, our ar-
tillery and air when delivered into Cambodia should be precisely
applied. Counterfires must be directed only in self-defense and
against targets which are attacking friendly forces. We must
exercise extreme caution in order to avoid exceeding this au-
thority.”!!

Abrams observed that, in order to get one ton of matériel
down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the enemy had to put approxi-
mately ten tons into the pipeline, since interdiction would de-
stroy or block 90 percent of what he tried to move. But to get
one ton in through Sihanoukville, he had to put only one ton
into the system because there was no interdiction in Cambodia.
Yet, tempted as he was, Abrams was a soldier, and a disciplined
and obedient one as well. “I want to say also we’re playing the
game straight,” he told Admiral McCain, and they were.

At MACYV, of course, it was apparent that the supposed
“lulls” were in reality intense periods of enemy preparation for
the next offensive, a reality underscored by intelligence of large
numbers of replacements in the infiltration pipeline. Since
knowledge of such infiltration was dependent on a very sensitive
source, and any hint of what that was, or even that the knowl-
edge was being acquired, might alert the enemy and lead to the
source’s being compromised, it was difficult to rebut those who
claimed the “lulls” were politically rather than tactically moti-
vated. Eventually the evidence would present itself on the bat-
tlefield in the form of the next enemy offensive.

By OctoBER 1968 Davidson could tell the visiting Secretary of
the Navy, “I think the intelligence is many times better than
what it was six months ago.” First, “the breakthrough that we
got on infiltration gave us a great lead on the enemy we never
had before.” And for the first time, he added, they had agents
in the right places who were giving invaluable information.
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Increased computer capabilities were beginning to have an im-
pact, and the command’s analytical capability had increased as a
result. And, Davidson told a conference on intelligence collec-
tion, in contrast to previous years, “the commander is pleased
with his intelligence, acts upon it, and has forced the staff to act
upon it. That is what has changed in the last four or five
months.”

Charlie Corcoran remembered the controversies over intel-
ligence “and whose intelligence you would accept” that swirled
around MACV when he was Chief of Staff early in General
Abrams’s tenure. “Efforts were made to make MACV intelli-
gence estimates agree with CINCPAC intelligence estimates
agree with CIA intelligence estimates,” he said. “In other words,
to have the intelligence community as it was structured speak
with one voice.” Corcoran recalled that Abrams’s view was “that
every commander should be responsible for his own intelli-
gence.” Corcoran saw it the same way. “I think insistence that
all intelligence agree is a very dangerous thing,” he concluded,
“particularly for the battlefield commander.”

Abrams was seeking and using intelligence to fight the war.
In other quarters intelligence was sometimes used for different
purposes, including political ones. During the earlier years of the
war, particularly the ill-fated “progress oftensive” of 1967, bat-
tlefield reports of progress were subsequently undermined by
renewed enemy offensives. The result was severe loss of credi-
bility by government spokesmen, from the President on down.

Wary of politicized intelligence, Abrams insisted on MACV’s
right to control its own and—perhaps another aspect of the
same outlook—that events in Vietnam should speak for them-
selves. This latter abhorrence of press agentry may explain in
part why so much of what was achieved during the later years
is even now little known or ignored.

——



5

Pacification

CREIGHTON ABRAMS understood that population security meant
not only protecting the people from enemy main force, local
force, and guerrilla elements, but also ridding them of the co-
ercion exerted by the enemy’s covert shadow government.
“That infrastructure is just vital, absolutely critical, to the success
of either the VC military or this political” campaign, he stressed
to his senior associates. “They just have to have it.” What was
also clear was that, to this point, nothing much had been ac-
complished in terms of depriving the enemy of this critical re-
source.

Roger Hilsman, a former Assistant Secretary of State then
teaching at Columbia, recalled going out to Vietnam in the fall
of 1967 and coming back convinced of two things. “First, it
was perfectly true that there had been major military victories.
But second of all, they were irrelevant. The political infrastruc-
ture was intact.”! Later Abrams, expressing a confirmatory view,
told a regional conference of American ambassadors that “in the
whole picture of the war, the battles don’t really mean much.”

The significance of these supposedly lower-level enemy
forces was illustrated by an astounding comparison offered by
General Fred Weyand. In III Corps, where his troops were op-
erating, the enemy was at one time assessed as having a main
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force strength of thirty-two battalions. At that very same time,
said Weyand, “his local force squads, platoons and companies,
in toto, equated to 45 battalions of infantry!” Added to that
were the guerrillas and infrastructure now being targeted.

U.S. forces supported this campaign by keeping large enemy
elements away from pacification areas, destroying local forces
and guerrillas, and helping to find and neutralize the enemy
infrastructure. The results were significant in both tactical and
pacification terms. “Denied access to these formerly contested
or VC-controlled hamlets,” observed a National Security Coun-
cil study, “the enemy’s main forces lose sources of food, recruit-
ment, intelligence, and concealment.”? Observing that the
involvement of U.S. forces in this campaign was a radical de-
parture from past practice, pacification official Clay McManaway
concluded that “Abrams understood the war. Westmoreland
never did.”?

Leading a stable of energetic and aggressive subordinate
commanders is challenging, and Abrams understood that it in-
volved more convincing than ordering. “I watched Abrams turn
the corps commanders around on the primacy of the pacification
program,” recalled McManaway, who found it a liberal educa-
tion. “It was clear that he had to bring those guys around. Any
notion of the Army as a dictatorial hierarchy was dispelled by
watching that. Simply ordering a thing done was not enough.”

When the new approach was presented for the first time,

b

some commanders were not enthusiastic. One, Lieutenant Gen-
eral Julian Ewell, later demonstrated how Abrams had converted
him. “The conventional theory was that we, being strong and
mobile, were taking care of the main forces, and somebody else
would take care of the rest,” he explained. “But that was not
what was needed. The enemy operated at many levels, and to
defeat him you had to beat them up wherever they were found.”
In III Corps, Ewell reported, he was targeting local force com-
panies on the premise that “it will tend to expose more VCI
[the Viet Cong infrastructure in the villages] than any other
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single thing, because you sort of take the protective mantle off
the VCL.” And, he added, “I have a hunch if you clobber the
local force unit, the local guerrilla will chieu hoi” (rally to the
government side). Operationally, said Ewell, “we are trying to
drop the level of tactical operations down to company level,
both U.S. and ARVN. I'm perfectly willing to admit pacifica-
tion’s my primary mission.”

NoT COUNTING the time he worked on the problem as a White
House stafter, Robert Komer had been at the pacification busi-
ness since being sent out to Vietnam in May 1967 to serve as
deputy to the MACV commander for what was called CORDS
(Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support),
the U.S. element in support of South Vietnam’s pacification pro-
gram. By the end of 1967 the gains were, by Komers own
admission, pretty slender. There were 12,700 identified hamlets
in the country, he said at a news conference only a week before
the 1968 Tet Oftensive broke, and during 1967 only 640 hamlets
had been added to the relatively secure categories. “That’s a
pretty modest increase,” Komer admitted. In gross numbers,
about 11.5 million people out of a total population of 17.2 mil-
lion, or about 67 percent, were then “living either in the secure
cities and towns or under reasonably good security conditions
in the country,” an increase of only 4.8 percent over the past
eleven months. Even that modest gain was partially due to ref-
ugees moving out of the line of fire and other people migrating
to the cities in search of better jobs and better security.*
Komer made one other statement he probably soon came to
regret. Police strength had increased by several thousand, he re-
ported, and as a result “our intelligence was significantly better
in the countryside.”> When, only days later, the Tet Offensive
exploded all across South Vietnam, that assertion sounded hol-
low indeed. General Abrams, said an aide, always thereafter
blamed Komer for much of the surprise of Tet. Komer had
argued for his own intelligence network serving the pacification
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program, a fragmentation of the intelligence effort that Abrams
had opposed. But Westmoreland had backed Komer, who now
had little to show for his independent intelligence operation.
“In the immediate aftermath of Tet,” said an aide, “Abrams
wanted to fire every intelligence officer in Vietnam. He was
particularly upset with Ambassador Robert Komer.”¢

Komer proved to be at best a transitional figure in the pac-
ification program for Vietnam. His days as head of U.S. support
for it were numbered as of the moment Abrams assumed com-
mand. “Abrams was deeply suspicious of Komer and believed
he provided rosy estimates of progress to please his political mas-
ters in Washington,” recalled Abrams’s aide Zeb Bradford,” and
it didn’t take long for the drama to play out. Indeed, from the
time of their flight out to Vietnam together, recalled General
“Dutch” Kerwin, who was also aboard, the eventual outcome
was obvious. “By the time we got to Hawaii,” he said, “it was
quite evident that Abrams and Komer were not going to be
friends. And that’s a massive understatement.”

The reasons were obvious. Komer was, in Kerwin’s assess-
ment, “one of the most egotistical, self-centered individuals that
you’ll ever run across. Brilliant man, tremendous ideas. His only
problem is two-fold: he can’t implement his ideas; he can’t sift
the ones that are not good from the ones that are good. He just
antagonizes the hell out of everybody, openly, to the point that
he denigrates the tremendous intellect that he has.”®

Heavy-handed and insensitive, Komer was also destined for
trouble with the South Vietnamese. Although he later prided
himself on having bulldozed them into doing things his way, the
cost—even if his assessment is correct, which is doubtful—was
high.” “The pacification in-South Vietnam by Komers team
during 1967—-1968 was a clear quicksand,” wrote Major General
Hoang Lac, who had worked in the program on the Vietnamese
side. “Ambassador Komer can’t even pacify himself. How can
he lead the ‘hearts and minds’ program, pacifying the mass?”'
Brigadier General Tran Dinh Tho, author of a postwar mono-
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graph on pacification, was equally critical, citing Komer’s “ob-
sessive preoccupation with appearances which led to the
tendency of substituting statistical results for true achieve-
ments.”"!

In mid-1968 Thomas Scoville asked Komer when he was
coming back to Washington, to which Komer replied, “I've
come out to do a job; I'm going to stay until it’s done.”'? That
was not, however, the way it turned out. If there was a single
defining moment, it came during a briefing soon after Abrams
took command. Komer was describing the status of pacification
when a map was put up. Abrams studied what that portrayed
for a moment, then brought Komer to a halt. “Do you mean
to say that, after all these years, and all this expenditure, we still
have within firing range of this base a VC hamlet?” he asked
menacingly. On the way out of the briefing, one officer asked
another in low tones, “Do you think Komer knows he just got
fired?” .

When he went home for good, Komer later conceded, “I
left with my tail between my legs,” an uncharacteristic admission
perhaps explained by the fact that he was under oath at the
time.”> Said General Fred Weyand flatly, “Abrams got rid of
Komer.”"* When Abrams was the deputy commander, recalled
his aide Jim Ellis, “that was a difficult year, and Komer exac-
erbated a bad situation.” General Robert Baer, who spent a year
working in CORDS, also formed some fixed opinions relating
to Komer. “I think General Abrams had a strong mistrust of
anything Komer was doing,” he said, “and that he thought 1t
was all a paper exercise, and having been part of it I strongly
agree. I don't think it was until Colby came in and started to
deal with the infrastructure itself that we really started to make

progress.”

IN LATE SEPTEMBER 1968, an agent report indicating that the
enemy continued to plan for an all-out attack was reported to
be “borne out by piles of evidence—documents, PWs, hoi chanh
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[enemy defectors, also known as ralliers], and other sources that
speak of preparations for major attacks, the coming climactic
phases, the imminence of the new winter—spring campaign.
Thus,” said MACV, “we see no hint that the enemy intends at
this time to abandon or seriously modify the type of military
operations he launched at Tet [1968].” At least for the time
being, even after three unsuccessful Communist offensives dur-
ing the year, Giap still seemed to be calling the shots.

Abrams assembled his commanders for an analysis of the
broader implications of the war. The heart of the briefing was
presented by William Colby, soon to succeed Komer as head of
CORDS. (CORDS pulled together, under MACV direction,
the multiple aspects of support provided to the Vietnamese pac-
ification program.) Colby described an ominous current situa-
tion, one that saw the enemy trying to establish “Liberation
Committees” throughout South Vietnam with what he called a
“particular sense of urgency.” At this point the Hamlet Evalu-
ation System (a periodic statistical compilation designed to reflect
the current status of pacification), while admittedly imprecise,
suggested that more than 46 percent of the population was under
some degree of Viet Cong influence. Thus, said Colby, “in the
event of a cease-fire, the enemy might claim political control of
about one-half of the population of South Vietnam.”

Colby then turned to means of reversing this unsatisfactory
situation. The Accelerated Pacification Campaign—of which he
was the architect, although he did not say so—would seek to
eliminate enemy base areas and the command centers of his po-
litical effort. A program called Phuong Hoang—known as
Phoenix in English and designed to neutralize the Viet Cong
infrastructure—would serve as “an essential tool for this action.”
A preemptive campaign would be targeted against those areas
controlled by the Viet Cong, contested, or heavily infested by
VC; its objective was to plant the government’s flag, saturate
the areas with military forces, and purge the enemy’s under-
ground shadow government. Territorial security, VCI neutrali-




PACIFICATION 65

zation, and supporting programs of self-help, self-defense, and
self-government would thus constitute the counteroffensive.

With negotiations with the Communists under way in Paris,
concern had developed that the Saigon government’s influence
did not extend into many parts of the country, a potentially
serious problem if some near-term cease-fire in place were ne-
gotiated. This had led to Colby’s concept of “vigorous extension
of security and political presence by the Government, with
American support, in order to preempt the areas not yet pene-
trated by the Communists and to spread the Government pres-
ence into the contested areas.” This was, Colby made clear, a
job for the Vietnamese, but one in which American forces could
help by screening the pacification areas from enemy assaults and
conducting spoiling operations against enemy forces.

Having spent the past several months developing this ap-
proach, Colby now addressed his presentation most directly to
Abrams. “I was not disappointed,” he said later. Abrams “lis-
tened intently, following each point with obvious understanding
of the essentially political analysis I was giving.” At the end he
gave his full approval for such a campaign to be worked out
with President Nguyen Van Thieu.'® The Accelerated Pacifica-
tion Campaign began 1 November 1968, a day that marked a
new departure in the war—the United States stopped bombing
North Vietnam and the South Vietnamese launched a serious
pacification program. The two events together dramatically
changed the way the war was fought. Abrams considered it the
turning point at which the government “took the initiative in
South Vietnam, the initiative in the larger sense of the total
war.”

What evolved was a three-month blitz. The central goal of
the APC, as it was called for short, was to raise 1,000 contested
hamlets to relatively secure status in a ninety-day period. It was
not complicated, said Colby, basically just “spread out and move
into the countryside.” When the campaign showed greater than
expected success early in the process, the number of targeted
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hamlets was raised to 1,330, and by early January 1969 some
force had been moved into 1,320 of them.

The plan integrated military and civilian approaches to an
unprecedented degree. Commanders were encouraged to take
forces from areas of light contact and put them where they could
do the most good in helping to ensure the success of this offen-
sive or extend it to additional target hamlets. And, Abrams
added, “there is no restriction against overfulfilling this plan.”
He urged his commanders to “keep a sharp eye out for the
enemy via reconnaissance screens while working behind that
screen to keep the enemy from ever recovering. Let’s move out
on this.”®

The priority given to pacification, even when it came to
military operations, was an essential condition. The failure to do
so in earlier years largely explained the numerous failed pacifi-
cation efforts that littered the way. George Jacobson, an “old
hand” who altogether served eighteen years in Vietnam and was
a mainstay of the pacification program in these later years,'” often
observed that “there’s no question that pacification is either 90 .
percent or 10 percent security, depending on which expert you
talk to. But there isn’t any expert that will doubt that it’s the
first 10 percent or the first 90 percent. You just can’t conduct
pacification in the face of an NVA division.” Nor could you
conduct it in the face of an entrenched and active Viet Cong
infrastructure, and that was the other end of the spectrum.

Pruone HoANG—roughly “all-seeing bird” in Vietnamese—
was the part of pacification designed to identify and neutralize
members of the Viet Cong infrastructure.’® The VCI constituted
a kind of covert shadow government in the villages and hamlets
of South Vietnam, using terror and coercion to maintain control
over the rural populace. Colby himself wrote the first directive
for Phoenix, and in it he included the prescription that “this
program will be operated under the normal laws of war.” The
concept was, he said, “let’s at least get our intelligence organi-
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zations to talk to one another.”'® Later he described it more
formally as “a program of consolidating intelligence and ex-
ploitation efforts against . . . key individuals” in the enemy in-
frastructure.

“This was an attempt to regularize the intelligence cover-
age,” emphasized Colby, “decent interrogations, decent record-
keeping, evidence, all that sort of thing, the whole structure of
the struggle against the secret apparatus. This was Phoenix.”?
Soon MACYV shifted 250 people into intelligence support of
Phoenix. “It was a hard price to pay,” said Deputy MACV
Commander General Andrew Goodpaster, “but it was quite ob-
viously the thing to do.”

The program never really got off the ground, admitted
Colby, until President Thieu signed a decree in July 1968. Other
senior Vietnamese understood the importance of dealing with
the enemy infrastructure, though, and once Thieu gave it his
blessing they supported the program. “It was the VCI, not the
guerrillas or local forces, which was the foundation of insur-
gency,’
In fact the guerrillas were dependent on the infrastructure for

essential support. “Death of the VCI, therefore, was the primary
121

L

wrote Generals Cao Van Vien and Dong Van Khuyen.

condition of security for national priority areas.

During his tenure General Westmoreland had persistently
denied the importance of the enemy’s “Self-Defense Forces” and
categories that were part of the

-

“Secret Self-Defense Forces,’
VCI.? Indeed, he ordered his intelligence officers to remove
them from order of battle calculations, where they had always
been carried, thus arbitrarily reducing the estimate of enemy
strength. Many saw this as a cynical move to demonstrate greater
progress than was actually being made, and to buttress his con-
tention that the elusive “crossover point” had been reached.
Perhaps, though, it simply revealed Westmoreland’s limited grasp
of the nature of the war and his inability to understand the
crucial role of the enemy’s clandestine network in controlling
the rural population. William Colby observed that the more
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‘its failure to
perceive that the situation they faced was a people’s war.”?
During Tet 1968 the multiple tasks performed by the infra-
structure were apparent to anyone who paid attention. “During
noted Colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung, J-2 of the Joint
General Staft, “the Saigon VCI proved to be extremely active.
Many of its members served as guides for the attacking units. A
few of them were actually holding jobs in U.S. and GVN agen-
cies.” Others worked as informants, helped arrest and search
government officials, acted as propagandists. “As a result of these

serious flaw of the -truncated order of battle was

s

this time,’

supporting activities, the enemy local forces that attacked Saigon
and Cho Lon were able to move around in a metropolitan area
that was obviously too large, too populous, too strange, and
whose modern facilities and civilization remained beyond their
realm of knowledge.”?* Abrams thought it was absolutely the
case that “the VCI permits the main forces to operate.”?

General Cao Van Vien, Chief of the Joint General Staff, also
understood the importance of eliminating the infrastructure. “As
long as the VCI continued to exist,” he acknowledged, “total
victory could not be achieved.” Thus “destroying an enemy unit
.. . amounted to just a short term military victory. In that sense,
it is not an exaggeration to say that the destruction of an enemy
company or battalion did not matter as much as the elimination
of a VC district or province commissar.”’?®

Identifying and rooting out the Viet Cong infrastructure
was a challenging task. It is often said that during the 1968 Tet
Offensive the enemy’s underground elements surfaced and
were cut down, effectively eliminating the infrastructure, but
that claim does not stand up under analysis. Large numbers of
the enemy’s forces were indeed exposed and killed during the
fighting at Tet, but they were not the infrastructure, certainly
not the bulk of it. Recalled Davidson, “We captured 34,000
prisoners in the Tet Offensive, and not a one of them was
SDF or SSDE”? MACV estimated that net enemy losses
through 16 February amounted to 38,454, of which 5,000
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were attributed to the infrastructure, while stating that “not
one prisoner thus far upon questioning has admitted to being
a member of a self defense, secret self defense, or assault
youth” element.?®

It is correct that the Viet Cong’s forces were decimated dur-
ing Tet 1968, as demonstrated by the consequent necessity to
bring NVA forces from the North to fill formerly VC units.
Over a relatively short time the enemy’ fighting forces in the
South went from three-quarters VC to three-quarters NVA, a
dramatic reversal of the mix that also essentially terminated the
Viet Cong’s influence in the Communist movement. But those
forces were not the infrastructure, which continued to flourish
until painstakingly rooted out over a period of years.

One of the few specific subsequent claims of the damage
done to the infrastructure was published at the end of April 1968
in the Chief of Staff’s Weekly Summary, which reported “that
many members of the VC infrastructure surfaced during Tet—
more than 600 key infrastructure members were eliminated dur-
ing February and more than 1,300 were eliminated during
March.”® Those numbers, too, indicate that, far from wiping
out the infrastructure at Tet, the South Vietnamese had much
work left to do.

ABRAMS NOTED THAT President Nguyen Van Thieu agreed on
what had to be done to advance pacification, and that General
Vien understood it as well. However, “I would have to say that
there is.some concern,” Abrams acknowledged, “as to whether
or not their military commanders recognize this and are person-
ally disposed to lend their—not only their good offices, but
their muscle to some of the things that have got to be done in
here.” It could not be done by government officials alone, he
said, and military commanders—the same point he had been
emphasizing to American commanders—had to realize that
“there is more to the problem, there is more involved in the war,

than just that [military] part.”
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John Paul Vann, by this point already a key figure in the
pacification program, saw the significance of what Abrams and
Colby were suggesting, calling it “a basic policy change in-
country.” Vann’s comments were of particular interest in that,
during earlier duty in Vietnam as a military officer, he had been
unrelentingly pessimistic about what was being accomplished
and not shy about saying so. His views carried weight, then and
later, because of his ability and his candor. “I think he was as
good a soldier as I've ever served with,” said General Bruce
Palmer, Jr., who had known him since Vann commanded the
regimental heavy mortar company under Palmer in the 16th
Infantry.

WitH AMBASSADOR William E. Colby in charge of pacification,
the leadership triumvirate was complete. General Bill Rosson,
by now MACV’ deputy commander, liked what he saw in
Colby, a man who “was soft-spoken and—unlike Komer—
spent a lot of his time in the field, so he didn’t have to rely on
reports and knew what was going on.” Ambassador Bunker wel-
comed Colby’s appointment, too, citing “his ability to get things
done, also his judgment, his analytical powers . .. his experi-
ence.”* Said a colleague, contrasting the new man with his
predecessor, “Komer was always trying to convince you paci-
fication was working, but Colby was trying to make it work.”?!

“Shortly after Komer left,” Colby remembered, “Abrams
drew me aside. “You know;, I think our relationship is going to
be a good one,” he told me. ‘Tll make sure it is, general,” I
responded.” And, added Colby, “I was enormously impressed
by his grasp of the political significance of the pacification pro-
gram. Finally we had focused on the real war.”

BY THESE LATER YEARS a revised set of statistical measures, known
as the Hamlet Evaluation System, was being used to chart the
progress of pacification. A U.S.-developed and -administered
system, it was based on input from the network of Americans
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serving as district advisors. “Many of them don’t speak Vietnam-
ese very well,” acknowledged William Colby, “many of them
haven’t been there very long, so it’s an imperfect system. But it’s
just an awful lot better than anything we used to use.”

The system placed hamlets in one of six categories: A, B, C,
D, E, or VC. The A, B, and C categories indicated degrees of
being relatively secure, while D and E meant contested. Those
designated VC were considered to be under enemy control. The
ratings were calculated by using the advisors’ answers to a com-
prehensive set of questions on both security and development.
Among the specifics were such things as whether the hamlet had
an assigned Popular Forces platoon, an elected government, a
People’s Self-Defense Force unit, and an ongoing self-help pro-
ject. While acknowledging that individual ratings might be sus-
pect, Colby observed that the trends over time were useful and
valid. John Vann agreed. “What the HES does is give you a
valid measurement of trend,” he told a college audience. “I use
it in this fashion, and most other people who know this system
use it in this fashion.” By February 1969, said Vann, “using it
in that sense we are at the moment in the most favorable po-
sition that we have ever been.”??

A postwar study by the BDM Corporation observed that
HES “replaced the biased, inaccurate, exaggerated, and often
self-serving Joint GVN-US reporting system” of the earlier pe-
riod and that, while it “contained some inaccuracies ... US
advisors had the final word, and higher echelons could not make
changes in the advisors’ evaluation of hamlet security. As a con-
sequence, the HES system provided very good data on trends
and was generally considered to have been the most effective
system that could have been implemented.”

Army historian Richard Hunt added, in his study of paci-
fication, that “no one in CORDS relied solely on HES figures
for information on conditions in the countryside.” Rather, they
analyzed those data “in conjunction with Chieu Hoi rates,
incidents of terrorism, reports from CORDS evaluators and
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province advisers, and intelligence information. The HES was
only the most visible and notorious indicator; it was by no
means the only one.”® Said Colby, “My evaluation of how
strong the infrastructure was, and how strong the enemy was,
was more learned by my frequent visits to the countryside and
driving up the roads ... than by reading the numbers in Sai-
gon.”%

Before the 1968 Tet Offensive the ratings had put 67.2 per-
cent of the population in the relatively secure categories; the
figure was knocked down to 59.8 percent during the offensive
but rebounded to 65.8 percent by August. Also, to the surprise
and delight of the South Vietnamese, it was discovered that of
5,000 or so small outposts and watch towers fewer than 480 had
been abandoned or overrun during the enemy offensive.’® In
other words, the damage to the government presence in rural
areas had been far less severe than originally believed. That set
the stage for the Accelerated Pacification Campaign devised by
Colby, accepted by the South Vietnamese, and launched in No-
vember 1968.

CorBy HAD Arso identified improvement in the Regional
Forces and Popular Forces—components of the Territorial
Forces whose mission was to remain in place in their home
provinces and districts so as to provide local security—as key to
gains in pacification. Abrams had made their expansion and im-
provement his special concern, achieving particular success by
sending out small military advisory teams to work with the RF
companies and PF platoons. By October 1968 there were 250
such five-man teams at work all across the country, and the RF
and PF had been expanded by about 86,000 since the beginning
of the year.’” Three months later the increase had reached 91,000
and there were 350 advisory teams living and working with RF
and PF units. Further, 100,000 M-16 rifles had been issued to
these forces, reflecting the emphasis being given to their im-
portance in upgrading village security. “The RF and PF received
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the highest priority of anybody. That’s where the first M-16s
went, before ARVN,” Abrams later reminded his field com-
manders. “They’ve been given, for over a year, the very highest
priority.”

In the Delta, Vietnam’s most populous region, Regional
Forces and Popular Forces comprised 80 percent of the govern-
ment’s armed strength. Greatly expanded during these later
years, they eventually came to comprise half of South Vietnam’s
total armed forces nationwide. In every area of the country they
were an important part of the security environment. Patrolling,
conducting night ambushes, on bridge security, the RF and PF
inflicted a substantial amount of damage on enemy forces—and
in turn suffered serious losses—while denying them easy access
to the population. Abrams observed of the RF and PE along
with the People’s Self-Defense Forces, that “there isn’t anybody
in this country who can work as well with the people and get
along as well with the people, enjoy the confidence of the people,
the way those people can.” One reason was that “the RF and
PF don’t have the military mind. They’re really kind of home
folks. It just works better.”

“Gradually, in their outlook, deportment, and combat per-
formance,” said Lieutenant General Ngo Quang Truong, “the
RF and PF troopers shed their paramilitary origins and increas-
ingly became full-fledged soldiers.” So decidedly was this the
case, Truong concluded, that “throughout the major period of
the Vietnam conflict” the RF and PF were “aptly regarded as
the mainstay of the war machinery.”?®

In terms of assets invested, the RF and PF provided a very
high payoft, especially for those who thought in terms of cost-
effectiveness. Systems analyst Thomas C. Thayer, concluding
that the RF and PE “by their combat performance, and by their
permanent presence in the countryside, had a profound and per-
haps decisive effect on improving the security of the rural pop-
ulation,” also calculated that they consumed less than 5 percent
of the total costs of the war®®* Expanded in size, better
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armed and better trained, the Territorial Forces were coming
into their own, earning the respect of even so tough a critic as
Julian Ewell. “They were the cutting edge of the war,” he said
admiringly.

CoLBY THOUGHT the Accelerated Pacification Campaign’s most
important effect was to “energize the Government and local
officials to take the offensive in the war and to do so at the level
of the people’s war.”*’ No sooner had the APC been completed
with gratifying results than the South Vietnamese decided to
follow up immediately with a further ambitious push. What was
being accomplished was really quite straightforward: establishing
a continuous government presence in rural villages and hamlets
so as to bring security and economic and social benefits to the
people. The follow-on plan, set to begin in February 1969,
aimed to put 90 percent of the population into relatively secure
status, to double the recently created People’s Self-Defense
Forces to two million members, to establish an elected govern-
ment in every village, and to resettle a large number of refugees.

Colby wrote to his parents that “the situation does seem to
be moving. The enemy seems unable to crank up his big units
to hit us hard, and our Vietnamese local forces are doing better
against his guerrillas. So if we can keep the pressure on we may
achieve what I’ve spent the last 10 years working on . . . helping
the Vietnamese find ways to defend themselves against their
brothers from the North. We seem to be on the right track now,
at least, so we’ll keep the pace up.”*

Perhaps the strongest evidence of the new approach’s suc-
cesses came from the other side. “Because we did not reassess
the situation in a timely fashion,” noted a history of the People’s
Army of Vietnam, “especially when the balance of forces be-
tween our side and the enemy and the form of development of
the war both had disadvantageous elements for our side, we did
not in a timely fashion change the direction of our attacks. We
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continued attacks into the cities and left gaps in the defenses of
the rural areas.

“When the enemy turned back to the defensive,” said this
document, “striving to defend the cities and block our main
forces in order to concentrate his own forces to carry out rural
‘pacification,” we again did not fully appreciate the enemy’s
scheme and the new strength of his ‘clear and hold’ strategy.”
Thus “our main force units in South Vietnam endured contin-
uous waves of vicious combat; they suffered losses, and their
combat strength declined.” Admitting that the summer and fall
offensives of 1968 “did not achieve the military and political
goals which they were assigned,” the Communist historians nev-
ertheless concluded that they had paid off in another realm be-
cause “they rained new blows on the already shaky will of the
American imperialists.”*?

The top Americans recognized President Thieu’s importance
to all of this, Abrams observing that “he knows more about
pacification than any other Vietnamese” and Colby calling him
“the number one pacification officer.” On a number of occa-
sions Thieu invited Ambassador Bunker to go along on visits to
the countryside, where Bunker heard him emphasize restoring
local government, holding village and hamlet elections, training
local government officials, and land reform. At Vung Tau 1,400
village chiefs, representing about three-quarters of all the villages
in South Vietnam, went through training during the first nine
months of 1969. President Thieu visited every one of those
classes, giving the village chiefs the incomparable cachet of being
able to go back home and speak about “what President Thieu
said to me—."

Hamlet and village chiefs going through that training got
essentially two messages, said Colby. The first, promulgated by
Colonel Nguyen Be—“the very brilliant officer who runs this
program down there”—had a revolutionary theme: “You live

in a corrupt and antiquated society, and you've got to go out
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and change it—and make it a better one.” Complementing that
was the message President Thieu offered on his visits to Vung
Tau: “You are important. You are a little president in your com-
munity. You are responsible both to lead and protect and help
your people. And our job is to help you.” Thieu knew how to
talk to the hamlet and village chiefs, Abrams said, “because his
father was a village chief for a long time.”

Important personnel changes also advanced the overall suc-
cess of pacification. John Vann, then assigned in III Corps, de-
scribed what had happened there. “In the last year I have had
nine of my eleven province chiefs replaced,” he told a college
audience during a visit to the United States. “Eight of them
were substantial improvements over their predecessors. I had
forty-three of my fifty-three district chiefs replaced. All but three
of them were substantial improvements over their predeces-
sors.”* Coupled with the better-trained and -motivated civil
officials coming out of Vung Tau, this contributed to improved
rural life.

ALONGSIDE EFFORTS to upgrade the security of hamlets, the
Chieu Hoi (Open Arms) program, aimed at inducing the enemy
to “rally” to the government side, was gaining momentum. The
three-month APC goal of 5,000 hoi chanh, as the ralliers were
called, had already been exceeded by year’s end, with more than
3,000 coming in during December 1968 alone. That in itself
was an affirmation of how pacification was taking hold, for, as
Davidson observed, “your Chieu Hoi rate goes up not as a result
of sweeps, but as a result of getting in an area and staying in it.”
During 1969, more than 47,000 enemy rallied to the govern-
ment side, half again as many as during 1968.

Pacification also encompassed assistance to the large number
of refugees from the fighting. By early 1969 some four million
people had been refugees at one time or another, nearly a quar-
ter of South Vietnam’s population. Tet 1968 alone generated
three-quarters of a million temporary evacuees, and another
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quarter-million were created at mini-Tet in May, along with
150,000 homes damaged or destroyed in those battles. This was
a huge task for the governmental ministeries to deal with in the
midst of a war, but successes achieved built up credit in the eyes
of the people. During 1968 a quarter-million people were re-
turned to their own villages.

While that left a very large number of refugees—1.3 mil-
lion—still needing assistance, better security meant many of
these people could go back to their homes rather than, as in
earlier years, being sequestered in resettlement projects. Ambas-
sador Bunker observed that an important measure of the security
situation was the refugees returning home. “I think that’s one
of the best indications that you could have, a feeling of assurance
on the part of the people,” he said.

Abrams speculated that the enemy—who appeared to have
been slow to grasp the significance, and the danger to him, of
the energized pacification program—would be forced to react
to it. “I think this strikes at the real root of his strength,” he said.
“His strength is not in these divisions. His strength is inside this
[VCI] program. It’s the part he can’t let go down the drain.”
And there was little doubt that the enemy knew, or should have
known, what he was up against. “He’s got copies of the GVN
Pacification Plan, complete with all the annexes,” Abrams be-
lieved. “It generally takes him forty-eight to seventy-two hours
to get it.”

PACIFICATION’s PROGREss was further illustrated by President
Thieu’s confidence in his people and their loyalties, confidence
demonstrated in his decision to arm the populace through cre-
ation of the People’s Self-Defense Force. Against the advice of
virtually all his advisors, Thieu activated the PSDF in April 1968,
arguing that “the government had to rest upon the support of
the people, and it had little validity if it did not dare to arm
them.”* The acceptance of arms constituted an act of commit-
ment to the government side, and ultimately four million people
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equipped with some 600,000 weapons participated in their own
defense.

No government in doubt of the loyalties of its people would
have dared such an approach. Thieu’s confidence was repaid by
the performance of village defenders throughout the country.
Indeed, it might be argued that it was this experience which
demonstrated, as the government later decided, that “pacifica-
tion” was an outmoded and no longer appropriate term. What
the people needed, and wanted, was security, freedom from co-
ercion by the Viet Cong infrastructure, and improvement in
their ordinary lives, and they were willing to take risks to
achieve them. A priest told Colby that at the most recent armed
retreat of his diocese, during planning for a village defense force
he was organizing, they had even discussed the relative merits
of the M-16 and AK-47 assault guns. The term “revolutionary
development,” later revised to “rural development,” recognized
those realities while at the same time reflecting where the un-
derlying loyalties of the people lay.

The Communists were critical of their failure to gain the
support of the South Vietnamese people. “Our armed forces
failed to adequately perform their role of creating favorable con-
ditions to induce uprisings by the people in the towns,” said
COSVN Resolution 6 dated March 1968 in discussing the Tet
Oftensive. In fact, there was never any popular uprising in sup-
port of the enemy in South Vietnam. “He’s got a wonderful
cadre machine, absolutely magnificent cadre machine,” Colby
said of the enemy, “but it hasn’t turned into mass political sup-
port.” And it never did, an outcome not too surprising in view
of the enemy’s record, year after year, of assassinations, kidnap-
pings, terror bombings, impressments, and indiscriminate shell-
ings of population centers throughout South Vietnam, actions
hardly calculated to win the hearts and minds of the victims.

The enemy’s response to the success of pacification, said
General Harold K. Johnson, was “cut throats faster, cut throats
faster.” Abrams recalled an incident in which a ten-year-old boy
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pushed his bicycle, loaded with an explosive device, into a
school yard filled with young girls. The device went off pre-
maturely, killing the boy and injuring several of the girls. “It’s
very difficult to understand why anybody on either side would
feel that it had somehow advanced their cause,” Abrams com-
mented somberly.

As 1968 neared an end, with the Accelerated Pacification
Campaign roaring along, Abrams gave Colby some well-
deserved recognition, saying at the WIEU that “this pacification
program really bears no resemblance to what was going on last
year—as far as results and so on.”* And Abrams viewed this as
the critical battlefield, cabling General Wheeler that in pacifi-
cation “we are making our major effort; so is the enemy. In my
judgment,” he added, “what is required now is all out with all
we have. The military machine runs best at full throttle. That’s
about where we have it and where I intend to keep it.”#
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Interdiction

ONE OF THE CLEAREST absolutes of the war was the essentiality
to the enemy of his logistics and personnel replacement lifeline,
the complex of routes from North Vietnam down through Laos
and Cambodia known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Acting on
this realization, allied forces devoted an extraordinary amount of
attention and effort to interdicting those vital flows of men and
matériel.

The Ho Chi Minh Trail had begun life in 1959 as a genuine
trail, a rutted and primitive pathway south through the Laotian
panhandle and on into the border areas of Cambodia adjacent
to South Vietnam. With every passing year, however, the route
became less a trail and more a highway, then a superhighway, all
this in the face of unremitting attack by allied air forces. “Build-
ing and maintaining the trail was a huge effort,” said Bui Tin,
“involving tens of thousands of soldiers, drivers, repair teams,
medical stations, communications units.”’!

Painstaking effort was the norm on both sides. North Viet-
namese laborers, described admiringly as “ants” by some, had
over a decade transformed primitive paths into a network of
serviceable roads and a supporting complex of way stations, re-
pair facilities, and air defenses. All this was largely concealed
beneath the jungle canopy and camouflage. Meanwhile, the al-
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lies labored just as hard to find and destroy the trucks plying this
route, employing staggering quantities of munitions in the pro-
cess. All this was, of course, only a less desirable and less effective
substitute for ground operations that might have cut the trail
permanently and isolated the South Vietnamese battlefield. Suc-
cessive MACV commanders and the Joint Chiefs of Staff had
long sought permission to conduct such an incursion, but were
in every case denied.

The enemy’s buildup for the 1968 Tet Offensive had started
the previous September, peaking in the immediate pre-Tet pe-
riod. Another peak preceded the May 1968 mini-Tet offensive.
By June, when the next such buildup started, preparatory to the
Third Offensive planned for August, Abrams was in command
and stimulating a greatly intensified effort to interdict the en-
emy’s critical logistics operations.

The new campaign was quite different in concept from ear-
lier interdiction efforts, which had concentrated on “killing”
trucks—damaging or destroying them. (Killing trucks, frustra-
ting and expensive at best, was also only a temporary solution.
MACYV later estimated that the enemy imported 5,600 trucks
during 1969, about what was needed to replace losses.) The new
emphasis was on keeping known choke points and bypasses
closed.

Concentrating on the southernmost provinces of North
Vietnam and the Lao panhandle, the air effort targeted a number
of key interdiction points. Six water crossings were included,
one a point where the enemy floated a pontoon bridge out from
a cave every night. Allied aircraft destroyed that bridge, confin-
ing enemy traffic there to individual ferries, then picked those
off one by one as they could be located. Mines were placed in
the waterways and, when a B-52 strike uncovered an under-
water rock causeway, a cable bridge, and a cable ferry, those
were interdicted as well.

Seventh Air Force systems analysts calculated the relative
costs of impeding the flow at about $13,000 a ton using the
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truck killing approach and $1,000 a ton using the blockage
method. Even so, the necessary air effort was huge. From 3,000
sorties in May the commitment had soared to 6,500 in July and
8,000 in August before tapering off to 6,400 in September.
When at one point the enemy succeeded in reopening the Ban
Laboy ford, which had been closed for thirty-two days, MACV
put in 50 to 100 fighter sorties a day to reclose that point.
The results were dramatic. In mid-July 1968 the enemy had
been moving more than 1,100 trucks a day, the most traffic ever
observed on the trail. One week into the new interdiction cam-
paign, that had been cut in half, and less than a week later by
half again. By early November it was down to a trickle, if that,
with the calculated throughput tonnage only 10 percent of what
it had been. Brigadier General George Keegan, Seventh Air
Force’s intelligence chief, suggested that this represented the
most effective interdiction thus far in the war, the product of air
attacks on the supply routes from North Vietnam and attrition
of in-country caches within South Vietnam by raids, spoiling
attacks, and bombing whereby enemy supplies were “being con-
sumed, attrited, discovered, and spoiled in the battle area.”
“We believe the net effect has been a very serious, if not dis-
astrous, impact logistically upon the enemy,” said Keegan. “We
believe the forced exodus is related in part to these . .. opera-
tions.” That exodus—a wholesale withdrawal of enemy regi-
ments from the northern provinces of South Vietnam—would
soon become a key issue in the controversy over enemy “under-
standings” and the cessation of bombing in North Vietnam.

DEBATE OVER THE bombing of North Vietnam was a constant
almost throughout American involvement in the war. In the
spring of 1968 Lyndon Johnson, in the same speech in which
he renounced his candidacy for reelection as president, restricted
such bombing to below the 20th parallel. What that meant was
that henceforth North Vietnam could be bombed only in its
southernmost regions adjacent to the DMZ and South Vietnam;
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meanwhile, bombing within South Vietnam itself, and along
the Ho Chi Minh Trail in adjacent Laos, continued without
restriction.

That partial suspension was of little moment to those con-
ducting the war in South Vietnam. Before LBJ ordered it, he
had brought Abrams, then on the point of being named West-
moreland’s successor, back to Washington to discuss the matter.
“President Johnson asked our opinion—the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
and General Abrams and General Westmoreland—as to what
the effect would be,” recalled General Earle G. Wheeler, then
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “And we had, in all hon-
esty, to tell him it would have very little effect on what hap-
pened in South Vietnam.”?

While exempting Hanoi and most other parts of North
Vietnam from bombing may not have had an enormous effect
on the course of the war in South Vietnam (as distinct, it should
be emphasized, from the effect a fotal suspension of bombing in
the North would have had), it is clear that the North Vietnam-
ese were eager indeed to get especially their capital out from
under the bombing for which, recalled Major General Lu Giang,
commander of the Hanoi capital region, “the capital’s armed
forces and people were honorably awarded the determined-to-
defeat U.S. aggression banner by Uncle Ho.”

Although most of the controversy over bombing during the
war was occasioned by bombing in North Vietnam, that is
somewhat ironic given the distribution of bombing operations.
About 75 percent of Air Force missions during the war were
flown in South Vietnam, to include close air support, airlift,
search and rescue, defoliation, and courier missions. Another
15.2 percent consisted of interdiction and close air support in
Laos, and 3 percent more in Cambodia, leaving just 6.7 percent
applied in North Vietnam.*

For the allies, at least as Ambassador Bunker saw it, the par-
tial bombing halt had positive results. “President Johnson’s state-
ment of March 31st,” he said, “followed by the partial cessation
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of the bombing, brought the Vietnamese face to face with the
fact that our commitment was not open-ended, and that one day
they’d be on their own. This realization, T think, had an im-
portant and subtle impact on the development of Vietnamese
attitudes and events.”

By autumn, an intense discussion was under way concerning
suspending bombing in North Vietnam altogether, a much dif-
ferent matter, since this would put out of reach of allied bom-
bardment enemy forces positioned threateningly just above the
border with South Vietnam. In a key White House session of
14 October, the President, meeting with Secretary of State Dean
Rusk, Secretary of Defense Clark Clifftord—who had succeeded
Robert McNamara in the post the previous March—General
Earle Wheeler, and others, asked why Abrams now felt a fotal
bombing halt would be acceptable when only the previous Au-
gust he had opposed it. At that time, recalled George Christian,
Abrams had “built a strong case against halting the rest of the
bombing of the North without guarantees from the enemy that
the DMZ would be restored.”® LBJ was told that Abrams now
thought it would be worth it if the enemy indeed respected the
DMZ (a part of some supposed “understandings” about what
he would do if a bombing halt were ordered), and also that the
weather was turning much worse now and thus less would be
lost by halting the bombing (this latter apparently reflecting a
belief, subsequently shown to be incorrect, that the bombing
could later be resumed if deemed militarily desirable-——for ex-
ample, when the weather turned good again).

With a steady stream of optimistic reports issuing from West-
moreland in Vietnam, LB] had first stated conditions for halting
the bombing during a September 1967 address in San Antonio:
“The United States is willing to stop all aerial and naval bom-
bardment of North Vietnam when this will lead promptly to
productive discussions. We, of course, assume that while discus-
sions proceed, North Vietnam would not take advantage of the
bombing cessation or limitation.”® The qualification would lead
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to all manner of controversy, especially when Ambassador Har-
riman, chief American delegate to the Paris peace talks, main-
tained in the face of repeated North Vietnamese denials that the
enemy had indeed agreed to some restraints in the event the
United States suspended bombing of their country.

The North Vietnamese rejected this overture, but General
Wheeler was still concerned about the implications of the offer
should it be accepted. Accordingly he commissioned a study,
known by the code name “Sea Cabin,” to “consider the im-
plications of the ‘assumption’ it made that North Vietnam would
not ‘take advantage’ of a halt in the bombing” and “identify the
dangers to the US military position in South Vietnam resulting
from a bombing halt.” Faced with the crude methods for mon-
itoring and measuring enemy infiltration into South Vietnam
then available, the study concluded that any increased infiltration
“could not be discovered until four to six months after the
event. As a consequence, the enemy could increase infiltration
during protracted talks with confidence that detection would be
too slow and uncertain for the United States to justify stopping
negotiations or resuming the bombing.”” Thus, even though he
went along with the proposed bombing halt, Wheeler had rea-
son to know it depended critically on North Vietnamese good
faith.

IN THE INTERVAL between the partial and full bombing halts, a
pertinent political event took place. Jack Albright was then an
Army colonel in charge of the White House Communications
Agency, a job he had held for three years and in which he saw
a lot of Lyndon Johnson. In late August he was sent to Chicago
to prepare for the Democratic National Convention. Among
other things he supervised the installation of a forty-foot screen
that could be lowered from the ceiling, a device intended to be
used in screening a documentary tribute to Lyndon Johnson.
On the third day of the convention, Albright was in a hotel
room with LBJ operatives Marvin Watson, Jim Jones, and Jake
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Jacobson. Watson took Albright with him into another room
while he placed a call to LBJ, who was at his Texas ranch. “As
you know,” Watson told the President, with Albright listening
on an extension, “we made plans and provisions that there’d be
a groundswell, and they’d nominate you by acclamation, but we
now see that this won’t happen, and that is confirmed by those
here with me.” LBJ had only one comment: “Those ungrateful
son of a bitches!”

Then the President spoke to Albright: “You get your people
out of there, no more than two through any airport. And don’t
let anybody know that you were there in preparation for my
arrival.” Those preparations, said Albright, had included having
the President’s airplane and pilot, normally kept at Bergstrom
Air Force Base, standing by at the ranch. The much publicized
LBJ withdrawal, then, had been a tactic, one the President never
expected to have to make good on. Whatever Johnson hoped,
his withdrawal freed him to move forward on a total bombing
halt without regard to political consequences.®

BEFORE FINALIZING his decision on halting the bombing alto-
gether, President Johnson met once again with his senior advi-
sors, including Abrams, brought back on short notice from
Vietnam. Abrams had assented to the proposed bombing halt
after having been assured that any enemy violations of the “un-
derstandings” —that there would be no violations of the DMZ
and no shelling of cities—would be met by resumed bombing.
This was a crucial point, for only recently Abrams had cabled
General Wheeler to say, “It would be my estimate that an an-
nouncement of a bombing halt without any compensating move
by the enemy would come as quite a shock to some of the

troops and their commanders.”®

At the White House, LBJ] asked Abrams a question with a
key conditional: “If the enemy honors our agreement, will this
be an advantage militarily?” That was easy. “Yes, sir,” he an-
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swered.'” Abrams, in turn, asserted a condition of his own: “If
the bombing were stopped and the North Vietnamese then pre-
cipitated some emergency, the situation could be handled easily
by the military until the political decisions were made to resume
the bombing.”"" That reinforced the position Abrams had stated
unequivocally only days earlier, when he cabled Wheeler that
“it must be clearly understood that initiation of ground attacks
or attacks by fire against major population centers in SVN may
be considered as justification for resumption of bombing in
NVN.”2 On that basis, he agreed to ending the bombing.

Before Abrams departed the White House, LB] handed his
field general a letter that Abrams put in his pocket to read on
the way back to Vietnam. When he took out the pale green
White House stationery and read a message that began “Dear
Abe,” he saw that the President still hoped the war might be
won, and on his watch. He told Abrams to “follow the enemy
in relentless pursuit. Don’t give them a minute’s rest. Keep pour-
ing it on. Let the enemy feel the weight of everything you’ve
got.” Such advice was probably superfluous in the case of
Abrams, a warrior through and through, but LBJ’s objective was
revealing. “With luck and with Abe,” he concluded, “we shall
conquer ourselves a peace in the next three months.”!?

This admonition served to demonstrate dramatically the am-
bivalence of Lyndon Johnson toward conduct of the war. At the
same time he was contemplating a total bombing halt, he was
urging Abrams to go all out in the ground war in South Vietnam
in quest of an early victory. One conclusion that this dichotomy,
even schizophrenia, suggests is that by this point LBJ was far
from a free agent even within his own administration. In Clark
Clifford he had gotten a defense secretary who, contrary to
Johnson’s expectations, was more interested in manipulating the
President to disengage than in helping him prosecute the war.
Clifford boasted in his memoirs of how he had carefully crafted
“the next steps in moving the President toward de-escalation.”"
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And Townsend Hoopes credited Clifford, Harriman, and Vance
with bringing off the total bombing halt.!s

PRESIDENT JOHNSON’S order to halt the bombing of North Viet-
nam, in fact all “air, naval, and artillery bombardment,” effective
1 November 1968, drew worldwide attention. In Vietnam, the
English-language Saigon Daily News headlined “LB] Orders
Bomb Halt As Reds Rocket Cities.” Beyond that spectacular
enemy disregard for any reciprocal restraint, there were other
immediate military repercussions. For one thing, noted a MACV
briefer, “The bombing halt in North Vietnam will release ad-
ditional experienced antiaircraft units for employment in the La-
otian panhandle.” A sharp rise in sensor-detected activity—
southward movement of enemy men and matériel as monitored
by allied sensors—followed the bombing halt, with “near-
capacity transshipment activity” (unloading of inbound cargo
from ships and railroads) observed in North Vietnam, intense
activity in repairing interdiction points, and the anticipated re-
location of antiaircraft units. Conversely, the halt made allied
aircraft that had been involved in the Rolling Thunder campaign
against the North available for use elsewhere, such as in the
interdiction campaign in Laos.

Abrams, back from his Washington meeting with the Pres-
ident, sent an important message, titled “Special Guidance for
General Officers Commanding,” to his field commanders. “As
the enemy’s main forces are defeated and forced to withdraw,”
Abrams observed, “the original and underlying war against the
basic VC/NVA structure in SVN comes to the fore. It must
now be carried forward with greater intensity . . ., getting into
his base areas, confiscating his supplies, and rounding up his
infrastructure. The order of the day,” concluded Abrams, “is to
intensify your offensive against infrastructure, guerrillas, and lo-
cal force units, while maintaining unrelenting pressure on the
VC/NVA main force units. We must carry the fight to the

enemy and complete his destruction.”'¢
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“In the summer and early fall of 1968,” Abrams later re-
called, “during the northeast monsoon season in North Viet-
nam, the interdiction program from the 20th parallel down was
so effective he was not getting six trucks a week into Laos—a
combination of the interdiction program and the weather. And
that’s the situation you had when the bombing halt occurred.”

Things changed in a hurry. Two weeks into it Abrams cabled
an assessment to General Wheeler. “The enemy’s actions since
the bombing halt reflect as much his political and psychological
warfare schemes as they do the pursuit of his military goals,”
Abrams said. “He seeks to popularize the idea at home and
abroad that he forced the bombing halt on the US without
reciprocal commitments on his part. He tries to give the im-
pression that he retains the initiative on all fronts. And he probes
the limits of allied patience to determine how far he can go.”"’

During the first week after the halt there were 262 trucks
detected by sensors in Route Package 1—the complex of roads
and trails in the southernmost provinces of North Vietnam, just
north of the DMZ—and 778 trucks by sensors in the Laotian
panhandle, with 165 seen visually. By the third week 2,220
trucks were detected by sensors and 1,651 observed in Laos. The
bulk of the tonnage was ammunition, 70 percent or more—
1,125 tons of it in a week. Most of the rest was POL—petro-
leum, oil, and lubricants—and high-priority construction of a
new POL pipeline in southern North Vietnam was also ob-
served. Meanwhile, the North Vietnamese had stepped up use
of coastal sea-lanes and inland waterways to move matériel in
North Vietnam, an average of seventy-five ships a day versus
nineteen a day in the month before the bombing halt. In south-
ern North Vietnam heavy tonnage vessels not seen since 1965

were back in use.

By THE TIME ABRAMS took command, exploration of a negoti-
ated settlement of the war was an important part of the overall
calculus. Averell Harriman had represented Lyndon Johnson’s
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administration in the early sessions with North Vietnamese ne-
gotiators in Paris. Harriman had his own agenda, one not re-
vealed when he attended the first meeting of the “Wise Men”
with President Johnson at the White House in November 1967.
Wrote Clark Clifford of Harriman: “Hoping to cap his long and
distinguished career by heading the negotiating team, he had no
intention of losing his access to the President by prematurely
revealing the depths of his opposition to the war itself.” Instead,
Harriman told LBJ simply that negotiations were “inevitable and
necessary.”!®

Harriman did indeed get the Paris assighment, being posted
there in May 1968 with Cyrus Vance as his deputy, Phillip Habib
as political advisor, and Lieutenant General Andrew J. Good-
paster as JCS representative. Potential problems surfaced as early
as the plane ride to Europe—indeed, even before the mission
began—recalled Goodpaster. “From the outset Governor Har-
riman tried to get approval for offering a ‘scaling back’ of our
military operations in Vietnam as a negotiating gambit with the
North Vietnamese, hoping they would reciprocate. I opposed
this at all times, beginning with our delegation’s meeting with
President Johnson, who disapproved Governor Harriman’s pro-
posal, and approved my position.”*?

But Harriman apparently had no intention of being con-
strained by anything so mundane as instructions from the Pres-
ident. Soon after the delegation’s aircraft departed Washington,
he offered the view that “now it’s our job to end this war—to
get the best terms we can, but to end the war.” Goodpaster
immediately objected. “That’s not my understanding,” he re-
torted, recalling LBJ’s statement that the delegation was to ne-
gotiate, but not in any way compromise the “maximum
pressure” he wanted put on the enemy. “That’s not right, Gen-
eral,” Harriman countered. “I think its clear what our position
is—what the president ordered.” Goodpaster would not be in-
timidated. “No, sir,” he shot back. “The president would not
want us to endanger American lives. We have not been in-




INTERDICTION 91

structed to end the war on the ‘best terms we can.”” By this
time the autocratic Harriman, not accustomed to being contra-
dicted, was angry. “We’re going to end this war,” he insisted.
“That’s what the president said we should do.” Goodpaster had
the last word. “Sir,” he said in acid tones, “that is not what the
president said. Those are not our instructions.”?

Within a few weeks Goodpaster was recalled from Paris,
promoted to four-star rank, and sent to Vietnam as deputy to
General Abrams. Lieutenant General George M. Seignious II
joined the Paris delegation as his replacement. General Earle G.
Wheeler, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, sent Seignious
off with this message: “You're approved by the President with
only the following instructions: ‘Keep steel in the backbone of
Averell Harriman.” 72!

AFTER LONG DEBATE over procedural matters, discussions with
the North Vietnamese concerning a negotiated settlement of the
war had begun. At MACYV, little was known about the process.
“I don’t know what instructions the men in Paris have,” Abrams
wrote to General Harold K. Johnson, “but I don’t need to know.
I do know what needs to be done here and I have faith that
our government will do what’s best.”*?

One thing that soon became apparent was the enemy’s suc-
cess in using “negotiations” as just one more weapon of war.

b

“It seems to me,” said a participant in a discussion of expected
enemy action in August 1968, “that we’ve jockeyed ourselves
into a funny position in Paris vis-a-vis this projected offensive
of the enemy that, if everything goes well for the enemy and
he’s able to mount the offensive, then he gets credit in the head-
lines for power and so on, like he did at Tet. On the other hand
if, by virtue of our efforts here, we succeed in preempting him
and preventing his offensive, then he gets credit for deescala-
tion.” That was it exactly, an excruciating problem for the field
command. “You’ve described the problem quite well,” Abrams

told his colleague to accompanying laughter.
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In Saigon there was great concern about what Averell Har-
riman as chief U.S. delegate to the Paris peace talks was up to.
“There have been several press announcements or interviews by
Secretary Clifford and by Ambassador Harriman which seem to
me to indicate considerable misunderstanding, or at least terribly
wishful thinking on their part vis-a-vis a possible NVN . . . de-
escalation,” noted a MACYV staffer in late August. Thus he put
a question to General Goodpaster, based on his recent experi-
ence in Paris, as to whether it was understood there that the
enemy had earlier that month attempted a major offensive, but
U.S. operations had successfully delayed and diminished the at-
tacks when they came. Did anyone in Paris recognize that, far
from showing goodwill or restraint, the enemy was doing its
best to continue the war at full force? “It seems to me very
important that our negotiators not be given any chance to mis-
interpret the fact that we have successfully preempted this guy
as in any way a de-escalation on his part.”

Goodpaster understood that concern very well indeed. “I
think the pressures that were mounting during this so-called ‘lull’
were very, very great,” he said, “and if it hadn’t been for two
men, probably, we would have interpreted the lull as this re-
straint. And those men are Dean Rusk and the President, with
of course the advice of General Wheeler.” There was a related
point concerning the Third Offensive: “If the enemy had not
started this thing when he did, prior to the Democratic con-
vention, it would be just a damn close thing as to which way
that resolution [on the antiwar platform plank] would have
gone.”

When the Third Offensive of August 1968 accomplished
very little for the enemy, who had hoped for a great deal from
it, the obvious question was what that would mean in terms
of negotiations, and especially the enemy’s attitude at the talks.
Abrams observed that the enemy “really had planned on a
humdinger,” a judgment confirmed by his intelligence officer.
“Bigger than ever before, according to their documents,” said
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General Davidson. “And that would fit so well with the Com-
munist as he picks up his suitcase and goes off to the negotia-
tions,” concluded Abrams. “And probably has a lot to do with
the intransigence that they have shown. Now, if there’s any va-
lidity to that, what form is the next shoe going to take that’s
dropped?”

Abrams was keenly aware of the leverage the enemy derived
from antiwar elements in the United States. “Did you see that
plank that was defeated by 1,500 to 1,000?” he asked, referring
to the platform debate at the Democratic National Convention
in August. There the antiwar faction’s plank had advocated un-
conditional termination of bombing in North Vietnam, mutual
withdrawal of U.S. and North Vietnamese forces from South
Vietnam, a coalition government in South Vietnam, and reduc-
tion of U.S. offensive operations.”> “I would say that he’s got
substantial negotiating material. He’s got 1,000 Democrats that
were at that convention that would have emasculated the position
over here.” Given that background, speculated Abrams, were
Xuan Thuy to propose a cease-fire, “with things the way they
are in the United States, he could get a damn good deal out of
it. A lot better than he deserves,” meaning better than battlefield
results entitled him to.

Later such authoritative voices as Bui Tin’s testified to the
importance the North Vietnamese attached to the antiwar
movement in the United States. “It was essential to our strat-
egy,” said Colonel Tin. “Every day our leadership would listen
to world news over the radio at 9 a.m. to follow the growth of
the American antiwar movement. Visits to Hanoi by people like
Jane Fonda and former Attorney General Ramsey Clark and
ministers gave us confidence that we should hold on in the face
of battlefield reverses. We were elated when Jane Fonda, wearing
a red Vietnamese dress, said at a press conference that she was
ashamed of American actions in the war and that she would
struggle along with us.”2* After the war Admiral Elmo Zumwalt
visited Vietnam and talked with Communist leaders. “General
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Giap was very clear,” said Zumwalt. “They always knew they
had to win it here [in the United States] and the Jane Fondas
of this world were of great use to them.”?

As 1968 NEARED an end, the evolving calculus was, as seen from
MACYV, increasingly favorable. Enemy combat losses during
1968 had to be made up through further recruitment in the
South or infiltration from the North. Douglas Pike estimated
that General Giap began the winter—spring campaign with about
195,000 troops and lost 85,000 of them killed or permanently
disabled in just that one offensive.?® Then, as the pacification
program extended government control to more of the rural pop-
ulation, recruitment or impressment in those areas became more
difficult. In addition, in the aftermath of the Tet Offensive a
large number of Viet Cong rallied to the government side, con-
stituting more losses that had to be covered. By year’s end, con-
cluded MACYV, enemy losses had reached the staggering total of
289,000 men, or more than 100 percent of his total present
military strength.” :

Said Bui Tin, “The second and third waves in May and
September were, in retrospect, mistakes. Our forces in the South
were nearly wiped out by all the fighting in 1968. It took us
until 1971 to re-establish our presence, but we had to use North
Vietnamese troops as local guerrillas. If the American forces had
not begun to withdraw under Nixon in 1969, they could have
punished us severely. We suffered badly in 1969 and 1970 as it
was.”? These admissions underscore dramatically the incalcula-
ble cost to the allies of General Westmoreland’s having squan-
dered four years of public and congressional support for the war
with his unavailing schemes.

John Vann provided a year-end assessment in letters to var-
ious correspondents. “The situation in Vietnam today gives
cause for more optimism than at any time since 1961,” he
wrote. And the RVNAE, Vann told San Francisco Mayor Sam
Yorty, “has improved substantially since the arrival of General




INTERDICTION 95

Abrams and the greatly increased interest in the RF/PF that
he was able to stimulate.” Yorty sent a copy of the letter to
Richard Nixon—*as I expected,” Vann wrote to a friend.?

At a commanders conference General Abrams invited Am-
bassador Bunker to comment. Bunker called the year 1968 “per-
haps the most momentous one we’ve seen since the decision in
1965 to come in here in force.” Acknowledging that there were
still many problems to be solved, he commented on the “very
great progress” made during 1968, progress not always appreci-
ated in the United States. “I went back for three days in April
to report to the President,” he recalled, “and I was shocked to
see the effect the Tet Offensive had had at home. There was no
panic here,” he added, implying that that had perhaps not been
the case in Washington.

Bunker also mentioned the constructive results of Tet 1968
in South Vietnam. One step taken was full mobilization, and
Bunker illustrated the significance—and burden—of that by
comparing South Vietnam’s force of one million people under
arms with what a like percentage of America’s population would
produce—an armed force of some 18 million. He also men-
tioned the People’s Self-Defense Forces and the Accelerated Pac-
ification Campaign, the Chieu Hoi program, and the beginning
of efforts to root out the enemy infrastructure. “My yardstick
of success here,” Bunker concluded, “is what the Vietnamese
can do themselves, because that eventually is the ultimate test.
They’ve got to take over someday. It’s quite clear that we’re not
going to be here forever. And what we can get them to do—
through instruction, through persuasion, through pressure, in
whatever way—to do the job themselves is the ultimate yard-
stick of success.”

AT YEAR’S END General Abrams offered an imaginative gift to
General Wheeler. “I have developed a clandestine capability to
fire the 107, 122, and 140mm enemy rockets,” he revealed. In
a project called “Pot Luck,” a firing team of one officer and ten
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enlisted men from the 525th Military Intelligence Group had
been trained in all aspects of laying and firing rockets. Said
Abrams, “Their accuracy ranges from two hundred to eight
hundred meters at a range of seven thousand yards.”?

Abrams had picked out a likely target, an enemy base area
in the Fishhook area of Cambodia west of Saigon, where he
thought 122mm rockets with delay fuses could be very eftective.
Radio direction-finding indicated that major elements were al-
most always in residence, and danger to Cambodian civilians was
deemed minimal. “Even if Sithanouk complains (and the ICC
investigates),” Abrams said reassuringly, “there will be no evi-
dence of US weapons being used.” Noting that Ambassador
Bunker concurred in his recommendation, Abrams asked for
permission to lob twenty rockets into the enemy camp.

The reaction in the Joint Chiefs of Staft must have been
“not only no, but hell no,” because before long Abrams was
sending a message instructing all those who had gotten his earlier
communication to destroy all materials relating to “Pot Luck.”?°
The war continued in more pedestrian fashion.
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EARLY IN THE NEW YEAR Abrams began getting some welcome
mail. “Some of these loyal Vietnamese citizens down here in
Saigon began writing me about generators making too much
noise or black smoke coming out of the diesel generators and
all that,” he exulted. “It was great! Before that, of course, they
were yelling about the rockets.”

More ominously, in early January 1969 MACV intelligence
reported that “right now we probably have more hard indica-
tions of an imminent offensive than we have ever had before.
Their most significant aspect, however, is their contradictory
nature.”! The enemy had, MACV calculated, lost 42,000 at Tet
1968, 40,000 in the mini-Tet attacks of May 1968, another
26,000 in the Third Oftensive of August 1968, and a surprising
53,200 in the final quarter of 1968—161,200 dead in just that
one year—and now it seemed that he was stubbornly, foolishly,
incredibly going to have another go at the same unavailing ap-
proach. Abrams and Bunker sat down together for a special as-
sessment briefing that considered three enemy options: a DMZ
attack, a Laotian—Military Region Tri-Thien-Hue attack, and a
Cambodian option slicing into Vietnam from the flank.

Clearly the enemy was building up for something significant,
as signaled by an accelerated flow of infiltration. Several groups
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were moving by train, and by late December the rate of input
into the pipeline had been exceeded only during March—April
1968. There were now more than 37,000 troops moving south,
the bulk of them destined for the I and III Corps areas, and the
analysts thought they included the 304th NVA Division. “In
summary,” they observed, “we are currently observing a move-
ment of unusual proportions, comparable to that which oc-
curred during the same period in 1968.”

A comparable large-scale logistical buildup was also under
way. Soon after the bombing halt of 1 November 1968, the en-
emy had begun reconstructing fords, bridges, and ferry crossing
sites on his lines of communications in the southern provinces of
North Vietnam, extending a rail segment to Vinh, and stockpiling
matériel—an estimated 300 tons a day—near the DMZ. MACV
looked ruefully at a photograph of more than fifty enemy trucks
waiting to cross at one of the two Quang Khe ferries. That had,
observed the briefer, been “one of our key choke points in the
summer interdiction campaign. Employment of hard bombs, an-
timatériel and antipersonnel munitions, plus seeding of the river
with Mark 36 mines bottled up the traffic.” Now it was wide
open.? In addition, foreign vessels were observed at the port
facilities near Vinh for the first time in many years.

With all this under way, interdiction of the Ho Chi Minh
Trail thus continued to be an allied obsession. Now, though, the
task was made infinitely more difficult by the termination of
bombing in North Vietnam. Whereas before there had been
within North Vietnam that small number of well-defined choke
points which, if kept closed, effectively blocked traffic to the
South, now the bombing effort had to be shifted to Laos, where
most of the choke points could be bypassed, and the farther
south one got, the more the route structure expanded.

The two prime access routes into Laos from North Vietnam
went through defiles known as the Mu Gia Pass and the Ban
Karai Pass. Interdiction efforts concentrated on these choke
points. Once they were beyond the choke points, enemy truck
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convoys could be brought under attack on flatter and more open
terrain, where more truck kills were recorded, but it continued
to be extremely difficult to halt the influx by taking trucks out
individually.

By early January 1969 sensor detections were running at the
highest level since before the previous year’s May attacks, further
evidence that a serious offensive was in the offing. Killing these
trucks had, however, become easier in November and Decem-
ber 1968 with the introduction of AC-123 and AC-130 gun-
ships. Initially there were two of each type of aircraft, a total of
four out of some 300 aircraft devoted to interdiction. By January
1969 these four gunships were, according to the Seventh Air
Force commander, General George Brown, accounting for an
astounding 27 percent of the truck kills.

A later history of PAVN reflected the enemy’s view of this
terrifying new weapons system. “Over the Ho Chi Minh Trail,”
it observed, “AC-130E aircraft, equipped with sensors to locate
targets and 40mm rockets [actually cannon] to destroy these tar-
gets, flew constantly throughout the night. They destroyed many
of our trucks. Our combat fighters who drove the trucks cou-
rageously, resolutely, and cleverly overcame horrendous obstacles
to bring supplies to the front lines, and some comrades sacrificed
their lives in the cabs of their trucks. At the same time, faced
with the blood and fire of combat on the supply route to the
South, some drivers wavered, and there were even some who
abandoned their vehicles when they heard just the sound of the
enemy’s AC-130E gunships flying overhead.”

In December 1968, 857 trucks had been taken out, and it
looked like the total in January might reach 1,000. But even
that did not stem the tide. General Brown reported that of 1,800
Arc Light—B-52 bomber—strikes a2 month, almost half were
being put into Laos, along with 450 to 500 Navy and Air Force
tactical air sorties a day. “And he’s still pushing trucks through,”
Brown admitted. “He’s got quite a stockpile now down as far
as Tchepone.”
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What the enemy was moving was ominous. Bombing the
trail was producing large numbers of secondary fires and explo-
sions—reciprocal reactions caused by the bombs being
dropped—and, said Brown, “there’re only two things moving
through there that’ll burn and explode—that’s ammunition and
POL. It’s the most frustrating experience I've ever had chasing
these things [trucks],” he exploded. “I can’t stop trucks one at
a time.” Clearly the enemy was preparing for heavy combat, not
just hauling rice to feed the troops, and everyone knew it.

Despite the frustration, an impressive number of trucks was
in fact taken out, an estimated 7,000 damaged or destroyed dur-
ing January—July 1969. During the same period the enemy
brought 2,600 new trucks into North Vietnam by sea—more
than double the number during the same period in 1968—most
of them from the Soviet Union, and an unknown additional
number by rail or road from China.

The enemy acknowledged grave difficulties due to allied in-
terdiction during this period. During several months of 1969,
noted a history of PAVN, some main force units operating in
forward areas, replacement troops traveling down the Ho Chi
Minh Trail, and the 559th Transportation Group that adminis-
tered the trail were reduced to eating only two or three lang of
rice per day, a lang being about an ounce and a third. One unit
in particular distress, the 6th Engineer Battalion stationed at Binh
Tram 35, “was forced to eat sycamore berries, roots, and weeds
in place of rice, and they burned straw and ate the ashes in place
of salt.” Troops were diverted from military tasks to search for
food, some even developing the slogan “Producing food is the
same as fighting the enemy.” In the Central Highlands, claimed
this account, “each cadre and soldier planted 1,000 manioc

plants.”*

WHILE THE Ho CH1 MiINH Trail was under fierce and continuous
air attack, access to the South Vietnamese coast from the sea had
since mid-1966 been effectively sealed off through intensive pa-
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trolling by South Vietnamese and U.S. ships. But there was a
flood of supplies coming into the Cambodian port of Sihan-
oukville and then through Cambodia into III and IV Corps of
South Vietnam and even up to the southern portions of II
Corps. By January 1969 it was clear to MACV analysts that
Sihanoukville was “the primary point of entry for supplies, es-
pecially arms and ammunition, destined for enemy forces in
southern South Vietnam.” This traffic had been monitored since
November 1966, and so far thirty-four ships suspected of un-
loading ordnance had docked at Sihanoukville. Twelve that were
well documented had delivered more than 14,000 tons of ord-
nance from November 1966 to October 1968.

Those deliveries were ostensibly made in fulfillment of mil-
itary aid agreements Cambodia had concluded with China and
the Soviet Union, but the quantities were grossly more than
FARK (the Cambodian armed forces) could need, perhaps
14,000 tons delivered as against an estimated requirement of 800
tons. Clearly a lot of extra ordnance was floating around some-
where. MACYV intelligence officers had built up a very complete
picture of this traffic from a wealth of prisoner of war interro-
gations, ralliers, and agents. “The magnitude of the arms traffic,
and its efficient working apparatus, suggest the knowledge, if
not active participation, of high-ranking Cambodian military
and political figures,” they concluded.

Cambodian military trucks were found to be engaged in
distributing the arms and ammunition landed at Sihanoukville,
as were those of a Hak Ly Trucking Company> There were
even reports of regular Sunday meetings in Phnom Penh at
which representatives of FARK, the Sihanouk regime, the Hak
Ly enterprise, and the National Liberation Front arranged dis-
tribution of the goods. This and other evidence, MACV con-
cluded, left no doubt of “FARK’s complicity with the enemy.”
Indeed, said Davidson in early January, an intelligence task force
from Washington “now agree with us specifically as to this, that
there is high-ranking Cambodian complicity in the movements
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of arms and ammunition through Cambodia. They’re‘ inclined
to take a disclaimer that Sihanouk himself is involved, although
whether he knows [about it] or not they—1I think they’re inclined
to believe he does, as we are.” In any case, added Davidson,
“there is high-level complicity. It may go as high as Lon Nol,
the acting prime minister.”

The distribution system was well organized and efficient.
After leaving Sihanoukville, the munitions were transported to
an arms depot at Kompong Speu, about twenty-five miles
southwest of Phnom Penh, or to warehouses in the capital city.
From there they were distributed to enemy base areas in the
border region, and eventually to troop units in South Vietnam.

At CIA this picture of the enemy supply system had for a
long time been vigorously disputed. There the “intelligence an-
alysts at the Washington level” really came down to one man,
a veteran CIA officer named James Graham. The lead analyst
on the problem, he stubbornly refused, year after year, to be
convinced that any significant amount of military wherewithal
was reaching the enemy through the port of Sihanoukville.
Within MACYV, the “Graham Report” staking out that position
became infamous. MACV was incensed by its obtuseness, as
they saw it, or worse. Later Davidson, who had struggled with
this problem when he was MACV J-2, recalled that Graham
once said to him, “Sometimes you’ve got to find what you’ve
got to find.”®

THE NEW TACTICS were by now widely in evidence. In the 25th
Infantry Division during this period, said its commander, Major
General Harris Hollis, tactical deployment consisted of a huge
number of small operations that were decentralized in execution
but highly centralized “in terms of target acquisition, intelli-
gence and surveillance, and in the provision of aviation and
other combat support.” This approach inhibited enemy move-
ment, both day and night, while serving to “disrupt his com-
munications, uncover his caches, interrupt his supply, fragment
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his units and take out his guides in increasing numbers.” Hollis
came to think of his command as a “reconnaissance division.”’

In the 1st Cavalry Division its commander, Major General
Elvy Roberts, reported a similar approach. Describing a number
of shifts in small unit tactics over the past year, he identified as
the most important “the use of infantry companies, operating
alone, as light scouting forces whose mission is to search out the
enemy, locate him accurately, and bring all possible heavy fire-
power down on him.” In the XXIV Corps the situation was
pretty much the same, said Lieutenant General Melvin Zais,
“characterized by intensive patrol and ambush activities to deny
the enemy access to the population, and by limited offensive
operations to thwart enemy efforts to build up for attacks, par-
ticularly during Tet. This use of forces permitted an intensified
effort to accelerate the pacification program in Thua Thien and
Quang Tri Provinces.”

In February 1969 an Army liaison team visited Vietnam.
One of its members, an experienced infantry officer who had
served two previous tours in Vietnam as a battalion commander
in the 1st Infantry Division, as an operations staff officer in
MACYV Headquarters, and as a regimental advisor to the ARVN,
reported his impressions after extensive visits by the team to
nearly all major Army units in Vietnam. His first words told the
story: “It’s a new and different war!”®

Colonel Richard Prillaman cited as the key changes that “US
Army units are fragmenting, with small unit operations replacing
searches by battalions and brigades; and second, we are now
working with the Vietnamese to an unprecedented degree, tar-
geting on the enemy among the population rather than forces
hiding in the jungle.” He recalled a conversation with a brigade
commander who had been told that if a given bridge in his area
of responsibility got blown up, “my best position would be right
in the middle of it.””

“Had I been told of these new developments in higher head-
quarters briefings,” Prillaman said, “I might have dismissed them
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as being colored by wishful thinking, but my information was
gathered from battalion commanders, company commanders,
sergeant majors, and working men. . .. I put my faith in the
off-the-cuff comments of C-ration consumers, and these men
are unanimous in their opinion that a new situation exists and
that our response is effective.”®

ANTICIPATING THE enemy'’s winter—spring offensive, Abrams
coached his commanders on how the enemy did business, em-
phasizing the opportunities such knowledge presented. “First,
he will set his objectives. Second, he will establish his axes of
advance, all based on areas in which guerrillas and VC infra-
structure are strong. Third, he will work with the VC infrastruc-
ture and guerrillas to establish his supplies in depots or caches.
Fourth, he will maneuver his main force units to take advantage
of the supplies, security, reconnaissance, and guides provided by
the guerrillas and VC infrastructure. So the best thing to do is
to get out and beat the hell out of the cadre and local forces,”,
Abrams stressed, “so that the ability of the big units to move,
or do anything, is militarily impractical. This is the real meat
and potatoes.”!!

All this enemy activity could be detected early by relatively
small forces, Abrams pointed out, while “simultaneously, the at-
tack against enemy base areas, supply points, main and local
forces, and the VC infrastructure can continue unabated.” Keep
the pressure on, Abrams urged, and do it intelligently, paying
attention to how the enemy operates. “Then, utilizing the
knowledge thus gained, go after the enemy’s machinery, crack
his engine block, drain his oil, strip his gears, break his fuel lines,
remove his spark plugs, and otherwise put his engine beyond
repair or rebuild.”*?

ON 23 FEBRUARY the enemy buildup reached its logical conclu-
sion. That was right on schedule; Bunker and Abrams had only
the day before “warned Washington that large-scale attacks were
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expected that day or the following.”'> The new offensive was
much more intense than any in the previous year. Separate in-
cidents totaled a third more than at Tet 1968, as did ground
attacks, along with nearly 600 more standoff attacks by fire. Most
proved short-lived. Colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung observed “the
conspicuous absence of local forces and the exclusive use of main
force units in all attacks,” judging this to be a consequence of
the heavy losses inflicted on local forces during the campaigns
of the previous year, also reflected in the enemy’s “inability to
launch any infantry attacks against Saigon” during this offen-
sive. !4

There were other major differences. This offensive struck
primarily military units and facilities, whereas earlier offensives
had targeted population centers. And now, rather than a coor-
dinated countrywide offensive, the attacks were concentrated in
just two areas, near Saigon and near Danang. Consequently, Tet
1969 generated very few refugees, a scant 2.5 percent of the
number produced by Tet 1968. Summing it up, a MACV analyst
called this “a well-coordinated and widespread effort, but one
designed to be least costly to the enemy. Many small ground
attacks, but relatively little significant ground action. Instead, pri-
mary reliance on attacks by fire. And these, though numerous,
have been comparatively light in munitions expenditures.”

During the 1969 Tet Offensive, just as before, the enemy
took terrible casualties. A chart depicting enemy KIA—cate-
gorized by the allied elements that caused them—drew a re-
flective responsive from Abrams. “Well—in a way that’s a very
sad chart,” he began, “because there’re so many people killed.
But, looking at it dispassionately if you can, that is the most
favorable balance of affairs that we have yet seen.” The data
showed that in III Corps 31 percent of the KIA had been in-
flicted by U.S. forces, 67 percent by the RVNAE And in I
Corps, where there was still a heavy U.S. commitment, 51 per-
cent was credited to RVNAE “Ah—you know, there’s a story
in that chart. Talk about ARVN, whether they’re in the game.
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As 1 say, it’s a sad thing. There’s no—it sounds kind of disre-
spectful to gloat over it, but in the business of who’s getting in
the war, I think that’s an important chart.”

Meanwhile, although the stated intent of the enemy was to
inflict heavy casualties on U.S. forces, those casualties were
down substantially from the comparable offensive of the year
before. Abrams credited better intelligence. “I think that for this
offensive we were far better served by intelligence as we ap-
proached it, which meant that we were able to target our re-
sources against his preparations in a far better way, a far more
effective way, than we were in any of the other—although I think
in the Third Oftensive we had that pretty well knocked.”?

During this offensive Saigon took a number of rockets, and
afterward 1t was determined that a patrol from the ARVN 6th
Ranger Group would have been fifty meters from the launch
site 1f it had gone where it was supposed to go. Instead, it had
stopped a kilometer and a half short. The patrol leader was
court-martialed and, reported Abrams to Admiral McCain,
“the commanding officer of the 6th Ranger Group has been
guaranteed forty days in jail if a single rocket is fired out of his
area of responsibility against Saigon.” Abrams was encouraged.
“This is new around here,” he noted. “They’re getting serious
about this. Its a little crude, but I'm sure they’ll get the mes-
sage.

THESE ENEMY ACTIONS completely demolished the notion that,
in exchange for cessation of bombing in North Vietnam, they
would exercise any restraint in the South. Abrams and McCain,
strongly supported by Ambassador Bunker, recommended retal-
iation. “If US forces did not respond promptly,” Bunker told
the Secretary of State, “the enemy would be encouraged to
continue the attacks, some of which clearly violated the under-
standings made with Hanoi at the time of the bombing halt three
and a half months earlier.” But, reported JCS historians, “avail-




TET 1969 107

able sources provide no evidence that the . . . proposal was con-
sidered at the policy level.”t®

Later Nixon was his own apologist for the failure to act.
“Ideally,” he wrote, “we should have dealt a swift blow that
would have made Hanois leaders think twice before they
launched another attack in the South. But I was stuck with
Johnson’s bombing halt. I knew that even though we could
show that North Vietnam clearly had violated the ‘understand-
ings,” bombing North Vietnam would produce a violent out-
burst of domestic protest. This, in turn, would have destroyed
our efforts to bring the country together in support of our plan
for peace.””

Henry Kissinger also critiqued this lack of response, later
telling William Safire that when the North Vietnamese started
this offensive “we should have responded strongly. We should
have taken on the doves right then—starting bombing and min-
ing the harbors. The war would have been over in 1970.”'®
That was a judgment Nixon also came to in retrospect, sug-
gesting that “if we had done that then, I think we would have
ended the war in Vietnam in 1969 rather than in 1973.” Instead,
concluded Nixon sorrowfully, “that was my biggest mistake as

President.”'?

THE CENTERPIECE of Averell Harriman’s eight-month assignment
to Paris was his assertion that he had reached an “understanding”
with the North Vietnamese that if the United States stopped
bombing North Vietnam, the North Vietnamese would not
“take advantage” of that cessation. What that meant, it was later
claimed, was that the enemy would not attack South Vietnam’s
cities, would not increase infiltration into the South, and would
not violate the demilitarized zone.

From the first articulation of this proposition there had been
widespread skepticism about the supposed understanding, not
least because the North Vietnamese repeatedly and vociferously
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denied that any such understanding existed. Reporting to the
President in mid-February 1968, Walt Rostow had noted that
efforts to negotiate a peace in Vietnam had “yielded no con-
structive results” and that, “in particular, Hanoi apparently is not
prepared to accept our assumption that, if bombing of the north
should stop, no advantage would be taken of that situation.”?

Abrams observed in early 1969, after the administration had
changed and Harriman was no longer in Paris, that a North Viet-
namese scam “isn’t going to be so easy to run the second time, be-
cause the United States has now had quite a little experience
about ‘understanding.” And it hasn’t been good.” A prominent ex-
hibit was the 1969 Tet Offensive. Abrams cabled General
Wheeler in late February, saying, “I believe it appropriate to re-
view the enemy’s current offensive activity, particularly his attacks
against Saigon and other populated areas and his abuse of the
DMZ.”?! Those were, of course, key elements of the supposed
understanding, now flagrantly ignored, or rejected, by the enemy,
as Abrams noted in laying it all out. Soon he followed up with an-
other message to Wheeler, observing that “since the enemy
knowingly disregarded the ‘understandings,” we should speculate
as to why he did so. First, he may have wanted to show the world
that the ‘understandings’ have no basis. He has consistently said
that our bombing halt was unconditional and has stated that the
‘understandings’ do not rpt not exist.”

Only days before the Nixon administration took office, Am-~
bassador Bunker had offered his assessment of the prospect for
the negotiations. “My view is that the talks are going to be
complex, and difficult, and long, and arduous,” he said. “And I
don’t think we’re going to reach conclusions easily or quickly.”
That, he suggested, had its good side: more time to make pro-
gress in building up the South Vietnamese, both militarily and
politically. As President Thieu “said to me—what, six months
ago?—he could hardly talk about peace or talk about negotia-
tions or anything other than a military victory. Now he can talk



TET 1969 109

about the fact that there has to be a political settlement some-
time, and that the context will change from military to political.”
Goodpaster was able to provide some wary insight in Saigon.
Davidson, the MACV J-2, had in early February 1969 studied
a sheaf of incoming State Department documents and perceived
that he “had been working on what’s at best a questionable
premise, and perhaps a false premise.” He had believed that the
claimed “understanding” with the enemy included prohibition
of ground attacks on cities. Now he realized “that the North
Vietnamese do not understand that a ground attack on Saigon,
without ‘indiscriminate shelling,” is a violation of the under-
standing.” Cautioned Goodpaster, “Well, that’s fairly finespun
stuft, Phil-—what they understand, what they don’t understand,
do we understand that they understand, and so on. You get into
fairly wispy stuff there.” From Abrams: “That’s right!”
Repeatedly the shaky basis for there being any “understand-
ings” became clear in the one place it really mattered—on the
battlefield. The Nixon administration had continued the total
bombing halt ordered by LBJ, and there continued to be fre-
quent references to the understandings. “As you know,” Abrams
later told a visiting General Charles Bonesteel, “one of the un-
derstandings in the bombing halt was that everyone would ob-
serve the DMZ. And these characters in there—when pressed
on this, they always said, “You will see. You will see. We will
understand and we will do appropriate things’ and so on. So this
sort of bullshit developed into an ‘understanding.” Well, it turns
out that the understanding was quite different. Now, we wanted
to have freedom to the Ben Hai—in other words, to the de-
marcation line. And I can tell you that at the meeting in Wash-
ington when this decision was made, I lost that, because they said
that our—the understanding was that we would both keep out
of the demilitarized zone. Well, this handicaps—. We’ve stood
against this forever, because it handicaps us.” '
Soon after the change of administrations, a copy of COSVN
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Resolution 8 was captured and analyzed. What it revealed about
the enemy and negotiations, MACV concluded, was that “it is
here that he believes he had made his greatest progress—the
bombing limitations, then the complete bombing halt, the ad-
mission of the NLF to the Paris discussions.” Beyond that, “ne-
gotiations are now his main arena. We hold that all his political,
military and diplomatic actions are directly or indirectly related
to their outcome.”

IN LATE MARCH 1969 another crisis erupted when there was a
further hiatus in intercepted communications from the binh
trams. It was always possible that there simply had been no new
infiltration groups entering the pipeline, but the fact that logis-
tical traftic continued unabated seemed to indicate otherwise.
Abrams had only recently been told that the enemy was not
limited by manpower shortages, a crucially important judg-
ment, and now he challenged his new intelligence officer.
“The study that you cited for me the other day—they could
go on indefinitely at the 1968 level,” he reminded William
Potts, “that’s supposed to be an authoritative study.” If infiltra-
tion really had ceased, as the absence of communications intel-
ligence suggested, perhaps a different conclusion was warranted.
But by mid-July a MACV analyst could report that “collateral

b

evidence,” meaning such things as document exploitation and
prisoner of war interrogation, “now provides evidence that in-
filtration from North Vietnam has in fact continued.” That was
very interesting, but extremely worrisome as well. “The real
question here,” Abrams pointed out, “is whether COMINT
[communications intelligence] any longer gives us a hold on
this.”

“This matter of infiltration has tremendous political impli-
cations to our government,” Abrams emphasized. “We’ve
grown unsure now that we know a reasonably good picture.
We’re unsure of that. And it’s been brought out by this prisoner

and document effort that we had missed something. If we read
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this wrong, or our government winds up reading it wrong, it’s
possible to make quite a tragic mistake. That’s what we don’t
want to do.”

The fact of the apparent lull had been reported, then leaked,
so “everybody in Washington knows this, including Joe Alsop,”
said Abrams, and “tremendous political significance has been at-
tached to it.” Particularly was that the case with “a large body
of people that think that these fellows are really pretty nice guys,
honorable chaps, and they’re really trying to show us that they
really want to call this thing off. But they have so much pride
and so on that they can’t afford to announce it publicly. They’re
just sending discreet—ah—signals.

“I’m not anxious to cling to anything,” Abrams emphasized.
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