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Foreword

No experience etched itself more deeply into Air Force thinking than the air
campaigns over North Vietnam. Two decades later in the deserts of Southwest
Asia, American airmen were able to avoid the gradualism that cost so many lives
and planes in the jungles of Southeast Asia. Readers should come away from this
book with a sympathetic understanding of the men who bombed North Vietnam.
Those airmen handled tough problems in ways that ultimately reshaped the Air
Force into the effective instrument on display in the Gulf War.

This book is a sequel to Jacob Van Staaveren’s Gradual Failure: The Air
War over North Vietnam, 1965—1966, which we have also declassified and are
publishing. Wayne Thompson tells how the Air Force used that failure to build a
more capable service—a service which got a better opportunity to demonstrate
the potential of air power in 1972.

Dr. Thompson began to learn about his subject when he was an Army
draftee assigned to an Air Force intelligence station in Taiwan during the
Vietnam War. He took time out from writing 7o Hanoi and Back to serve in the
Checkmate group that helped plan the Operation Desert Storm air campaign
against Iraq. Later he visited Air Force pilots and commanders in Italy immedi-
ately after the Operation Deliberate Force air strikes in Bosnia. During
Operation Allied Force over Serbia and its Kosovo province, he returned to
Checkmate. Consequently, he is keenly aware of how much the Air Force has
changed in some respects—how little in others. Although he pays ample atten-
tion to context, his book is about the Air Force. He has written a well-informed
account that is both lively and thoughtful.

The bibliography at the end of the volume lists several other Air Force
books about the Vietnam War. Our history program is engaged in a constant
effort to reevaluate the service’s past in light of new research and new perspec-
tives. We welcome criticism of our published work and suggestions for future
publications.

RICHARD P. HALLION
Air Force Historian
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The Author

Wayne Thompson is Chief of Analysis at the Air Force History Support Of-
fice in Washington. During the Vietnam War, he served as an Army draftee at an
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Preface

When I began to study these events, I thought I would write about one of the
saddest portions of the Air Force’s history. I may well have done so, but gradual-
ly (about as gradually as the Rolling Thunder air campaign of 1965-68 went
about its business in North Vietnam) I came to take a more positive view of the
Air Force’s experience in Southeast Asia. Certainly the pain and death we nor-
mally associate with warfare caused many to suffer. Certainly the constraints
under which the Air Force had to operate were extraordinarily restrictive and
self-defeating. Certainly a reputation for ineffectiveness attached itself to bomb-
ing in North Vietnam and made air power seem a much less promising instru-
ment than it was. But after years of seeking a more effective use of limited air
power, the Linebacker campaigns over North Vietnam in 1972 joined with aeri-
al mining of the ports there and simultaneous air operations in South Vietnam to
make a dramatic difference—albeit a tardy and temporary one.

This rebound of American air power began well before the North
Vietnamese invasion of South Vietnam in 1972 and continued long after the end
of the war in 1975. The struggle for Southeast Asia helped to transform the Air
Force from an almost total focus on potential nuclear warfare against the Soviet
Union into a more varied and flexible force wielding increasingly sophisticated
conventional weapons. But thinking about air power and about Southeast Asia
lagged behind advances in technology. When the ultimate defeat finally came to
South Vietnam and its American ally, persuasive victories for the new precision
of American air power still lay far in the future.

Although the air campaigns against North Vietnam delivered a smaller ton-
nage of bombs than parallel efforts in South Vietnam and Laos, the Air Force’s
intellectual and emotional investment in North Vietnam was greater. There a
heavier concentration of air defenses combined with the distance of targets from
bases in Thailand and South Vietnam to make air operations more dangerous
and more difficult. From its beginnings, the Air Force had defined itself as the
service best able to attack targets far from the ground battle or the sea battle.
Where troops fought as in South Vietnam, the Air Force provided only a portion
of the firepower and a portion of the airlift. But a combination of heavy bombers
and air refueling tankers permitted the Air Force to strike hard at great range—a
capability not exploited in North Vietnam until the war was nearly over. While
the bomber’s advantage in long-range striking power had come to be shared not
only with Air Force intercontinental nuclear missiles but also with the Navy’s
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submarine-launched nuclear missiles, for long-range conventional attacks Air
Force bombers remained the strongest option. When bombers were subtracted
from the equation, however, the Air Force contribution lost its uniqueness. Little
of North Vietnam was far from the Gulf of Tonkin, where Navy fighters could
launch from carriers and reach much of the country without air refueling.

Navy and Marine aircraft joined fully in the bombing of North Vietnam, all
the more so because American fears of Chinese intervention restricted the Air
Force’s heavy B—52 bombers to a very limited role in North Vietnam for much of
the war. Partly because the Air Force had concentrated on nuclear warfare prepa-
rations, it even found itself using some fighter planes and munitions developed
by the Navy.

The B-52s with their radar and large bombload could have dealt a far more
severe blow to many North Vietnamese targets from the outset of the war not
only in daylight and clear weather but also at night or in the bad weather preva-
lent over North Vietnam much of the year. The political prohibition against mak-
ing full use of the B-52’s area bombing capability was an ingredient in the stim-
ulation the war gave to the Air Force’s search for a precision, all-weather,
around-the-clock bombing capability for fighter aircraft. By the end of the war,
laser-guided bombs had made true precision a reality, but darkness and foul
weather continued to limit the effectiveness of air power.

The closing phase of American participation in the war brought a political
situation and a military situation (as well as a technological situation) more
favorable to American air power. The Air Force’s story in Southeast Asia conse-
quently carried a sense of upward movement even though the service shared
responsibility for losing the war.

The defeat of South Vietnam by communist North Vietnam in 1975 was cer-
tainly a defeat for American military power (air as well as ground), despite the
fact that it was withdrawn from the struggle before the North’s successful inva-
sion. Laos and Cambodia also fell under communist control, and over a million
Cambodians died as a result. The passage of time and the ultimately favorable
conclusion of the Cold War (in which the Vietnam War was embedded) have
eased the ache of defeat, as has the growing prosperity of Thailand and other
noncommunist countries in Southeast Asia. But a mere mention of the bombing
of North Vietnam can still arouse passionate debate among older Americans,
many of whom condemn it for being much too harsh or much too weak or sim-
ply irrelevant.

For those who debated air power’s role in the war at the time and since, the
level of passion as well as abstraction was often very high. Readers of these
pages should come away with a more concrete sense of air operations and the
Americans involved—from the aircrews who risked their lives to the generals
who led them and the politicians who sent them. The portrait drawn of the North
Vietnamese is necessarily much less sharply defined, and therefore observations
on the impact of the bombing are cautious.
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Jacob Van Staaveren’s Gradual Failure: The Air War over North Vietnam,
1965-1966 took our story through the belated attempt to destroy North
Vietnam’s oil storage facilities in the summer of 1966. By then the North
Vietnamese had dispersed gasoline and other oil products from tank farms to
barrels scattered around the country. It was another lesson in the weakness of a
gradual bombing campaign like Rolling Thunder. After eighteen months of
bombing, even North Vietnam’s airfields were still largely unscathed, not to
mention its principal port at Haiphong and its capital city of Hanoi. The Air
Force had proposed bombing targets in all those areas at the outset with B—52s,
but President Lyndon Johnson kept all air attacks well away from the major
cities for months and eventually permitted only fighter aircraft to attack targets
near them. No earlier president had so involved himself in the details of target
selection and tactics.

Not until 1972, when President Richard Nixon was pulling American forces
out of Southeast Asia, did B-52s drop bombs close to Hanoi and Haiphong.
While those cities were still largely spared, the Linebacker campaigns contrasted
sharply with Rolling Thunder. Not only was there a bigger role for B-52s, but
the new technology of laser-guided bombing permitted fighter aircraft to destroy
bridges and other targets quickly with a few bombs instead of risking many
fighters in repeated raids. This relatively encouraging experience came after
years of deadly frustration for the Air Force and years of rebuilding for North
Vietnam. Between President Johnson’s termination of Rolling Thunder in 1968
and North Vietnam’s invasion of South Vietnam in 1972, North Vietnam suf-
fered little bombing. Indeed, Gen. John Lavelle was fired as commander of
Seventh Air Force after an airman charged that false reporting hid a few small
raids on North Vietnamese preparations for invasion.

General Lavelle is but one of the memorable people readers will encounter
here. I never had the opportunity to meet him, but I am acquainted with many of
the men who figure in these pages. They have been generous with their time and
knowledge; I am especially grateful to the Red River Valley Fighter Pilots
Association for including me not only in their stateside reunions but also in their
first return to the Thailand bases in 1987. I prize as well the advantage of know-
ing many of the historians cited in the notes. All of them deserve to be thanked
individually, but their names would constitute too long a list and inevitably I
would omit people who should be included. Nevertheless, I do want to give
some idea of how this book came to be written.

Armin Rappaport at the University of California, San Diego, guided my
early study of American involvement in Asia and proved a friend when the
Vietnam War interrupted my doctoral work with a tour as an Army draftee at an
Air Force intelligence station in Taiwan. After finishing a dissertation on
American military control of the Moro Province in the Philippines, I went to
work for the Air Force. My first boss in the Air Force history program was
Warren Trest—who had been one of the Air Force’s most productive historians
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in Vietnam during the war. When Jacob Van Staaveren retired, I followed
Warren to Washington and joined Col. John Schlight’s group of Vietnam histori-
ans just before they disbanded—Ieaving Bernard Nalty and me. Bernie and I
both had Vietnam books in progress, but for the most part we worked on other
projects. Prospects for declassification of my manuscript appeared bleak.

In August 1990 I joined Col. John Warden’s Checkmate air campaign plan-
ning group in the Pentagon. Subsequently I became Senior Historical Advisor
for the Secretary of the Air Force’s Gulf War Air Power Survey directed by Eliot
Cohen. Several of my colleagues in the survey were Vietnam veterans (including
Richard Blanchfield, Paul Bloch, Alexander Cochran, John “Joe” Guilmartin,
Richard Gunkel, Thomas Keaney, Col. Emmett “Mike” Kiraly, Col. David
Tretler and Barry Watts) and our conversation often shifted to that earlier war.
When I returned to my normal office after a three year absence, declassification
of my Vietnam manuscript looked feasible. The end of the Cold War had made it
possible even to produce an unclassified version of the multi-volume Gulf War
survey. Little about the Vietham War seemed likely to remain classified, and I
finished writing the first draft of this book in a year.

To Hanoi and Back does not pretend to be the last word on its subject or
even my last word on it. Eventually I hope to cap the Air Force’s multi-volume
series on the Vietnam War with a one-volume treatment. For this book on opera-
tions over North Vietnam, I depended mostly on Air Force records. Although I
made considerable use of documents at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library in
Austin, Texas, I had not yet used the papers of Richard Nixon, Melvin Laird, or
Henry Kissinger. My view of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Pacific Command head-
quarters, and the headquarters of Military Assistance Command Vietnam
(MACV) came primarily from older official histories.

While my manuscript was still classified, I was fortunate to get helpful com-
ments on it by historians of the other services: Graham Cosmas (who was writ-
ing the Army’s MACYV history), Mark Jacobsen (a professor at the Marine Corps
Command and Staff College who was writing the Navy’s volume on Rolling
Thunder), and Jack Shulimson (author of three volumes in the Marine series on
the war). [ also got a careful reading from David Humphrey, who had guided me
through the extensive Vietnam materials at the Johnson Library before he joined
the State Department to edit Vietnam volumes of the Foreign Relations of the
United States. After declassification, the manuscript gained several knowledge-
able readers, including David Mets, Marshall Michel, John Sherwood, Warren
Trest, Barry Watts, Kenneth Werrell and Darrel Whitcomb.

When conducting research for this book, I often called upon individuals in
the other services and agencies. In addition to those already mentioned, Edward
Marolda and Bernard Cavalcante of the Navy shared their extensive knowledge
of the war, as did Dale Andrade, Jeffrey Clarke, Vincent Demma and William
Hammond of the Army. W. Hays Parks of the Army Staff’s international law
division provided many insights over the years. At the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
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Walter Poole and Willard Webb were always ready to help. Thomas Johnson,
Gary Keeley and Henry Schorreck at the National Security Agency; Deane
Allen and Carrie Thompson at the Defense Intelligence Agency; Robert Destatte
at the Defense Intelligence Agency and later the Defense POW/MIA Office; and
J. Kenneth McDonald at the Central Intelligence Agency provided invaluable
assistance. Merle Pribbenow, a retired American expert on Vietnam, generously
shared his translation of Hanoi’s official history.

Writing history in the Air Force is a cumulative process that begins with
field historians gathering documents, conducting interviews, and writing reports.
Hundreds of these reports and thousands of attached documents underlay this
volume. I am indebted to all the field historians who did their much tougher job
and made it possible for me to write this book. I am also a beneficiary of the Air
Force Historical Research Agency at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama. The
agency not only preserves and indexes documents but has conducted hundreds
of interviews related to the Vietham War. Much of the interviewing was done by
Hugh Ahman and James Hasdorff; after retiring, Dr. Hasdorff went on to con-
duct for the Air Force Academy interviews with former prisoners of war, and I
am indebted to Duane Reed of the Academy library for providing me with
copies of those transcripts as well as many other kindnesses. There is probably
not a person at the Historical Research Agency who has not assisted me on some
project. For this one, I should thank at least Thomas Dean, Archie Difante, Judy
Endicott, Lynn Gamma, Richard Gamma, Robert Johnson, James Kitchens,
MSgt. Barry Spink and Warren Trest; also Robert Young, who was at the agency
before he moved to become historian of the National Air Intelligence Center at
Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio.

I frequently exploited my colleagues in the Washington office of the Air
Force history program—in this case especially Vicky Crone, Sheldon Goldberg,
William Heimdahl, Yvonne Kinkaid, Marcelle Knaack, Maj. John Kreis, Eduard
Mark, Karen Fleming Michael, Lt. Col. Vance Mitchell, Walton Moody, Bernard
Nalty, Jack Neufeld, Diane Putney, Col. John F. Shiner, George Watson, Col.
George Williams and Richard Wolf. During two summers I had the assistance of
talented interns: Cadet Robert Cummings of the Air Force Academy studied the
North Vietnamese rail system, and Janis Gibbs of William and Mary surveyed
the American press’s treatment of air operations in North Vietnam.

My principal mentor was Herman Wolk. I could not have written the vol-
ume without his support and the support of three chiefs of the Air Force history
program: Maj. Gen. John Huston, Richard Kohn, and Richard Hallion. The
demanding task of declassifying my manuscript was undertaken by a team of Air
Force declassifiers under Maj. William Coburn. I was very fortunate to have my
manuscript put into the competent hands of David Chenoweth, the Air Force’s
most experienced editor of books on the Vietnam War.

Finally, I want to honor my most formative influences. Clarence and Elaine
Thompson brought me into the world when he was a navigator in a B-24
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Liberator bombing Germany. Lillian Hurlburt Thompson married me before I
was drafted, joined me in Taiwan, became an international businesswoman, and
helped to build a humane context for my study of war.
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Chapter One

Puzzle

At the end of the twentieth century, after communism collapsed in Europe
and lost momentum in Asia, Americans still could not agree what course their
country should have taken in Vietnam. Without American intervention, com-
munists were poised to wrest control of all of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia
from the French in the decade following the Second World War. The postpone-
ment of communist victory until 1975 came at a high price for those Southeast
Asian countries and for the United States. But on the periphery of carnage grew
a prosperous, noncommunist Southeast Asia. In the long rivalry between Viet-
nam and Thailand, the Vietnam War helped Thailand move ahead economical-
ly with an infusion of dollars from U.S. Air Force wings based there. Thailand’s
communist insurgency sputtered, while Vietnamese communism struggled first
against American firepower; later against Chinese communist invaders and
their Cambodian communist allies (who had exterminated hundreds of thou-
sands of Cambodians); and finally against the inertia of an aging leadership
more adept at fighting a war than building an economy.

Whatever the merits of waging the Vietnam War, the Air Force and its sis-
ter services could not avoid the puzzle of how best to fight the war within con-
straints imposed by technical capabilities, by the physical geography of South-
east Asia, and by the changing complexity of the world’s political geography—
as it was filtered through the perceptions of Presidents Lyndon Johnson and
Richard Nixon. Johnson’s rejection of the Air Force’s original proposal to send
the big Boeing B-52 Stratofortress bombers against targets throughout commu-
nist North Vietnam left Air Force and Navy fighter aircraft to nibble at targets
gradually doled out by the President. During the long Rolling Thunder air cam-
paign over North Vietnam from March 1965 to November 1968, Johnson con-
fined B-52 targets in North Vietnam to supply depots and transportation routes
near the border with South Vietnam and Laos. Even these marginal B—52 raids
on the North did not begin until April 1966. Meanwhile, B-52s had been
pounding the jungles of South Vietnam in hope of hitting communist insurgents
and regular North Vietnamese units trying to overthrow a government closely
tied to the United States.'
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After failing to give the French enough support to suppress the communist
rebellion led by Ho Chi Minh in the 1940s and 1950s, the U.S. government
wanted to contain communism in North Vietnam—the half of the country that
lay north of the seventeenth parallel. In the south the United States tried to
establish a new country under Ngo Dinh Diem, a nationalist who had buried a
brother killed by the communists. Unfortunately, Diem was a Roman Catholic
in a predominantly Buddhist country.* Unrest among Buddhists led in 1963 to
a military coup that cost Diem his life and left Vietnamese veterans of the for-
mer French colonial army in charge. Eventually, Gen. Nguyen Van Thieu
pushed ahead of the more flamboyant Air Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky.

The association of Thieu and Ky with French colonialism tarred their
administration from the outset. Their claims to national leadership were also
undercut by an increasing American presence in South Vietnam and by the pub-
lic American guarantee that the existence of communist North Vietnam would
not be threatened. Thieu and Ky were unable to offer the prospect of a reunified
Vietnam—only the communist regime of North Vietnam offered that. While the
United States proved all too willing to Americanize the war in South Vietnam
with half a million American troops, as well as planes, those troops were for-
bidden to invade North Vietnam. President Johnson did not want to risk a mas-
sive communist Chinese intervention of the kind that had pushed U.S. forces
out of North Korea in 1950. But North Vietnam could move beyond supporting
insurgency to full-scale invasion of South Vietnam. Although such invasions
did not occur until 1972 and 1975, the South Vietnamese government and its
American ally acted under the assumption that an invasion might come much
sooner. In the meantime, at least fifty thousand North Vietnamese regulars were
operating inside South Vietnam by 1967. It was a great strength of the commu-
nist position that its opponents could not focus on the insurgency in South
Vietnam at the expense of preparing to meet the conventional threat from North
Vietnam (and vice versa).

In contrast to communist exploitation of their opponents’ weaknesses, the
Johnson administration even felt constrained to forbid an American invasion of
the Laotian panhandle, down which the North Vietnamese were sending troops
and supplies into South Vietnam. The “Ho Chi Minh Trail” became an increas-
ingly elaborate network of dirt roads carrying trucks at night through a gauntlet
of American bombing, punctuated in later years by gunfire from AC-130s
(converted air transports called “gunships”).? North of the panhandle, American
air power helped Laotian government forces defend themselves from commu-
nist attack. The Geneva Agreement of 1962 had supposedly guaranteed Laotian
neutrality, and the country’s beleaguered government preferred to maintain the
fiction that Laos was not being used as a conduit for communist supplies.

* For most Vietnamese, religion was a mixture of Buddhist, Confucian, and Taoist
elements with folk traditions.
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Hence, the Laotian government did not want the unavoidably overt introduction
of large American ground forces to cut the Trail—but did agree to air operations
for the same purpose. U.S. air forces (like North Vietnamese ground forces)
pretended in public that they were not operating in Laos. America’s transparent
pretense also suited the Soviet Union, which thereby found it easier to avoid
confronting the United States over Laos. This situation was one of the Vietnam
War’s open secrets helping to persuade many Americans that their government
was dishonest.

The government of Thailand also tried to keep its own role in the war
quiet. U.S. Air Force planes taking off from bases in Thailand were not per-
mitted to bomb in South Vietnam, and the Air Force was required to pretend
that missions into North Vietnam and Laos had actually launched from bases
in South Vietnam. Not until 1967, long after air operations from Thailand
became common knowledge, would the Thai government relinquish this fic-
tion to permit B—52 missions from Thailand against targets in South Vietnam.
Until then, Air Force pilots in Thailand got no publicity, except on those rare
occasions when they were sent to give a press briefing in Saigon under the pre-
tense that their missions over North Vietnam had been launched from South
Vietnam. Some pilots relished this publicity, but others considered it a jinx
after the commander of the 67th Tactical Fighter Squadron, Lt. Col. Robinson
Risner, followed his appearance on the cover of Time magazine with a long
stay in North Vietnam’s prison system; he was shot down on September 16,
1965.

The Air Force was not entirely unhappy with Thailand’s reluctance to have
planes based there bomb in South Vietnam, since that policy had the effect of
fencing off substantial air power that could be used only against North Vietnam
and Laos. Not until 1968 would Thailand permit fighter aircraft based there to
strike targets in South Vietnam and then only in the northern area called I
Corps. Except for the 366th Tactical Fighter Wing at Da Nang Air Base in |
Corps, Air Force fighters based in South Vietnam rarely ventured deep into
North Vietnam. Army and Marine demands for air power in South Vietnam sur-
passed anything ever seen. Of the eight million tons of ordnance that would fall
from the sky on Southeast Asia, more than half would fall on South Vietnam;
less than a million tons would fall on North Vietnam and little more than two
million on Laos. Although these figures were impressive when compared with
the less than four million tons dropped by the United States and the United
Kingdom in all theaters during World War II, most of the bombs in World War
II fell in and around cities—unlike Southeast Asia, where most of the bombs
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fell in the jungle, along with the bulk of the eight million tons of rounds fired by
American artillery.

The American air war over North Vietnham and Laos was waged mostly
from Air Force bases in Thailand and Navy carriers in the Gulf of Tonkin.
Where Thailand’s Korat plateau bulged north of Cambodia to the Mekong
River and the Laotian panhandle, as little as seventy miles separated Thailand
and Vietnam. The Air Force used three bases in eastern Thailand near the
Mekong, and four nearer the capital at Bangkok, about three hundred miles
west on the Gulf of Thailand. Five hundred miles lay between the western
Thailand bases and the North Vietnamese capital at Hanoi. Depending on the
location of bases and targets, bombing missions from Thailand to North
Vietnam could last from one to three hours.

At the beginning of the war, there were only three bases in Thailand with
runways long enough to handle fully loaded jet fighters comfortably: Don
Muang, just north of Bangkok; Takhli, a hundred miles north up the Chao
Phraya River from Bangkok; Korat, on the southwestern edge of the Korat
Plateau, about a hundred miles northeast of Bangkok. Facilities were best at
Don Muang, but since it also served as the Bangkok airport, the Thai govern-
ment was reluctant to permit obvious Air Force operations there. Except for a
few air defense interceptors, transports, and refueling tankers, the Thais
reserved Don Muang’s military ramp for their own air force of old American
F-86 fighters.

At Takhli and Korat, however, the Thais were soon submerged by about ten
thousand American airmen with more than a hundred Republic F-105
Thunderchief fighters. This force had to be constantly replenished, because the
F-105 was the Air Force’s principal fighter-bomber used in the Rolling
Thunder campaign, and more than three hundred F—105s were shot down over
North Vietnam and Laos.* Attrition would have been even worse had it not
been for the protection provided by supporting aircraft. Two dozen EB-66 elec-
tronic warfare aircraft, for example, shared the Takhli facilities with the F—105s
and attempted to jam enemy radars from a distance; the EB—66s were too slow
to survive over the better defended areas in North Vietnam.

During the 1950s, the Air Force had concentrated on building its capability
to wage nuclear war. The Strategic Air Command then absorbed most of the ser-
vice’s resources, and Tactical Air Command spent much of the remainder devel-
oping its own capacity to drop nuclear bombs. The F-105 was designed for that,
but instead of carrying a nuclear bomb in its bomb bay, the F-105 carried con-
ventional bombs on its wings. Those relatively small wings had been intended to
help the F—105 penetrate at high speed close to the ground; at higher altitude they
limited the F—105’s maneuverability. Pilots gave the F—105 unflattering nick-
names like “Lead Sled” or more commonly “Thud”—a nickname that in
Southeast Asia would become more affectionate than derogatory. The Air

* For aircraft loss figures, see the statistics appendix.
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Force’s awkward attempt in 1964 to use Thuds for its air-show demonstration
team, the Thunderbirds, came to a quick and inglorious end. But combat forged
a proud bond between pilots and their Thuds. While it could not maneuver agile-
ly in a dogfight, the Thud could carry more bombs further than any other Air
Force fighter in 1966 and could outrun enemy fighters at low altitude.

The only Air Force fighter that could better handle North Vietnamese air
defenses was the newer, more maneuverable McDonnell F—4 Phantom II (a
descendant of the Navy’s first carrier jet fighter, the McDonnell FH-1 Phantom
of the late 1940s). “Phantom” was a most unsuitable name for this big two-
engine fighter known for leaving a highly visible trail of black smoke. Only by
using its afterburners could the F—4 avoid the smoke that in daylight continual-
ly gave the plane’s position away. Nevertheless, “Phantom” was one of the few
official names that aircrews actually used. The Phantom did get most of the
night bombing missions, for which its two-man crew was better suited than a
lone Thud pilot. Someone caught the humor in the name “Phantom” by draw-
ing a cartoon of a funny little man (with the delta shape of the fighter) wearing
a cape, broad-brimmed hat, and tennis shoes. In their daytime air-to-air combat
with enemy fighters, Phantom aircrews had to resign themselves to the fact that
there was nothing stealthy about their plane.

Although nearly as heavy as the single-engine Thud, the Phantom’s two
engines and bigger wings permitted it to climb faster—a virtue that came at the
price of higher fuel consumption and shorter range. In one respect, the Phantom
was less well prepared for air-to-air combat than the Thud, for early in the war
the Phantom had no gun. The Navy had developed the Phantom to protect the
fleet with radar-guided Sparrow missiles that could down attacking aircraft at
long range—usually more than a mile—if the radar could be kept “locked on”
the target during a missile’s entire flight. Over North Vietnam, however, ground
clutter could interfere with the radar guidance system; in any case, the presence
of so many Navy and Air Force planes obliged aircrews to identify an enemy
aircraft visually before attacking—often putting the Phantom too close to use a
Sparrow effectively. Despite the ability of the Phantom’s heat-seeking
Sidewinder missiles to find an enemy plane’s tailpipe at fairly close range,
Phantom crews sometimes found themselves too close for anything but the gun
they did not have. Not until 1967 would Air Force F—4s begin to use a gun
mounted in a pod under the fuselage, and only as Rolling Thunder ended in
1968 would new F—4s with a built-in gun deploy to Southeast Asia.>

While most Thuds had only one seat, each Phantom had two on the theory
that a second crew member was required to operate the plane’s radar; he would
try to lock his radar on an enemy fighter so that the Phantom’s pilot could fire a
Sparrow missile. The Navy gave this backseat job to a navigator called a “radar
intercept operator.” During Rolling Thunder, the Air Force gave the radar job to
a second pilot, but no pilot liked to ride in the back seat and the Air Force ulti-
mately followed the Navy’s example. The Air Force’s backseat navigator
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would be called officially a “weapon system officer” (WSO, pronounced
“wizzo”), because he often handled not only air-to-air missile radar but also the
new precision bombing systems that were developed late in the war.
Unofficially, he would assume the nicknames of the backseat pilot who preced-
ed him: “guy in back (GIB)” or simply “backseater.”

The fact that the Air Force’s Phantom backseaters were originally pilots
may have made other fighter pilots somewhat less hostile to giving backseaters
equal credit with the frontseat pilot for any enemy aircraft shot down. Shooting
down at least five enemy aircraft had long been a milestone in a fighter pilot’s
career, for then he was called an “ace.” When the war finally produced its first
American aces in 1972, all Phantom backseaters were navigators and three of
them (two Air Force, one Navy) became aces.*

At the beginning of Rolling Thunder, the Air Force had about six hundred
Thuds and six hundred Phantoms. The production line for the single-seat Thud
had closed, but the Air Force received more than two hundred new two-seat
Phantoms every year. While a portion of the growing Phantom force was used
for less risky bombing in South Vietnam, Thuds were reserved for the more
dangerous missions in North Vietnam and Laos. Not only were most Thuds
older than most Phantoms, but the loss of a single-seat Thud cost at most one
crew member rather than two. Air Force Phantoms operating in North Vietnam
were expected to protect Thuds from North Vietnamese fighter aircraft; this
less expensive mission absorbed much of the Phantom effort there during
Rolling Thunder. When Rolling Thunder ended in 1968, more than half the
Thuds were gone, and most of the remainder were soon replaced by Phantoms.

When the Air Force Phantoms were first deployed to Southeast Asia in
1965, runways had to be lengthened at two bases in northeast Thailand near the
Mekong. At first, the Phantom’s reconnaissance version (the RF—4) shared
Udorn with RF—101s and F-104s, but these older aircraft were entirely replaced
by more RF—4s and F—4s in 1967. Two hundred miles down the Mekong from
Udorn, Ubon became the principal Phantom base in Thailand. Another two
hundred miles east of Ubon across the Laotian panhandle in South Vietnam, Da
Nang’s Phantoms could be used in North Vietnam and Laos as well as South
Vietnam. Altogether, the three bases had about ninety F—4s and twenty RF—4s
in 1966; in subsequent years the Phantom presence in Thailand would grow. Of
the more than five hundred Air Force F—4s and RF—4s lost in Southeast Asia,
two-thirds were shot down over North Vietnam and Laos.

Many of the Phantom and Thud losses could be attributed to two poor
design features they shared. At the beginning of Rolling Thunder, neither type
of fighter had self-sealing fuel tanks and both had hydraulic control systems
with backup lines close enough together that a single hit could render the air-
craft uncontrollable or cause the fuel tank to explode. Self-sealing fuel tanks
were heavier, and aircraft designers tried to save weight in these already heavy
aircraft by using lighter tanks. While some Thuds eventually got self-sealing
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fuel tanks and a more survivable arrangement of their control systems, the
Phantoms kept the maneuverability afforded by their lighter, more vulnerable
fuel tanks. Late-model Phantoms did benefit from the addition of a backup elec-
trical system for pitch control.

Men shot down had a better than even chance of surviving. About a third
were rescued in North Vietnam, and almost as many survived years of captivity
there. More were rescued in Laos, where lighter air defenses threatened rescue
aircraft less, and friendly as well as enemy forces were on the ground. But dur-
ing the prisoner exchange in 1973, only thirteen Americans captured in Laos
would come home. Of the more than five hundred Air Force men shot down
there, about a third met a fate unknown; some may have been killed by Laotian
communist troops, for whom prisoners were too much trouble, or by North
Vietnamese communist troops who were pretending not to be in Laos.

Before rescue helicopters at Udorn would venture into Laos or North
Vietnam, downed aircrew would be located and protected by small propeller-
driven Douglas A—1 Skyraiders (or “Spads” as pilots dubbed them after the
famous French fighters flown by Americans in World War I). In addition to the
squadron of A—1s at Udorn, a squadron at Nakhon Phanom lay just across the
Mekong from the Ho Chi Minh Trail in the Laotian panhandle. The Air Force
opened “NKP” (as Americans called the new base) with a runway made of
pierced steel planking that corrosion soon necessitated replacing with alu-
minum matting. Only propeller aircraft like the Spads could use NKP regularly,
but jet aircraft could land there in an emergency and many fighters shot up over
North Vietnam were able to make it back to NKP to land or at least permit their
crews to bail out where they could be easily rescued.®

When F-105s and F—4s made their longer three-hour raids into North
Vietnam, they required refueling in the air from Boeing KC—-135 tankers soon
after takeoff and again after leaving North Vietnam. Routine use of air refueling
for combat missions was an innovation. Before the Vietnam War, air refueling
had usually facilitated the deployment of aircraft rather than their employment.
By the end of 1966, there were about thirty KC—135s in Thailand: ten at Takhli
and twenty at U-Tapao, a new base seventy miles south of Bangkok on the Gulf
of Thailand. Fuel could be brought in by ship to U-Tapao, an arrangement much
preferable to trucking fuel to bases further north.

Each KC-135 could transfer about fifty thousand pounds of fuel per sortie,
enough to top off four fighters in less than half an hour and have plenty left;
after a morning mission, a KC-135 could land, reload, and come up again for
an afternoon mission. Getting the most out of the tanker force drove mission
scheduling. Every morning and afternoon the tankers flew over northern
Thailand in oblong orbits called “tracks,” topping off fighters on their way
north and later meeting them over Laos with enough fuel to get them home.’

Other KC—135s took off from the Japanese island of Okinawa to refuel
B-52s on ten-hour missions from Guam, two thousand miles east of Vietnam
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and Laos; each of the big bombers soaked up an entire tanker load. Even with
aerial refueling, a B—52 could not carry its maximum thirty tons of bombs so
long a distance, and bomb loads were cut to twenty tons or less. This was still
ten times the load carried by an F-105 or F—4 on missions to North Vietnam.
The Air Force worked to persuade the Thais to permit B-52 operations from
the new base at U-Tapao, since from there the big bombers could reach targets
with full bomb loads without air refueling.

The B-52s and KC-135s belonged to the Strategic Air Command, which
tried to keep conventional warfare from crippling the command’s ability to per-
form its nuclear bombing mission. Since B—52s flew sorties above twenty thou-
sand feet over Southeast Asia (above thirty thousand feet over North Vietnam),
Strategic Air Command feared that its crews would lose their skill at flying
low-level missions of the kind envisioned for a nuclear war with the Soviet
Union. Consequently, B-52 crews rotated back to the United States after six-
month tours of temporary duty in the Pacific. Although this policy made less
sense for KC—135 crews, they too came to the Vietham War on temporary duty.
While fighter squadrons also began the war on temporary duty, their pilots, like
the ground personnel at all the bases (including U-Tapao), eventually found
themselves “permanently” assigned—but in Southeast Asia, “permanently”
turned out to mean twelve months or less.

Through much of 1965, fighter squadrons arrived for four months of tem-
porary duty in Thailand from Japan and the United States. Toward the end of
that year, squadrons began to stay for the duration of the war. Each of the fight-
er bases in Thailand had a single fighter wing with up to four fighter squadrons
(more than seventy fighters sharing a crowded field with an assortment of other
aircraft). By late 1966 the fighter wings had acquired the numerical designa-
tions that they would keep through the end of Rolling Thunder: the 355th
Tactical Fighter Wing at Takhli (F-105s), the 388th Tactical Fighter Wing at
Korat (F-105s), the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing at Ubon (F—4s), and the 366th
Tactical Fighter Wing at Da Nang, South Vietnam (F—4s). The mixture of
reconnaissance aircraft (RF—101s and RF—4s) and fighters (F—104s and later
F—4s) at Udorn composed the 432d Tactical Reconnaissance Wing.

Most nonflying personnel cycled through on one-year tours. Every year on
the anniversary of a squadron’s arrival, many of its people would leave to be
replaced by new people usually without any experience in Southeast Asia.
Aircrew were on a different schedule, since they could go home after complet-
ing one hundred missions over North Vietnam—just as F—86 pilots in the
Korean War had gone home after a hundred missions over North Korea.
Commonly, meeting this standard took seven or eight months, but that depend-
ed on how the tour meshed with seasonal and political variations in the intensi-
ty of the American effort over North Vietnam. When not flying there, aircrew
operated over Laos where they might get shot at, but would not receive mission
credit toward the necessary one hundred “counters.”
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While some aircrew volunteered to come back for a second or even a third
tour, most did not want to push their luck flying against North Vietnamese air
defenses. Not until much later did the Air Force require many who had com-
pleted a “permanent” tour in Southeast Asia to serve there again, but backseat
F—4 pilots sometimes returned voluntarily to get into the front seat. The preva-
lence of one tour in Southeast Asia for most Air Force personel contrasted not
only with the repeated stints of temporary duty allotted to aircrews of the
Strategic Air Command, but also with repeated cruises in the theater for Navy
carrier personnel. Nevertheless, the one-tour policy spread the risks as well as
the career advantages of combat service through much of the force. All the
good it did for morale, however, came at a considerable cost in the depth of
Southeast Asian experience available in the theater. Nor was that the only price
to be paid. Early in the war most Air Force fighter pilots went into combat after
years of flying fighters elsewhere, but replacement training units in the United
States sent an increasing proportion of new pilots and those who were cross-
training into fighters from bombers and transports.

For nonflying personnel, the one-year tour seemed less equitable. A year in
Southeast Asia could be spent far more pleasantly in Thailand than in South
Vietnam. The South Vietnamese bases were subject to frequent rocket, mortar
and sapper attacks. The Thai bases were attacked only a few times (all by sap-
pers) and the first attack did not come until 1968. Indeed, Bangkok was a
favorite choice for the rest and recuperation week available to those serving in
South Vietnam. Yet it was a grievance among ground personnel in Thailand that
they could not participate in the rest and recuperation program; nor did they get
an income tax break available to all personnel in South Vietnam. Aircrew in
Thailand eventually did get these benefits, but of course, Thailand was then a
more dangerous assignment for aircrew than South Vietnam.?

The practice of assigning Air Force ground personnel for one-year tours in
Thailand made less and less sense as the years passed. When the Thai bases
were undergoing expansion in 1965 and 1966, living conditions were primitive
in comparison with the relative luxury of later years. Some early expedients did
not work: inflatable shelters collapsed when the glue in the seams melted in the
tropical heat, and the herd of goats acquired to keep the grass short at Takhli
became a smelly nuisance until replaced by lawnmowers. In 1967, a visitor
from the Pentagon to Takhli and other Thailand bases could report that “wing
commanders are focusing their attention and diverting energy to base develop-
ment and upkeep (green grass etc.) to a much greater extent than one would rea-
sonably expect in a combat zone.”’

Swimming pools made a successful early appearance at the Thailand
bases—all the more popular in the tropical heat because getting air conditioners
for sleeping quarters proved difficult even for aircrew. Club bars provided a
ready release from the tension of combat or the boredom of desk duty. Just off
base, Thai prostitutes did not want for customers, and the dispensary at each
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base was handling about a thousand venereal disease cases a year. American
men and Thai women also developed more enduring relationships. There was
something intoxicating about the gracious culture of Thailand. Even for the
men who had to fly north where survivors were bound to lose friends, Thailand
would provide fond memories.!°

However much their country might seem like a paradise for young
American men, Thailand’s leaders managed to exploit their relationship with
the United States without being swallowed by it. During the nineteenth century,
the kings of Siam (as Thailand was then known) had succeeded in maintaining
their country’s independence as a buffer between British Burma and French
Indochina. A tilt toward the British in those years was more than counterbal-
anced by collaboration with the Japanese in World War II, when Thailand
declared war on the United Kingdom and the United States. Together with land
reform, Thailand’s independence of the western colonial powers had inoculated
the country against the appeal of communism. Even after losing authority to
military dictators in the 1930s, the Buddhist king remained a potent symbol of
Thai nationalism.

The poorest and most vulnerable part of Thailand was the Korat plateau,
where American air bases began to inject some much needed money. On the
other hand, communists naturally scented opportunity in the conjunction of
American bases with a population not only poor but closely tied to Laos. More
Lao (a Thai people) lived in Thailand than in Laos, and the communist move-
ment seemed to have excellent prospects for spreading across the Mekong. But
this insurgency never made much progress except among Vietnamese refugees.
Sappers caught in the handful of attacks on American bases in Thailand turned
out to be Vietnamese.!!

Since Thailand was a bulwark against communism, the United States was
not inclined to be very critical of its dictatorial form of government. Indeed, the
military aid supplied by the United States since the 1950s had strengthened the
hold of the Thai army on the government. When Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat
died in 1963 (leaving a wife and more than fifty mistresses), he was succeeded
as prime minister by his less colorful deputy, Gen. Thanom Kittikachorn.
Thanom continued Sarit’s policy of working with the U.S. Army to prepare
ground defenses against Chinese invasion. The small Thai air force lacked
influence and did not much figure in Thanom’s plans.'?

The U.S. Air Force presence in Thailand grew up largely outside the estab-
lished American military apparatus for doing business there. Of the thirty-four
thousand American military personnel in Thailand by the end of 1966, twenty-
six thousand were Air Force. Yet the commander of the U.S. Military
Assistance Command, Thailand, was still an Army officer: Maj. Gen. Richard
G. Stilwell (who was not, as many thought, a son or nephew of Gen. Joseph W.
Stilwell, commander of American forces in the China-Burma-India theater dur-
ing World War II). While the U.S. Air Force sought to bring more men and
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planes into Thailand, Stilwell tried to be the Air Force’s sole channel to the
American ambassador, Graham A. Martin, who was supposed to conduct all
negotiations with General Thanom and his government. But Martin had served
in the Army Air Forces during World War I, and the Air Force had ready
access to him through the air attaché, Col. Roland K. McCoskrie.!?

Despite Colonel McCoskrie’s best efforts with Ambassador Martin, the
Army-managed approval process in Thailand often proved frustrating for the
Air Force. In January 1966, the Air Force sought to strengthen its position by
sending a major general to Udorn to oversee Air Force assets in Thailand. The
new commander, Maj. Gen. Charles R. Bond, Jr., had been one of Maj. Gen.
Claire L. Chennault’s Flying Tigers in China during World War II, when he shot
down nine Japanese aircraft. Bond would take his orders on operations over
North Vietnam from the Air Force commander in South Vietnam, Lt. Gen.
Joseph H. Moore. Moore’s command was called Second Air Division until the
spring of 1966, when it became Seventh Air Force. To make this arrangement
more palatable to the Thai government (which wanted to disguise Thailand’s
connection with the war in Vietnam), the Air Force made Bond subordinate to
Thirteenth Air Force in the Philippines for all nonoperational matters.
Therefore, Bond was said to be deputy commander of Seventh/Thirteenth Air
Force. !4

Since the Seventh Air Force commander and his staff dealt directly with
the wings at each base in Thailand, Bond could not be said to command any-
thing. He had one of the oddest jobs in the history of the Air Force. When he
tried to mediate between his two Air Force bosses, the ambassadors in Thailand
and Laos, and General Stilwell, Bond often encountered more discord than har-
mony. Stilwell took a very dim view of Bond’s role and complained that neither
Stilwell himself nor the ambassador nor General Thanom had been consulted
about Bond’s assignment. In fact, the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, Gen. John
P. McConnell, had obtained Ambassador Martin’s approval during a visit to
Washington. When confronted by Stilwell, Martin could only slap the Air
Force’s wrist for not providing a formal request through channels. !>

A few months after sending General Bond to Thailand, the Air Force Chief
of Staff sent Lt. Gen. William W. Momyer from Air Training Command to
replace General Moore as commander of Seventh Air Force in South Vietnam.
General McConnell decided to make this change on the advice of a retired Air
Force general, Elwood R. “Pete” Quesada, a famous fighter commander in
World War II and the first commander of Tactical Air Command after the war.
In retirement, Quesada had continued to be an influential defender of fighter
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aircraft during an era when the Air Force was dominated by Strategic Air
Command’s bombers and missiles. Senator Stuart Symington (Democrat,
Missouri), who had been the first Secretary of the Air Force, asked Quesada to
visit Southeast Asia and determine whether anything could be done to improve
the Air Force’s performance there. Quesada concluded that Moore was too sub-
servient to the joint commander in South Vietnam, Army Gen. William C.
Westmoreland. Moore and Westmoreland grew up together in Spartanburg,
South Carolina, and had remained close over the years—too close, as far as
Quesada was concerned.'®

Moore had come to South Vietnam in 1964 with Westmoreland and took
command of the Second Air Division (subsequently Seventh Air Force) at Tan
Son Nhut Air Base on the edge of the capital, Saigon. Although Westmore-
land’s U.S. Military Assistance Command Vietnam, (MACV) was headquar-
tered in downtown Saigon at that time, he would eventually move it to a large
new building informally dubbed ‘“Pentagon East” at Tan Son Nhut. Westmore-
land’s joint headquarters consisted mostly of Army officers, and many in the
Air Force complained that air matters were not getting sufficient attention.
Quesada wanted to replace Moore with a far less agreeable general, one well
known for his convictions about the best way to employ fighter aircraft.
“Spike” Momyer was already a fighter group commander in North Africa dur-
ing World War II, when the Army Air Forces developed enduring doctrine
under fire. No Army commander was apt to get the best of an argument with
Momyer over air power. He had a disciplined and practical intellect befitting
the son of a lawyer who had once taught at the University of Chicago.

The death of his father when Momyer was fourteen both liberated the boy
from becoming a lawyer and forced an early end to playing sports, as he had to
take a job after school. By then he had already seen Charles A. Lindbergh and
his Spirit of St. Louis land at an Army Air Corps base near the Momyer home in
Muskogee, Oklahoma. After his mother moved the family to Seattle, Momyer
worked his way through the University of Washington and straight into the
Army Air Corps. He never stopped working hard, and five years out of college,
he was commanding a fighter group in combat. The weight of early responsi-
bility made him far less fun-loving than most fighter pilots.!”

The staff at Seventh Air Force headquarters soon found that their new com-
mander was all business and that he made their business his business. His quick
mind and appetite for work permitted him to avoid delegating much of his
authority, and he acted as virtually his own deputy for operations. Some were
intimidated by his intellect and by his unusual austerity, symbolized by a smok-
ing ban during staff meetings. He did not like the laid-back style common in a
combat theater. He expected proper uniforms and clean quarters and flower
beds—this last idiosyncrasy a subject of humor.'?

By the time Momyer took command of Seventh Air Force, many airmen
suspected that the U.S. was in for a much longer war and possible defeat in
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Southeast Asia. He bent his efforts to helping the Air Force come through the
experience in the best shape possible, and for him that meant an Air Force with
the most versatile technology available. He was, at most, lukewarm about the
extensive use of old propeller aircraft in South Vietnam and Laos; no matter
how well suited they were to fighting insurgents, propeller aircraft could not
survive in Europe against Soviet air defenses. On the other hand, he opposed
the development of technology designed to meet too specific a threat. Since the
U.S. could never predict exactly what situation its armed forces would
encounter, he favored multirole jet aircraft. Of the aircraft already in the inven-
tory, the F—4 was his clear favorite, since it could be used against enemy fight-
ers in the air or targets on the ground."”

Momyer was an especially able exponent of the need for unity in the com-
mand of air power. But unity of command was not to be found in Southeast
Asia anywhere above a wing commander. His efforts to change that were
unavailing. He doubted that Thai sensitivities were really behind denying him
command of the wings in Thailand and giving him only operational control. His
repeated interrogations of Ambassador Martin on this point gave Momyer the
impression that the admiral who ran the Pacific theater from Hawaii (Adm.
Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, Commander in Chief of Pacific Command) and his Air
Force component commander (Gen. Hunter Harris, Commander in Chief of
Pacific Air Forces) wanted to deny Momyer command of the Thailand wings
because he was Westmoreland’s air deputy—by denying Momyer command,
they were really denying Westmoreland and keeping air operations against
North Vietnam under their control.?

From Momyer’s point of view, there should have been a separate Southeast
Asia theater with Westmoreland in charge and with all air operations (including
those of the Navy and Marine Corps) under Momyer. As it was, Momyer’s
authority did not even extend to the Strategic Air Command B—52s that were
dropping more than a third of the bombs in South Vietnam. Since the same air-
craft also had a nuclear mission in case of a wider war, Strategic Air Command
refused to give them to Momyer. Nor did Westmoreland consult Seventh Air
Force about targets for the B-52s, and Momyer was not mollified by the pres-
ence of an Air Force colonel in Westmoreland’s targeting shop. Westmoreland
decided what he wanted the B—52s to hit and passed the list to Strategic Air
Command. Momyer was appalled by the enormous tonnage of bombs the
B-52s were dropping on the South Vietnamese jungle with little evidence of
much physical effect on the enemy, however psychologically upsetting to
enemy troops in the vicinity. Strategic Air Command’s ownership of tankers
was less onerous for Momyer, since Westmoreland did not get involved.
Momyer’s main gripe about tankers was Strategic Air Command’s unwilling-
ness to let them fly far enough north in Laos to save returning fighters especial-
ly low on fuel. In practice, however, tanker pilots often broke Strategic Air
Command rules to save fighters.
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The fact that Seventh Air Force worked for General Westmoreland in
Saigon on operations in South Vietnam and for General Harris in Hawaii on
operations in North Vietnam contributed to handling those operations separately
by establishing “in-country” and “out-country” control centers. This way of
dividing the work preceded Momyer and might well have occurred even if
Westmoreland had controlled the whole war, since the two regions made differ-
ent demands. Indeed, Westmoreland did control air operations over a portion of
North Vietnam adjacent to South Vietnam (not to mention sharing control of
operations in Laos with the U.S. ambassador there), but those operations were
handled by the out-country control center. The in-country “tactical air control
center” answered ground unit requests for air support in South Vietnam. This
tactical air control center included South Vietnamese personnel and (only to
maintain political appearances) its director was a South Vietnamese colonel; the
real director was an American brigadier general who reported to Momyer’s
deputy for operations.*

The out-country U.S.-only “command center” (with the radio call sign
“Blue Chip”) developed daily orders to send a few large formations against
major targets in North Vietnam and many smaller formations, including two-
plane patrols on armed reconnaissance of transportation routes there and in
Laos. These daily orders were called fragmentary orders or “frags,” because
each wing received only a fragment of the order and because information that
did not change on a daily basis (like rules of engagement) was not sent on a
daily basis. Fragmentary orders permitted Seventh Air Force to send the neces-
sary information in electronic messages without overwhelming the telecommu-
nications network. The in-country tactical air control center also issued frag-
mentary orders, but they provided a more routine framework through which the
control center could react to changing circumstances on the battlefield in South
Vietnam. Fragmentary orders were prepared and executed on a three-day cycle;
while part of the staff planned operations for the day after next, another group
drafted the next day’s orders, and a third group monitored the current day’s
operations. Teams of operations and intelligence personnel specialized in
preparing fragmentary orders for daylight or nighttime operations.?!

Momyer’s headquarters was near Westmoreland’s at Tan Son Nhut Air
Base just north of Saigon. South of the city lay the fertile rice paddies of the
Mekong Delta. North for seven hundred miles, most of the way to China,
stretched a narrow coastal plain pressed against the sea by rugged hills, until the
Red River provided another delta, smaller and less fertile. There lay the North
Vietnamese capital of Hanoi, the principal North Vietnamese port of Haiphong,
and many of the targets of greatest interest to Momyer. When he sent planes to

* B—52 missions, in-country and out-country, were controlled by the Strategic Air
Command and scheduled by the SAC Advanced Echelon (SACADVON) at Seventh Air
Force headquarters.
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the Red River, they were too far from his command center at Tan Son Nhut to
communicate easily. In the summer of 1966, a control center for operations over
North Vietnam began functioning (with radio call sign “Motel”) on Monkey
Mountain, which dominated a peninsula jutting into the South China Sea at Da
Nang, about half way between Saigon and Hanoi.

The progress of strike forces over North Vietnam was also monitored by
the control center at Udorn Air Base, Thailand. If Monkey Mountain went off
the air, Udorn was in control. Both sites had long-range radar, but they could
not see the Red River Delta. That far north only a Navy radar ship and Air
Force Lockheed EC—121 radar planes could offer some radar coverage while
keeping their distance from enemy fighters and missiles. Unlike the Boeing E-3
Airborne Warning and Control System (AWACS) planes produced after the
Vietnam War, the EC-121’s radar could not “look down” successfully and air-
craft would be lost in ground clutter on the EC—121°s radar screens. In truth,
neither the EC—121s nor the ground stations at Monkey Mountain and Udorn
could do much to control air operations over the Red River.

Over the less defended Laotian panhandle, other even more vulnerable con-
verted transports could survive. Lockheed EC—130s each carried an Airborne
Battlefield Command and Control Center (ABCCC) without radar, but with the
communications equipment and battle staff necessary to control interdiction
strikes against trucks in the Laotian and North Vietnamese panhandles. An
ABCCC aircraft often coordinated interdiction strikes through forward air con-
trollers (FACs) surveying the panhandles in either light propeller planes or jet
fighters (beginning in 1967 over North Vietnam where enemy air defenses made
the slower propeller planes too vulnerable). Each FAC patrolled the same stretch
of road and jungle every day, so that in daylight he had the best chance of seeing
elusive enemy trucks and directing strike aircraft sent his way by an ABCCC.

While ABCCC aircraft and Motel were closer to the bombing, Blue Chip
was closer to the boss. On his out-country staft as well as his in-country staff,
Momyer found somewhat more harmony among operations planners and intel-
ligence analysts than had once been the case. The creation of teams combining
operations and intelligence personnel in the spring of 1966 had broken down
some of the bureaucratic walls, but a barrier remained between photographic
intelligence and electronic signals intelligence, especially radio communica-
tions intercepts. Security procedures meant to protect signals intelligence also
made integration with other intelligence sources difficult. In any case, photo-
graphic intelligence could not always meet demands for up-to-date imagery of
targets. Weather often interfered with photographic reconnaissance, and among
the hundreds of targets, many were new or altered. Even when good imagery
was acquired, getting it reproduced and filed in the target folders at each wing
was another matter. Like air commanders before and after him, Momyer was
rarely completely satisfied with the speed or comprehensiveness of bomb dam-
age assessment. Like other air commanders, he wanted to avoid unnecessarily
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repeating strikes on a target since the enemy usually responded by increasing
air defenses.??

Seventh Air Force’s reliance on photographic and signals intelligence was
even heavier because American efforts to maintain South Vietnamese recon-
naissance teams in North Vietnam had failed. Although the Military Assistance
Command Studies and Observations Group continued to insert teams and sup-
ply them, those that still sent radio reports were correctly suspected of having
fallen under enemy control. Nothing so vividly illustrated the plight of South
Vietnam as its inability to sustain agents in North Vietnam while communist
agents held positions in the Saigon government.??

As the new commander of Seventh Air Force, General Momyer’s ability to
shape the Rolling Thunder air campaign against North Vietnam was sharply
limited by men in the complex chain of command above him, from Saigon to
Hawaii to Washington. At Pacific Command headquarters in Hawaii, Admiral
Sharp simplified the problem of allocating targets by dividing North Vietnam
into seven geographical areas or “route packages.”* The Pacific Fleet conduct-
ed most of the bombing in four route packages along the coast (from south to
north, Route Packages Two, Three, Four, and Six B) that aircraft launched from
carriers in the Gulf of Tonkin could reach without air refueling. Pacific Air
Forces was responsible for bombing in northwestern Vietnam (Route Packages
Five and Six A), while General Westmoreland gained responsibility for Route
Package One just across the “Provisional Military Demarcation Line” from
South Vietnam; this boundary ran down the middle of the Ben Hai River flow-
ing into the South China Sea, and a “Demilitarized Zone” about six miles wide
buffered the line for its entire length of about forty miles from the coast to the
Laotian border. In the summer of 1966, after months of watching the North
Vietnamese use the Demilitarized Zone as a sanctuary for their forces, the
United States at last began to bomb it. General Momyer took his orders from
Westmoreland for Route Package One (and the Demilitarized Zone) and from
General Harris at Pacific Air Forces headquarters in Hawaii for Route Packages
Five and Six A.

The rigidity and fragmentation built into the route package arrangement
grated on both Momyer and Harris, who had tried to talk Sharp out of it. But
neither Harris nor the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General McConnell, could
persuade the Navy to integrate air operations over North Vietnam under the Air
Force. Sharp did permit the Seventh Air Force commander to chair a coordinat-

* See North Vietnam map, page 297.
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ing committee with representatives from Seventh Fleet’s Task Force 77, whose
carriers bombed North Vietnam. But any disagreement had to be referred to
Sharp, and for the most part the two services conducted separate operations in
their own route packages.?*

Sharp’s position on route packages did not surprise Harris, nor did it embit-
ter him. The two men got on well and shared a belief that air power had been
used far too timidly over North Vietnam. Like Momyer, Harris was deeply con-
cerned about what the Vietham War was doing to the reputation of air power.
Limited strikes against North Vietnam had been portrayed in the press as an all-
out effort. “It troubles me and many others, of course,” Harris wrote McConnell
in March 1966, “that for all our military superiority we have been out-maneu-
vered by a third-class power. I can’t help but believe that a defeat . . . will tend
to relegate the military instrument to an essentially defensive role aimed pri-
marily at forestalling a direct attack on the U.S. with all that this means for our
future military capability vis-a-vis our world interests.”?

Given Admiral Sharp’s decision to allocate targets by route package and
Washington’s domination of target selection, the principal role of Pacific
Command headquarters in Rolling Thunder became one of lobbying for better
targets. Sharp did not take “no” for a final answer and repeatedly requested tar-
gets that had been denied time and time again. This persistence paved the way
for a longer target list, but did not endear him to his civilian bosses.

No President had ever taken the interest in target selection that Lyndon
Johnson did. Through the long years of Rolling Thunder, he personally scruti-
nized lists of proposed targets and weighed their potential for civilian casual-
ties, bad press, or Soviet and Chinese involvement. During his first term in the
Senate, China had intervened powerfully in the Korean War when American
troops had moved into North Korea. Johnson had supported President Harry
Truman’s firing of Gen. Douglas MacArthur, who shared the administration’s
underestimation of the danger of Chinese intervention and then publicly chal-
lenged Truman’s decision not to bomb China. In Vietnam, President Johnson
was taking no chances with his generals. Not only did he forbid an invasion of
North Vietnam, he would not even permit the kind of urban bombing there that
Truman had permitted in North Korea from the early weeks of the Korean War.
Johnson’s fears of massive Chinese intervention were clothed in the all too
sophisticated “signalling” analysis proffered by advisers. According to this line
of thought, threatening destruction was a more influential signal of American
determination than destruction itself—it was better to hold important targets
“hostage” by bombing trivial targets.?

On August 4, 1964, after North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked an
American destroyer in the Gulf of Tonkin on one occasion if not twice,*

* There has been much controversy about whether North Vietnamese boats made a
second attack on two U.S. destroyers at night in bad weather. For evidence supporting the
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President Johnson authorized the first air raid into North Vietnam; on August 5,
U.S. Navy planes hit North Vietnamese navy boats, bases and a fuel depot. This
“tit for tat” raid seemed appropriate to the Congress, which passed a resolution
authorizing Johnson to “take all necessary measures” to prevent further com-
munist aggression in Southeast Asia. Rather than make immediate use of this
broad charter, Johnson won a landslide election in November by assuring the
American public that American boys would not fight a war for Asian boys. He
sought successfully to contrast his views with the hawkish reputation of his
Republican opponent, Senator Barry Goldwater (Arizona), who was a major
general in the Air Force Reserve. Johnson made no military response when, a
few days before the election, communist forces attacked Bien Hoa Air Base
near Saigon, killing five Americans and destroying six American B—57s.

Even after the election, Johnson did not retaliate when, on Christmas eve, a
car bomb killed two American officers and wounded more than fifty in Saigon’s
Brinks Hotel. By then, however, he had already told his advisers that if he did
decide to bomb North Vietnam, he would not follow the Air Force’s recom-
mendation to send intensive air raids including B—52s against ninety-four tar-
gets throughout North Vietnam. His gradual Rolling Thunder campaign was
finally triggered in early February 1965, when more than thirty American mili-
tary personnel died in communist attacks on installations at Pleiku and Qui
Nhon, South Vietnam.?’

The weak bombing operations of Rolling Thunder did not dissuade the
North Vietnamese regime from continuing intervention in South Vietnam, but
they did serve as a prelude to sending American ground combat units to fight
there. No longer would the American presence be limited to twenty thousand
military “advisors” (including Air Force “advisors” who flew combat missions
in South Vietnam). Beginning with two battalions of Marines to protect the
American air base at Da Nang, Johnson increased American military strength in

reality of a second attack, see Edward Marolda and Oscar P. Fitzgerald, The United States
Navy and the Vietnam Conflict, Vol II: From Military Assistance to Combat, 1959-1965
(Washington, 1986). For a contrary view by a carrier pilot who could not find the enemy
that night, see Jim and Sybil Stockdale, In Love and War (New York, 1984). Stockdale’s
view has received support from Edwin E. Moise, Tonkin Gulf and the Escalation of the
Vietnam War (Chapel Hill, NC, 1996). In 1997, former Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara asked Gen. Nguyen Dinh Uoc in Hanoi whether the second attack had
occurred and was told that according to Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap, it had not occurred. But
McNamara was also told that even the first attack was executed on the orders of a local
commander. See Robert S. McNamara, James G. Blight, and Robert K. Brigham, with
Thomas J. Biersteker and Col. Herbert Y. Schandler, Argument Without End: In Search of
Answers to the Vietnam Tragedy (New York, 1999), pp 202—5. Long before this affair, the
U.S. response to the communist insurgency in South Vietnam had included sending South
Vietnamese sapper teams into North Vietnam to blow up targets, and at the end of July
1964, gunboats (supplied by the U.S. but with South Vietnamese crews) began to fire on
North Vietnamese installations.

20



Puzzle

South Vietnam to seventy-five thousand by July 1965, when he announced that
he would send another fifty thousand and decided on fifty thousand more. In
three years he would have half a million troops in Vietnam, where they joined a
South Vietnamese army that grew to more than half a million.

A few days before the beginning of Rolling Thunder, the most ardent advo-
cate of a more forceful air campaign retired from the Air Force. Although Gen.
Curtis E. LeMay had served as a four-star general for a record thirteen years and
worn stars for more than twenty, he was still a vigorous fifty-eight. Already a
major figure in the Second World War, when he led B—17 bombers over
Germany and commanded the B-29 fire-bombing of Japanese cities, LeMay
became best known for building the Strategic Air Command after the war. He
was far less successful as Air Force Chief of Staff in Washington, where his
views seemed simple-minded to the youthful professors surrounding President
John F. Kennedy.?

Ten years younger than LeMay, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara
brought to the Pentagon a team of still younger “whiz kids”—a term once
applied to McNamara when, after World War II, he and a few other statisticians
got out of the Army Air Forces and sold their services to the Ford Motor
Company. During his wartime tour in the China-Burma-India theater and in the
Pacific, McNamara, a lieutenant colonel, had admired General LeMay’s tactical
brilliance. But as Secretary of Defense, McNamara treated LeMay with the
same disdain most generals received from the new secretary and his whiz kids.
McNamara’s condescending opinions seemed bloodless abstractions rather
than perceptive responses to the realities of warfare. After Kennedy’s assassina-
tion in November 1963, LeMay’s hope for better treatment from the Johnson
administration evaporated when President Johnson chose to keep McNamara
and other Kennedy advisers.?’

LeMay’s prestige with influential legislators like Senator Symington made
both Presidents Kennedy and Johnson fearful of replacing this forceful Chief of
Staff. But when LeMay’s first two-year term expired in June 1963, Kennedy
extended him only for a single year. Johnson chose to extend him again rather
than deal with the wrath of LeMay’s friends during an election year. Instead of
granting him a full fourth year, Johnson prescribed that LeMay would retire
February 1, 1965, upon completing thirty-five years of service. He did not go
quietly. When a reporter asked him what he thought of Washington, LeMay
growled that it made him sick.’® He went on to elaborate in a memoir that
included a memorable passage about North Vietnam: “My solution to the prob-
lem would be to tell them frankly that they’ve got to draw in their horns and
stop their aggression, or we’re going to bomb them back into the Stone Age.”!
His critics would never let him forget a phrase that he would come to regret:
“That sort of gave me the reputation of being somebody whose solution to
every problem was bombing hell out of them. That’s not my idea of the solution
to every problem.”3?
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LeMay was a man of few words. The stories of his intimidating taciturnity
were legion, but when he did remove his cigar to speak, he often nailed down
the essence of a situation from his point of view. He admonished Washington to
quit just “swatting flies” in South Vietnam and go after the “manure pile” in
North Vietnam.?* The general who had fire-bombed Tokyo did not yet propose
to level the North Vietnamese capital at Hanoi. He was ready to try using B-52s
against ninety-four targets that had garnered the approval of the Joint Chiefs,
but not yet ready to make full use of area bombing in populated areas. If bomb-
ing the initial targets proved inadequate, more should be added. LeMay
opposed publicly ruling out the use of nuclear weapons against North Vietnam.
It was a principle with him that the nuclear threat was too valuable to discard,
even if the United States had no intention of actually using nuclear weapons. As
early as 1954, when American support was proving insufficient to keep the
French from losing their empire in Indochina to communist take-over, LeMay
had suggested to a group of American officers: “In those ‘poker games’ such as
Korea and Indo-China, we have never raised the ante—we have always just
called the bet. We ought to try raising the ante sometime.”>* But he also told the
same group that he opposed going to war in Indochina.®

In the 1950s, LeMay’s anticommunism was focused on the Soviet Union.
He was not much concerned about Chinese communism, let alone Vietnamese
communism. During the Second World War, when he was commanding B-29s
in China, LeMay had persuaded Mao Tse-tung and his Chinese communists to
supply weather data and help with rescuing downed American pilots. Further
south the American fighter commander in China, General Chennault, got the
same kind of cooperation from the Vietnamese communist leader, Ho Chi
Minh. Only in the 1960s would LeMay come to favor a bigger American role in
Vietnam (and then only in the air and only if the United States was willing to do
what was necessary to end the war quickly).

LeMay argued that a vigorous prosecution of the war could save friendly
and enemy lives by ending the war sooner. Gradualism might lose the war while
costing more lives. But President Johnson feared that LeMay’s way of going to
war might mean a wider war with China or perhaps even the Soviet Union, not
to mention a very bad press for Lyndon Johnson. The President hoped to keep
the war in Southeast Asia as much out of the press as possible. His years as
Senate majority leader had equipped him to pass the biggest domestic spending
program since the “New Deal” of Franklin Roosevelt, and Johnson was deter-
mined to keep the Vietham War from derailing his “Great Society.” On the other
hand, he did not want to be charged with losing Vietnam to communism as
President Truman had been blamed for losing China. In this frame of mind,
Johnson replaced LeMay with a general much more to his liking.3®

Seven years before selecting “J. P.” McConnell to be Air Force Chief of
Staff, Johnson had invited the general to stay at the senator’s LBJ Ranch in the
Texas hill country west of Austin. McConnell was then LeMay’s director of
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plans at Strategic Air Command and had testified before Johnson several times.
The majority leader spent the weekend showing McConnell his ranch, intro-
ducing him to neighboring ranchers, even personally serving him breakfast in
bed—all the while learning about Strategic Air Command. It was a quintessen-
tial Johnson performance, which would give McConnell the impression that
they had a personal relationship, even though they would not have another pri-
vate meeting until 1964 when McConnell was commanding the U.S. Air Forces
in Europe and the President wanted him to replace LeMay. That summer
McConnell became Vice Chief of Staff with the understanding that he would
become Chief of Staff in six months.?’

Born the same year as the President (1908) in a small town in Arkansas,
McConnell had no trouble getting along with Johnson. Both men combined
southern earthiness with quick, practical minds. Graduating magna cum laude
from a little college in Arkadelphia, Arkansas, when he was only nineteen,
McConnell then attended the U.S. Military Academy at West Point and joined
the Army Air Corps. After serving on the staff of South East Asia Command
under Adm. Lord Louis Mountbatten (Royal Navy) during the Second World
War, McConnell went to China where he was Chiang Kai-shek’s American air
adviser after the war. Throughout his career he was an agreeable staff officer
with a persuasive smile.

Although not LeMay’s choice for Chief of Staff, McConnell did advocate
LeMay’s plan to use B—52s based on Guam against North Vietnam. But
McConnell did not put up much of a fuss when he was overruled, and in any
case he was hardly consulted. President Johnson received his military advice
mostly from Secretary of Defense McNamara, who relied more on his assistant
for international security affairs, John T. McNaughton (formerly a law profes-
sor at Harvard), than on the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Even the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs, Army Gen. Earle G. Wheeler, was often excluded from important
meetings. Wheeler did form a committee in the Joint Staff to recommend
bombing targets, and two months after the beginning of the Rolling Thunder
campaign, McConnell was finally able to have Col. Henry H. Edelen from his
target intelligence staff serve on the committee.®

Early in Rolling Thunder, Johnson liked to have a weekly Tuesday lun-
cheon meeting with McNamara and Secretary of State Dean Rusk. On these
occasions and at other times when the three got together, McNamara often pre-
sented a list of proposed targets that had already been coordinated with the State
Department. He gave the President estimates of possible civilian casualties and
any other risks associated with the prospective targets. Johnson would approve
perhaps a dozen targets, usually fewer, and these would have to be hit within the
week or Johnson’s approval would have to be sought again. Since only fighter
aircraft were used and they lacked much capability to bomb in bad weather, the
clouds prevalent in March 1965 over North Vietnam assured that some or all of
the few targets authorized might not be attacked in the assigned week. Not until
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September 1965 were any targets approved indefinitely. In 1966, weekly bomb-
ing programs were replaced by five multiweek programs (Rolling Thunder
Forty-eight, Forty-nine, Fifty, Fifty-one, and Fifty-two) each lasting from one to
four months. By the end of 1966, the President had personally approved more
than two hundred targets, but he had also steadfastly disapproved many on the
original list of ninety-four.>

The Joint Chiefs of Staff target list for North Vietnam included, at the out-
set, a dozen route segments. For example, the railroad and highway running
south about 150 miles from Hanoi to Vinh were each divided into two segments
by the major bridge at Thanh Hoa. Although the Thanh Hoa bridge was a sepa-
rate target, smaller bridges were part of a route segment that could be approved
as a whole for “armed reconnaissance”—fighter aircraft patrolling the route
could attack targets of opportunity like trucks or trains as well as fixed targets
like bridges whose destruction would interfere with the movement of supplies.
As President Johnson approved targets gradually from the southern panhandle
northward, route segments were abandoned in favor of a bomb line south of
which armed reconnaissance was permitted unless a particular target was
specifically exempted or unless the President’s rules of engagement prohibited
a strike (e.g., in a heavily populated area).*

The armed reconnaissance line crept north through the spring and summer
of 1965. After reaching 20 degrees north at the beginning of April, the armed
reconnaissance line did not reach 20 degrees 30 minutes until September. This
east-west bomb line was joined by a north-south line at 105 degrees 20 minutes
east that permitted armed reconnaissance in northwestern North Vietnam (so
long as the bombs stayed at least thirty nautical miles south of the Chinese bor-
der). The two lines fenced off Route Package Six (the “northeast quadrant”
containing the major cities of Hanoi and Haiphong) from armed reconnaissance
until the spring of 1966, when rail and road segments were targeted there.
Finally in July 1966, all of North Vietnam was opened to armed reconnaissance
except three restricted areas: (1) along the Chinese border, a buffer zone thirty
nautical miles deep west of 106 degrees and twenty-five nautical miles deep
east of there; (2) around the port of Haiphong, a circle with a radius of ten nau-
tical miles; (3) around the capital at Hanoi, a circle with a radius of thirty nauti-
cal miles. Armed reconnaissance was permitted on some route segments within
the Hanoi circle, including one segment only twelve miles from the city cen-
ter.*41

* Areas restricted in the rules of engagement were measured in nautical miles—each
about 15 percent longer than a statute mile.
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In fact, air defenses around Hanoi were so formidable that armed recon-
naissance patrols were deemed too risky. Consequently, armed reconnaissance
in Route Package Six was really just a matter of hitting fixed targets and any
associated targets of opportunity that might appear. Although a lot of air patrol-
ling was done along transportation routes in the panhandle of North Vietnam,
even there armed reconnaissance sorties went after a rapidly growing lists of
fixed targets.

Through separate target lists, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Pacific comman-
der in chief, and the Seventh Air Force commander each tried to gain control
over what was being bombed and what was not being bombed. At the beginning
of the war, the Defense Intelligence Agency had a list of about five thousand
possible targets in North Vietnam. Very little was known about most of these
facilities, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff selected only eighty-two of them togeth-
er with a dozen route segments for their original North Vietnam target list. As
the joint list grew to more than double its original length, it was as much a “no-
fire” list as a target list. These were the targets the Johnson administration was
most reluctant to approve for fear of Chinese and Soviet reaction or a bad press
at home.*?

Meanwhile, Pacific Command and Seventh Air Force developed their own
lists of targets with their own numbering systems. The Joint Chiefs of Staff also
departed from Defense Intelligence Agency target identification numbers,
which were deemed too long and cumbersome for wartime use. The problem
with this proliferation of simplified numbering systems was the confusion
caused by each target having as many as four identification numbers—more
when area targets were divided into smaller precision targets (each of which
might have four different numbers). Eventually, Seventh Air Force’s list of tar-
gets would include over six thousand in North Vietnam and Laos.*?

The Seventh Air Force commander, General Momyer, believed that the
most important of those targets were in the Red River Delta, homeland of the
Vietnamese for perhaps four thousand years. Here the Vietnamese had built a
network of dikes and canals to produce the rice that sustained their economy.
Here they persistently sought to free themselves from Chinese domination.
From here, some moved south, settling along the banks of the next river and the
next, until their descendants took control of the Mekong’s much bigger delta
from the Cambodians. The southern Vietnamese grew powerful enough to
break away from the north for the two hundred years before 1802, when a
southern emperor reunited the country with its capital at Hue on the central
coast. The stature of the old northern capital at Hanoi was revived by the
French, who made it the capital of French Indochina (including Laos and
Cambodia as well as Vietnam).*

When Ho Chi Minh’s communist forces took control of North Vietnam
after the Second World War, they inherited an economic infrastructure built
under French auspices. In addition to administrative buildings, residences and
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churches, the French had directed the construction of harbor facilities at
Haiphong and a railroad that not only linked the port with Hanoi, but also ran
south to Saigon and its French rubber plantations as well as north to China.
While the southern line ran along the coast and competed with ships, the French
hoped that the route from Haiphong west through Hanoi and splitting there into
northeast and northwest lines to China might make Haiphong the principal port
for all of southern China—might even make France the dominant power in
southern China.*

The result of disappointed French ambitions was the curious fact that
North Vietnam’s railroad became an essential link between China’s interior
Yunnan Province and coastal Kwangsi Province. Copper, tin, and lead from
Yunnan rode North Vietnamese rails to coastal China, while equipment, food,
and consumer goods made the return trip. Early in Rolling Thunder, more than
a hundred thousand Chinese laborers and air defense artillery troops came south
to maintain and defend North Vietnam’s railroads. In preparation for war with
the United States, Mao Tse-tung embarked upon an expensive program to move
vulnerable industries from along the Chinese coast to the remote interior, while
laying an east-west rail link in southern China. Completion of this railroad in
the summer of 1966 freed North Vietnamese rails of Chinese domestic traffic,
making way for more supplies to move into North Vietnam. The longer north-
west railroad link between Yunnan and Hanoi became much less important than
the seventy-five mile northeastern rail link between Hanoi and Kwangsi.*

About a third of North Vietnam’s imports came down the northeast railroad
from China, and most of the rest came by sea through Haiphong. Since North
Vietnam imported almost all its military supplies, including gasoline, General
Momyer deemed it essential to close the port of Haiphong and the rail connec-
tion with China. But Soviet ships at Haiphong caused President Johnson to
worry that an international incident might lead to a wider war. The President
refused to approve Navy bombing or mining of Haiphong harbor, and the Air
Force was left to bomb the northeast railroad without much hope of making a
critical difference. In any case, bridges along the route were hard to hit with
unguided bombs in the teeth of heavy enemy air defenses. Johnson had not even
approved striking the biggest bridges across the Red River at Hanoi and across
the parallel Canal des Rapides for fear of civilian casualties. Nor were railyards
promising targets without the heavy bomb loads only forbidden B—52s could
carry. Trains could make a quick run from the Chinese border to Hanoi at night,
skipping the intervening yards, and the downtown yard was, of course, off lim-
its.4

Not only did the North Vietnamese struggle to keep their railroad open
under Rolling Thunder, they even built new track. The Chinese helped them
complete a line from the northwest railroad through Thai Nguyen and its iron-
works to the Gulf of Tonkin at Hon Gai, a smaller port north of Haiphong near
the country’s major coal deposits. The new line crossed the northeast line at
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Kep, and when the Kep-Thai Nguyen section opened in the fall of 1966, the
North Vietnamese could bypass the southern portion of the northeast line.
Meanwhile, far to the south in the panhandle, the North Vietnamese had pushed
the railhead past Vinh toward Dong Hoi and South Vietnam. They had
destroyed much of this line during their war with the French and had not com-
pleted rebuilding the portion south of Vinh when Rolling Thunder began. North
of Vinh at Thanh Hoa, they had rebuilt over the Song Ma a bridge that they had
destroyed by arranging a collision between two locomotives filled with explo-
sives. The North Vietnamese took seven years to rebuild it so that it would be
very hard to destroy again. They called it Ham Rong or “The Dragon’s Jaw,”
and wedged powerfully between two hills, it withstood repeated air attacks by
the Air Force and the Navy throughout Rolling Thunder.*

Navy air did manage to keep the lighter bridges on the route south of
Thanh Hoa in sufficiently bad shape that the North Vietnamese rarely used nor-
mal trains, but resorted to trucks with rail wheels pulling small two-axle cars.
Below Vinh it was necessary to shuttle freight with trucks between interdicted
sections of track until the railroad gave out fifty miles north of South Vietnam.
Supplies might be moved along the coast by boat, or trucked through the moun-
tain passes to Laos, or carried on backs and bicycles directly across the
Demilitarized Zone, or stored for a future invasion force in caves, tunnels, and
bunkers just north of the zone. Late in the summer of 1966, B-52s began to
bomb the Demilitarized Zone and a narrow strip along it reaching about ten
miles into Route Package One. This area just north of the Ben Hai River would
become the primary focus of the more than two thousand B—52 sorties that
struck North Vietnam during Rolling Thunder; while less than 1 percent as
many as the fighter sorties that bombed North Vietnam in the same years, each
B-52 carried at least ten times the bombs carried by a fighter, and they were all
directed at a relatively tiny portion of the country. In some places B—52 bomb-
ing would produce hundreds of craters clustered so close together that pilots
would compare them to a moonscape. Yet in those tunnels that did not collapse
from the pounding, North Vietnamese men, women, and children continued to
live and maintain a flow of supplies to communist forces there and in South
Vietnam.*

While fighter aircraft could hit trucks and trains moving south in daylight,
the night gave good protection. Truck drivers each learned a short segment of
the route so that they could drive without headlights. Fighter pilots tried to dis-
pel the darkness with flares and managed to destroy trucks that way, but too
many other trucks ran the gauntlet successfully. A bridge might be out or a road
badly cratered, but there was usually a ferry or a pontoon bridge or another
route that could be used until repair teams could complete their work. American
radar sites in South Vietnam and Thailand did permit ground controllers to give
fairly precise bomb release instructions to B—52s and fighter aircraft for fixed
targets in the panhandle of North Vietnam—such targets could be hit at any
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hour in any weather. Moving targets, however, proved too difficult a problem at
night and in bad weather. Across the mountains in Laos, the roads were
patrolled with propeller-driven attack aircraft or even lumbering cargo planes
fitted with guns and night sensors. But only B—52s and jet fighter aircraft
proved survivable strike vehicles in North Vietnam, and they were not well suit-
ed to finding trucks or destroying them.

The Annamite Mountains separated not only countries but also weather
systems. While the clouds of the northeast monsoon masked much of North
Vietnam from November to April, the sky was often clear over the Laotian pan-
handle. As dirt roads dried, thousands of imported trucks rolled down the Ho
Chi Minh Trail road network in Laos toward South Vietnam. During the peak of
the northeast monsoon, more than half the monthly total of about twenty thou-
sand fighter sorties attacking North Vietnam and Laos would strike the Laotian
panhandle. The share hitting targets in the Red River Delta would drop to much
less than a twentieth. This share would not exceed a fifth even during the south-
west monsoon from May to October. The delta got most of its heavy rainfall
during the southwest monsoon, but at least the storms were interspersed with
periods of clear weather. During the dry northeast monsoon, in contrast, the per-
vasive cloud cover over the delta rarely broke. Consequently, sorties were often
diverted to the North Vietnamese and Laotian panhandles, which were much
more heavily bombed than the Red River Delta.>

Superimposed on the natural division between delta and panhandle were
Admiral Sharp’s route packages. The Air Force sent many more sorties against
Route Package One than scheduled, because the service usually had nowhere
else in the panhandle to send them when bad weather forced diversions from the
Red River Delta; the other panhandle route packages were under Navy control.
During the southwest monsoon, the Air Force diverted as many as a thousand
sorties a month to Route Package One. Even after Sharp’s decision in August
1966 to permit Air Force sorties in the western portion of the Navy’s panhandle
route packages, General Momyer in South Vietnam and the Air Staff in
Washington continued to push for more. Except for the roads leading to Laos,
most of targets in the North Vietnamese panhandle were near the coast, and
Momyer wanted his forces to be authorized to attack them.!

The squabble over panhandle route packages came to a head in early
November 1966. The Air Staff in Washington prepared a script that General
Moore, vice commander of Pacific Air Forces and former commander of
Seventh Air Force, used to brief Sharp. The Air Staff’s rationale for Air Force
bombing in the coastal area of Navy route packages was built upon the old con-
cept of interdiction belts. Employed in the Italian campaign of 1944, this con-
cept emphasized the importance of blocking parallel lines of communication at
choke points so that a blocked route could not be bypassed easily. The concept
had already been resurrected by Moore a few months earlier under the name
“Gate Guard” for use in Route Package One and Laos, but so far as Sharp could
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see, North Vietnamese repair efforts had been able to stay ahead of the bomb-
ing. Sharp had developed such an aversion to the words “Gate Guard” that
Moore deleted them from the briefing. He did argue for establishing interdic-
tion belts in Navy route packages with Air Force planes.>?

As Moore informed the Air Staff afterward, his session with Admiral Sharp
grew “rather tense.”>? Adm. Roy L. Johnson, commander of the Pacific Fleet,
accused the Air Force of trying to take control of Navy route packages. Sharp
rebuked both sides, declared that he was fed up with excuses, and emphasized
his expectation that the route package system would be made to work. The Air
Force would not be permitted to control Navy route packages, but Sharp
expected his Air Force and Navy subordinates to negotiate arrangements for
sending sorties into all parts of each other’s areas.>*

The resulting arrangements did not permit Air Force interdiction belts in
the Navy portion of the North Vietnamese panhandle, and the Air Force ceased
to push that idea. General Momyer in Saigon was more interested in bombing
the Red River Delta, as was Admiral Sharp. Momyer tended to express his pref-
erence for bombing the delta in terms of the greater concentration of enemy
supplies there. Nor did Sharp argue in terms of cutting off the flow of supplies
to South Vietnam (he did not believe this was possible), but in terms of hurting
the North Vietnamese economy as a whole. Both men thought that bombing in
the delta was apt to have more impact on the enemy leadership located there
than bombing in the panhandle.>

In any case, interdiction belts in the panhandle became tainted by their sim-
ilarity to Secretary of Defense McNamara’s barrier concept, which sought to
replace the bombing of North Vietnam with a physical barrier to infiltration
along the northern edge of South Vietnam and across the Ho Chi Minh Trail in
Laos. The South Vietnamese portion of this “McNamara Line” was to consist
of fortifications manned by American troops, but President Johnson’s refusal to
send regular ground forces into Laos meant that there the McNamara Line
would have to depend upon air power, albeit air power aided by electronic sen-
sors and a few ground reconnaissance teams.>®

Secretary McNamara’s disillusionment with the bombing of North
Vietnam moved in a direction opposite from that of most of his military subor-
dinates. They had strongly disapproved of Rolling Thunder’s gradualism from
the outset, but continued to argue for gradually increasing the campaign’s inten-
sity as the best approach they could get from the President. McNamara had
argued for gradualism until late 1966 when he wanted to end Rolling Thunder,
but he was not yet ready to propose its elimination to a President who was like-
ly to feel betrayed by this about-face.>’

The Secretary of Defense was confirmed in his pessimism by the failure of
Rolling Thunder’s operations against North Vietnamese oil storage facilities in
the summer of 1966. The Air Force and the Navy had sought permission to go
after oil from the beginning of the war. Without gasoline, North Vietnamese
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trucks would be useless. But the big tank farms were in the cities of Haiphong
and Hanoi, where President Johnson hesitated to do any bombing. By the time
he gave the go-ahead, the enemy had dispersed gasoline around the country in
drums and small underground tanks. When bombing caused the tank farms to
go up in billowing flames and smoke, their significance had already been
reduced to a minimum. Planes spent the rest of the summer chasing gasoline
drums, while the trucks kept moving.

The chief civilian proponent of bombing oil was a man of sufficiently opti-
mistic temperament that these less than encouraging results did not dissuade
him from recommending more bombing. Walt Whitman Rostow had been a
close student of bombing since the Second World War, when as a young major
in the Office of Strategic Services he belonged to a targeting team in London.
He was an economic historian, and economics seemed fundamental to target-
ing. In the 1960s, as in the 1940s, he was partial to bombing oil and bridges; he
had argued in 1944 against the insistence of the British analyst Solly
Zuckerman that allied bombing focus on railyards rather than oil and bridges in
the months before the invasion of France. Since then, Rostow’s academic career
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology had been cut short when President
Kennedy brought him to Washington. In the spring of 1966, he replaced
McGeorge Bundy as President Johnson’s National Security Adviser. In the fall,
Rostow’s older brother Eugene became Under Secretary of State for Political
Affairs; Bundy’s older brother William was already Assistant Secretary of State
for Far Eastern Affairs. All four had attended Yale in the 1930s and all four had
a hand in the bombing of North Vietnam, but the Rostow brothers maintained
their enthusiasm for it longer.>®

Walt Rostow provided a warmer welcome for men in uniform than had his
predecessor. Although much military analysis seemed a little crude to Rostow,
he had found an officer with whom he could work closely. Col. Robert N.
Ginsburgh’s doctorate from Harvard, his lack of flying experience, and his
Second World War service in Army artillery set him apart from most Air Force
generals, but thanks in great measure to Rostow he would join their ranks.
Ginsburgh’s career also benefited from associations gained through his father, a
brigadier general who left the Army to join the new Air Force in 1948 as deputy
director of public relations; after developing a warm relationship with Secretary
of the Air Force Symington, the elder Ginsburgh went on to serve four secre-
taries of defense before his retirement in 1953 and death in 1958. The younger
Ginsburgh first worked with Rostow on the State Department’s policy planning
staff, and Rostow arranged for him to come to the White House as the Joint
Chiefs of Staff liaison in Rostow’s office. Since General Wheeler was not in the
inner circle of the President’s advisers, the Chairman often had to rely on
Ginsburgh for information about decision making in the White House. For
more than a year, Ginsburgh made little progress in getting invitations for
Wheeler to Tuesday lunches and other meetings when President Johnson,
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Secretary of Defense McNamara, Secretary of State Rusk, and Rostow dis-
cussed target selection.”®

Ginsburgh’s compatibility with Rostow did not mean that the two men saw
eye to eye on the bombing of North Vietnam. Like most Air Force officers,
Ginsburgh believed in at least ratcheting up the bombing dramatically, if not
bombing massively from the outset. Rostow, on the other hand, wanted a very
gradual increase in pressure under which he hoped the enemy would break at
some point. As a student of economic development, Rostow did favor bombing
North Vietnam’s powerplants and its few examples of modern industry in the
Red River Delta, but he did not favor focusing the air effort on the delta. Rather,
the National Security Adviser wanted just enough bombing in the delta to keep
North Vietnamese air defenses and repair capabilities concentrated there as a
way of assisting interdiction bombing further south.®

Ginsburgh was more interested in the Red River Delta. It seemed to him
that the best way to hurt North Vietnam’s rice economy was to bomb the dike
system. He was influenced by Robert F. Futrell’s history of the Air Force in the
Korean War; Futrell indicated that the bombing of irrigation dams near the end
of the war had helped to bring a cease-fire. Neither Rostow nor President
Johnson would countenance so controversial a move, and even General
McConnell, the Air Force Chief of Staff, doubted the feasibility of breaching
the big earthen dikes.*!

In Rolling Thunder the Johnson administration devised an air campaign
that did a lot of bombing in a way calculated not to threaten the enemy regime’s
survival. President Johnson repeatedly assured the communist rulers of North
Vietnam that his forces would not hurt them, and he clearly meant it.
Government buildings in downtown Hanoi were never targeted. Even the gov-
ernment’s ability to communicate was left almost untouched. The location of
the principal telephone switches next to the Soviet Embassy and the Hanoi
offices of the International Control Commission guaranteed the switches’
immunity to bombing. Created by the Geneva Accords of 1954 ending the
Vietnamese communist war of independence from the French, the International
Control Commission was composed of representatives from India, Canada, and
Poland; their peace-monitoring mission had long been superfluous.

The North Vietnamese leaders were too formidable a group not to make the
most of the advantages Johnson gave them. Ho Chi Minh was looking more
frail than ever in his seventies, but he was still at least the symbolic “Uncle Ho”
around whom the Vietnamese communist party coalesced. His assumed name
meant “Bringer Of Light” and was the last of a series of aliases used for propa-

31



To Hanoi and Back

ganda or disguise. His real name was Nguyen, the most common family name
in Vietnam. Like most of his younger colleagues, he had been raised on the cen-
tral coast of Vietnam. His father was an educated man with just enough money
to send his son to the National Academy at Hue, where Ngo Dinh Diem and
many other Vietnamese nationalists also got their start. After working as a cook
on ship and in London, he helped to found the French communist party. Ho
spent most of the 1920s and 1930s in Russia, China, and Thailand as an agent
of the Communist International.®?

In 1966, Americans could not be sure which of the men in Ho’s inner circle
wielded the most power. When Ho died three years later, Le Duan, already very
influential, would emerge as the dominant leader. Since much of his career as a
communist organizer had been spent in the Mekong Delta, he could be expect-
ed to insist on pursuing victory there. Truong Chinh was thought to be less ded-
icated to the struggle in South Vietnam, and he had taken the blame for the
severity of North Vietnamese land reform—a bloody process that may have
killed fifty thousand of the former owners. He was also thought to be much too
enthralled with the Chinese; even his name was an alias meaning “Long
March” in honor of Mao. Pham Van Dong, the prime minister who appeared to
mediate between Le Duan and Truong Chinh, had enjoyed a comfortable child-
hood and suffered a long imprisonment under the French.

Since Pham Van Dong was one of the Vietnamese communists who had
attended Chiang Kai-Shek’s Whampoa Military Academy, he might have been
Ho’s general. But Ho chose a history teacher, Vo Nguyen Giap, to lead the
troops. It was an inspired choice. General Giap’s victory in 1954 at Dien Bien
Phu, a heavily defended French outpost near the Laotian border two hundred
miles west of Hanoi, made him more famous than any of the American generals
opposing him a dozen years later. Still in his fifties, he was the youngest of the
men in Ho’s inner circle. Apparently more cautious and less influential than Le
Duan, Giap’s prestige inside his army and beyond assured him at least an
important role in the implementation of strategy (if not always in its formula-
tion).%3

During Rolling Thunder, Giap commanded a large army. In a North
Vietnam of eighteen million, he had half a million under arms, including a quar-
ter of a million regulars. Fifty thousand of those regulars were in South
Vietnam, where they supported four times that many armed insurgents in a pop-
ulation of about sixteen million. Outnumbered in South Vietnam, Giap relied
upon the jungle and the villages to give him the initiative; his forces could hide
until they were ready to fight. In the north, however, American air power pre-
sented him with some new problems. His old enemies the French had controlled
the cities, and Giap’s forces had been able to hide in the jungle. But now Giap
had his own cities, his own railroads, and his own harbors to protect.

When this new war’s bombs first fell on North Vietnam in August 1964,
Giap was not well prepared. Since 1956 his little air force had been slowly tak-
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ing shape at airfields in China and the Soviet Union, while his own airfields were
under construction. The Soviets provided Mikoyan-Guryevich MiG—17s—
faster offspring of the Soviet MiG—15s the Chinese had used against Americans
in the Korean War. The Vietnamese learned to fly and maintain the MiGs in
China until Giap’s principal airfield at Phuc Yen near the village of Noi Bai, fif-
teen miles north of Hanoi, was finally ready for jet fighters in the summer of
1964. The day after the first American air strikes on North Vietnam, Giap’s three
dozen MiGs flew from China to Phuc Yen. But American bombing did not
resume for another six months.®

Communism, for a time, overcame some of the ancient hostility between
China and Vietnam. For several years the Chinese had been more helpful than
the Soviets, but that changed with the ouster of Nikita Khrushchev as Soviet
leader in the fall of 1964. The new Soviet leaders, Leonid Brezhnev and Alexei
Kosygin, competed with the Chinese for influence in Vietnam. While the
Chinese provided manpower, the Soviets could offer more in the way of technol-
ogy. Hanoi was eager to embrace Soviet technology in preference to too many
Chinese troops. When bombs again fell on the panhandle of North Vietnam in
February 1965, Kosygin was in Hanoi with the Soviet minister of aviation and
the commander of the Soviet air force.

Using aid to reap prestige in Hanoi and elsewhere in the communist world,
the Soviets also expected concrete returns. North Vietnam was a laboratory for
Soviet equipment and doctrine pitted against American equipment and doc-
trine. The Soviets secured samples of downed American aircraft and other
American hardware that they could use to develop defenses or imitations. But
the North Vietnamese were not always as cooperative as the Soviets thought
appropriate, and the Soviets complained that the Chinese received preferential
treatment. One irritant was the slow unloading of Soviet ships at Haiphong
where their mere presence protected nearby antiaircraft artillery against
American air attack. Also irritating were incessant requests for more equipment
while earlier shipments sat in the open unused and corroding. None of these
frustrations stopped the Soviets from competing ardently with the Chinese for
North Vietnam’s allegiance.®

The North Vietnamese proved adept at exploiting Sino-Soviet rivalry,
though it made delivery of Soviet equipment somewhat challenging. While the
Chinese agreed to let the Soviets transport goods across China by train, each
cargo plane overflight had to be approved. Rail transport became risky during
Mao’s “Cultural Revolution” of 1966-68, when student mobs attacked Mao’s
critics (including Soviets). Americans, on the other hand, eased Giap’s problem
by leaving North Vietnam’s principal port of Haiphong wide open to Soviet and
other ships. The fact that the Chinese were keeping larger forces on the Soviet
border than on the Vietnamese border did little to ease President Johnson’s con-
cern that China might wage full-scale war in Southeast Asia. Nor was the
Johnson administration willing to risk making much use of North Vietnam’s
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fear of dependence on massive Chinese intervention; had the United States
forced the North Vietnamese to rely more heavily on China by threatening the
survival of their regime, it was at least conceivable that the North Vietnamese
might have looked for ways to avoid bringing in an overwhelming Chinese
presence—even if avoidance meant postponing their take-over of South
Vietnam. %

By the fall of 1966, Giap had more than forty MiGs at Phuc Yen, plus ten at
Hanoi’s Gia Lam airport and five at Kep airfield thirty miles northeast of Hanoi.
He also had two useable airfields at Haiphong, and he was building new air-
fields at Yen Bai (fifty miles northwest of Hanoi) and Hoa Lac (only ten miles
west of Hanoi). Meanwhile, the Chinese had been building their own new air-
fields close to North Vietnam. Thus far the Americans had ignored their own
doctrine (that called for striking airfields at the beginning of a campaign) and
left all the major airfields in the Red River Delta untouched; the Johnson
administration feared not only that Soviet and Chinese advisers might be killed
in airfield attacks, but also that the North Vietnamese air force would move to
China and generate pressure from the U.S. Air Force and its friends to bomb the
Chinese bases. Further south, the old airfields at Vinh and Dong Hoi as well as
the one under construction at Bai Thuong near Thanh Hoa were bombed out of
commission so that North Vietnamese aircraft could not attack South Vietnam
or interfere with American planes bombing the North Vietnamese and Laotian
panhandles.

Giap’s air force included fourteen MiG—-21s that were newer and faster
than MiG—17s; the latter usually relied on their guns against opposing fighters,
while MiG-21s depended mostly on their heat-seeking air-to-air missiles.*
Giap also had six old Soviet light jet bombers, Ilyushin [1-28s. Getting the
planes was easier than training the pilots. Most flight training had to be done in
China and the Soviet Union. By the spring of 1965, MiG-17s were engaging
American aircraft, and less than a year later MiG-21s joined the fray.

Although inferior to the F—4 in speed and range, the smaller single-seat
MiGs did not leave a smoke trail and were harder to see at a distance—an
advantage multiplied by the American reluctance to risk hitting their own air-
craft by using radar-guided missiles beyond visual range. A MiG—17’s tighter
turns could also make it a formidable opponent in a dogfight. A MiG-21, on the
other hand, had difficulty turning inside an F—4, and poor cockpit visibility to
the rear was a handicap against an F—4’s second pair of eyes. The greatest
American advantage at the outset was superior training. But since the air-to-air
battle took place over North Vietnam, that country’s pilots had a better chance
of returning to action after being shot down. As the months and years went by,

* American pilots observed MiG-21s firing only five radar-guided missiles during
the entire Vietnam War. See the June 1974 report of the USAF Tactical Fighter Weapons
Center, Project Red Baron III, Vol 11, Part 1, p 25.
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North Vietnamese pilots became more experienced while the American rotation
policy emphasized inexperience. In any case, MiGs did not need to shoot down
American aircraft to help defend North Vietnam—every time an American
fighter jettisoned its bombs to confront an attacking MiG, the MiG had already
won a victory.®’

In the Soviet tradition, MiG activity was kept on a tight rein by Senior Col.
Dang Tinh, who used a radar network to command both the air force and the
hundreds of antiaircraft guns that ringed Hanoi. He also had a newer weapon at
his disposal, if not under his command. In the spring of 1965, the Soviets began
to construct SA—2 surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites, and on July 24 a Soviet
missile crew shot down an Air Force F—4.8

The U.S. response to SAMs was almost as inadequate as its failure to
attack North Vietnamese airfields. In April 1965 when American reconnais-
sance began to observe the construction of SAM launch sites within twenty
miles of Hanoi, Secretary of Defense McNamara took Assistant Secretary
McNaughton’s advice and forbade attacks on the sites. In May when President
Johnson raised the possibility of taking them out, McNamara argued that the
SAM sites could not be attacked until B-52s had bombed the airfields—a sug-
gestion which promptly diminished Johnson’s interest in attacking the SAM
sites.%? Thanks to the gradualism of American bombing, Hanoi was not under
attack, and consequently a ring of launch sites there seemed to pose little imme-
diate threat to American aircraft. For a while it was even possible for some to
speculate that the sites were intended only as a signal not to bomb Hanoi. But
the F—4 shot down forty miles west of Hanoi in July alerted the Johnson admin-
istration that the North Vietnamese had built at least two launch sites further
from the city than the original five. Sites six and seven were thirty miles west of
Hanoi.

The first SAM shoot-down caught the Johnson administration in the mid-
dle of deliberations over whether to Americanize the ground war in South
Vietnam. General McConnell and the other chiefs had already been called to the
White House, where the President had polled them on this major change of pol-
icy for South Vietnam. McConnell supplied the expected affirmative, but he
would promise only that American forces in the south plus more bombing in the
north would permit the United States to “do better than we’re doing.””® Harold
Brown, the young physicist recently chosen by McNamara to be the next
Secretary of the Air Force, was no more enthusiastic: “It seems that all of our
alternatives are dark.””! Neither man had much real say in Johnson’s ground
force decision. Nor were they called back to advise Johnson on what to do
about the SAMs.

The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Wheeler, at least participated in
the White House SAM discussions on July 26. He presented the recommenda-
tion of the chiefs that all SAM sites be attacked at once—failing that, at least
sites six and seven. None of the civilians present favored going after the sites
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closer to Hanoi, but even Under Secretary of State George Ball (a World War 11
Strategic Bombing Survey veteran who opposed his country’s deepening
involvement in Vietnam) agreed that if sites six and seven were the beginning
of an outer SAM perimeter they would have to be eliminated. Secretary of State
Rusk noted that while killing Soviets at the sites would be risky, it would also
be a useful warning. Secretary of Defense McNamara told the President that
bombing targets within range of the SAM sites would no longer be wise unless
the sites were attacked first. McNamara recommended bombing sites six and
seven using fighters at low level where they would not be vulnerable to
SAMs.”?

President Johnson decided to take out SAM sites six and seven, but this
proved easier said than done. On July 27, 1965, the Air Force sent fifty-four
F—105s against the two sites and nearby barracks where SAM personnel were
thought to be living. Per Washington’s instructions the F~105s went in below
five hundred feet—only to encounter a flak trap with a dummy missile and
enough guns to shoot down four F—105s. Two more were lost in a collision on
the way home when one attempted to inspect the other’s flak damage. It was by
far the most costly air strike of the war so far.”?

Subsequently the Air Force and the Navy tried to avoid turning SAM sites
into flak traps and limited the force attacking a site to four planes or less. The
number of sites rapidly increased, much more rapidly than the number of SAM
launch battalions—each of which could move up to six launchers from one site
to another in a few hours. Instead of waiting for the SAMs to kill and move
before sending a retaliatory strike, the Air Force sent “Iron Hand” hunter-killer
flights ahead of the big strike packages to threaten the SAM launch teams. For
several months, each F-105 Iron Hand flight was led by a two-seat F—100F
“Wild Weasel” hunter that had detection equipment to find a site’s radar; the
F—100F could then use its rockets to mark the site for the F—105s to bomb. By
the summer of 1966, two improvements had been made to Iron Hand. The
slower F~100Fs were replaced by two-seat F—105F Wild Weasels (like the two-
seat F-100Fs, originally trainer aircraft with the space necessary for detection
equipment plus an electronic warfare officer® to use it), and the target-marking
rockets were replaced by the Navy’s radar-seeking Shrike missiles. The Shrike
warhead’s thousands of small steel cubes did not appear to have much success
destroying revetted radar equipment but did threaten launch personnel suffi-
ciently for them to shut down radar operations temporarily. After the addition of
white phosphorus to the Shrike warhead, detonation could at least reveal a
SAM site’s location so that it could be bombed.”*

Although Wild Weasel crews could rarely be certain a Shrike had hit
enemy radar, they could detect the radar going off the air—often in response to
the mere presence of Wild Weasels. As much as possible, the SAM crews

* Unlike the F—4 backseater, the F-105F electronic warfare officer was a navigator
(rather than a pilot) from the outset. He was often called a “bear.”
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(increasingly North Vietnamese rather than Soviet) began to use off-site sur-
veillance radar for tracking and turned on the site tracking radar only at the last
minute. Meanwhile, aircraft had considerable success outmaneuvering the lum-
bering SAMs, often likened to flying telephone poles, but were driven down
within reach of the guns. Although the Wild Weasels also attacked radar con-
trolling the biggest antiaircraft guns and tried to stay above the effective range
of the smaller guns most of the time, North Vietnamese air defenses continued
to make Iron Hand an especially dangerous mission. Of the eleven F—105F
Wild Weasels that deployed to Thailand in the spring of 1966, only four were
left by mid-August. Replacements soon arrived, but it was not always possible
to send a pair in each Iron Hand flight of four; sometimes the older practice of
one Wild Weasel per mission was all that could be managed.

Since SAMs proved too mobile and antiaircraft artillery too numerous and
most of the MiG fields were off limits, all three arms of North Vietnam’s air
defense remained deadly. They worked increasingly well together through
practice and through a growing radar-communications network. By putting
SAMs and guns on or near dikes, hospitals and schools, the North Vietnamese
found they could put American pilots in a no-win situation—either permit these
units to fire unhampered or give the North Vietnamese the kind of publicity that
could win friends in the United States and threaten a pilot’s career. There was
plenty of time to move some of the machinery in Hanoi to underground loca-
tions outside Hanoi in case the Americans eventually did decide to bomb the
city. The citizenry could be engaged in digging bomb shelters, including tens of
thousands of relatively small holes (each big enough to hold one person) as well
as larger shelters. In areas already subject to bombing, some of the more trust-
worthy citizens were issued rifles; instead of diving into shelters, they fired at
American aircraft with an enthusiasm that seemed at least psychologically ben-
eficial.”>

In such ways did North Vietnam’s rulers seek to persuade their own people,
as well as Americans, that American high technology could be beaten. The U.S.
government cooperated to a remarkable degree by giving Rolling Thunder a
gradual, even tentative character of self-imposed sanctuaries and bombing
pauses. Since the North Vietnamese took the position that they would not nego-
tiate while they were being bombed, the Johnson administration found itself
under pressure to stop bombing to prove its interest in a negotiated peace. As
early as April 1965, Senator Robert F. Kennedy of New York visited Johnson to
argue for a bombing pause. The slain President’s brother was Johnson’s princi-
pal rival in the Democratic Party, and Johnson sought to keep his own grip on
President Kennedy’s political legacy.”®

Johnson’s first bombing pause in May 1965 lasted six days. He had intend-
ed a five-day pause, but before it was over, Secretary of Defense McNamara
argued that the New York Times expected a full week of seven days and Johnson
split the difference.”’” Any hope Johnson had that the pause would quiet his crit-
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ics was disappointed. They protested that the pause was too brief for North
Vietnam and its communist allies to make a positive response. McNamara
became the principal voice within the administration for a longer pause. In July
1965 he began to talk about a pause lasting six to eight weeks (beginning in
December). Secretary of State Rusk could see little point in stopping the bomb-
ing when there was no indication that the North Vietnamese were ready to talk,
but Johnson agreed to a five-week pause from December 24, 1965 to January
31, 1966. The North Vietnamese could only have been encouraged by the spec-
tacle of dozens of their enemy’s emissaries scrambling around the world in a
“peace offensive.”’®

Secretary McNamara and Assistant Secretary McNaughton prepared for
the long pause’s failure by presenting it as only a step toward another long
pause proposed for the end of 1966. But President Johnson lost patience with
long pauses, and although he would agree to short pauses and revived sanctuar-
ies from time to time, not until after the communist Tet offensive of 1968 would
he agree to another major cutback. Meanwhile, he tried to fine tune the bomb-
ing so that it complemented more than forty “peace initiatives” or “peace feel-
ers” as these diplomatic exercises were called. Not privy to the “peace feelers,”
the Air Force became all the more puzzled by the President’s bombing policy.”
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Chapter Two

New Tactics, Old Strategy

The northeast monsoon arrived a little early in 1966. By the middle of
October, it hid Hanoi and Haiphong under dense clouds often reaching below a
thousand feet. Although violent storms were common from May to September,
the October overcast rarely broke into a downpour. For six months the low ceil-
ing would cover the Red River Delta. This fact of nature exerted a greater influ-
ence on American bombing operations in late 1966 than it had a year earlier. At
that time, the gradually escalating campaign had rarely touched the heart of
North Vietnam. Not until June 1966, sixteen months after the campaign had
begun, did Rolling Thunder’s bombs begin to explode frequently near Hanoi
and Haiphong. Pressure on the Red River Delta could not be sustained through
the northeast monsoon, however, without using B—52s or without a better all-
weather fighter bombing capability than the United States possessed. The
clouds of October guaranteed respite for the delta unless the United States con-
ducted area bombing and multiplied civilian casualties. This the United States
would not do.

Even during the northeast monsoon, some raids struck the delta. Cracks in
the weather permitted strikes on a railyard just north of Hanoi, on a truck depot
just south of the city, and on an ironworks thirty-five miles away. None of these
targets had been hit before, and the strikes foreshadowed heavier bombing. The
Air Force emerged from the northeast monsoon more able to cope with North
Vietnam’s air defenses. By April 1967, Air Force fighter-bombers carried elec-
tronic countermeasures pods to jam radars guiding surface-to-air missiles and
antiaircraft guns. The pods permitted fighter-bombers to fly over the delta at a
higher altitude where SAMs had formerly held sway; no longer were F—105s
and F—4s exposed to low-altitude flak before diving toward a target; no longer
did they have to pop up before diving. By April, fighter-bombers pulled out of
their dives above the worst flak, and most formations over the delta included a
flak suppression flight whose cluster bombs could kill or intimidate gun crews.
When better bombing weather at last arrived, Seventh Air Force finally began
to bomb MiG bases and then exact a toll in the air on increasingly aggressive
MiGs. Thenceforth, F—4s escorted most F—105s bound for the delta so that
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F—105 pilots could focus on bombing and not have to jettison bombs or switch
the plane’s attack control system to its air-to-air mode.

Despite important changes, bombing tactics remained routine and pre-
dictable. On a day when the weather looked at all promising, as many as two
hundred combat aircraft flew to the delta from Thailand and the Gulf of Tonkin.
The Air Force scheduled up to four formations a day—two in the morning and
two in the afternoon, each with from eight to twenty-four strike aircraft sur-
rounded by escorts and sometimes outnumbered by them. The need to refuel
fighter-bombers en route to the delta from Thailand tied them to the tanker
schedule. There were not enough tankers to refuel large formations both morn-
ing and afternoon without giving the tankers several hours at midday to land for
more fuel. Since carriers were closer than Thailand bases to North Vietnam,
Navy aircraft were less dependent on refueling.* The Navy’s somewhat greater
flexibility in the timing of strikes also stemmed from Task Force 77’s prefer-
ence for smaller formations. In any case, North Vietnamese radar picked up
attackers more than a hundred miles out, leaving very little possibility of sur-
prise. The most that electronic countermeasures could do was to hide the exact
location of individual aircraft; they made the strike force’s presence as a whole
even more obvious.!

Gradual escalation had given the North Vietnamese time to protect the Red
River Delta with air defenses very difficult to destroy. An estimated twenty-five
SAM battalions (with six missile launchers each) rotated among approximately
150 sites. The practice of sending strike teams to kill SAMs was falling into
disuse, because SAM sites recently active often turned out to be nothing more
than flak traps. The North Vietnamese were at least as quick to move their anti-
aircraft guns as to move their SAMs; not requiring elaborate site preparation or
good roads, the guns could be moved more easily. Their movement and the dis-
play of dummies created an exaggerated impression of the scope of North
Vietnamese air defenses. As American intelligence agencies saw through this
illusion, they reduced their estimate of the number of North Vietnamese antiair-
craft guns with a caliber of at least thirty-seven millimeters (ranging up to a
hundred millimeters) from more than seven thousand in early 1967 to less than
a thousand in 1972. However many guns there were, they were most numerous
in the Red River Delta, where they were coordinated with about 150 SAM
launchers and over a hundred MiGs. The most important components of the air

* Although the carriers had their own KA-3 tankers aboard, Navy aircraft did some-
times require refueling from the Air Force’s bigger and more numerous KC—135s. On May
31, 1967, a KC-135 refueled a Navy KA-3 while it was refueling a Navy F-8—said to be
the first tri-level air refueling. Two Navy KA-3s and four Air Force fighters were refueled
before that KC—135 landed. Its crew (Maj. John J. Casteel, Capt. Dean L. Hoar, Capt.
Richard L. Trail, and MSgt. Nathan C. Campbell) received the National Aeronautic
Association’s Mackay Trophy for the most meritorious Air Force flight of 1967. See
Charles K. Hopkins, SAC Tanker Operations in the Southeast Asia War (Offutt AFB,
1979), pp 68—69.
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defense system were the more than two hundred radar facilities that provided
warning and guidance for MiGs, SAMs, and guns.?

Since the attacks could not achieve surprise, sustained pressure was all the
more desirable. But limited capability to make accurate strikes at night and in
bad weather robbed Rolling Thunder of sustained pressure and frustrated
attempts to take advantage of poor visibility by flying under enemy radar cov-
erage. In the densely populated, strongly defended Red River Delta, American
aircraft had great difficulty striking at night or in bad weather while avoiding
civilian casualties. The Johnson administration’s caution did not deter North
Vietnamese propagandists from making the most of relatively light casualties
during the northeast monsoon of 1966—-1967. Notwithstanding attempts to
achieve accuracy necessary for extending the delta campaign into darkness and
bad weather, American bombing there usually occurred in daylight and fair
weather.

On November 10, 1966, President Johnson approved a bombing program
that featured several new targets in the Red River Delta. They included the Thai
Nguyen ironworks; the cement plant and two powerplants in Haiphong; the Yen
Vien railyard and the Van Dien truck depot, both near Hanoi; and fuel dumps at
Ha Gia and Can Thon. Though he had taken three months to approve this target
list, Johnson soon deferred four of its major targets: the ironworks, the cement
plant, and the two powerplants. Three more months would pass before the
President would begin to release these targets. Meanwhile, he waited for anoth-
er peace initiative to run its course.?

The target list approved and partly deferred in November was the product
of several proposals made in August. At that time the campaign to destroy
North Vietnam’s oil supplies had passed from dramatic destruction of tank
farms to the frustrating search for gasoline drums buried underground, hidden
in the jungle, or stored along village streets outside bounds set for the campaign
by the Johnson administration. Pacific Air Forces had recommended progress-
ing to more substantial targets like the Thai Nguyen ironworks, the Yen Vien
railyard, and the Van Dien truck depot. Although Sharp advocated these targets
by November, in early August he had still favored pursuing the oil campaign.
At the top of his list had been the Ha Gia and Can Thon tank farms, which had
not been authorized earlier because of their nearness to airfields at Phuc Yen
and Kep. The Johnson administration feared that attacking MiG bases might
provoke a Soviet or Chinese reaction. When the two target lists from Hawaii
reached Washington, the joint staff combined them and added Haiphong’s pow-
erplants and cement plant.*
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The Haiphong cement plant was North Vietnam’s only one. Its importance
had been affirmed by the Central Intelligence Agency in March 1966, when the
agency counted itself among those calling for an oil campaign coupled with
closing the port of Haiphong and bombing the northeast railroad to China; even
if the railroad could not be severed for an extended period, the agency had
hoped to overload it with fuel and cement as well as other goods that had been
entering by sea. The CIA recommendation had been implemented only partial-
ly. In addition to oil strikes, the northeast railroad had been bombed regularly
enough to became a leading flak trap, but the trains continued to roll.
Haiphong’s cement plant, like its port, remained unstruck and busy.’

The target recommendations of all military organizations from the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) down sometimes hinged as much on their judgment of
what the President might approve as on what was most needed. Though closure
of the port of Haiphong was widely considered to be a key objective, General
Wheeler avoided tiresome repetition of that recommendation. Sharp and others
down the line were less restrained, but even they did not push for Haiphong
every time. Despite Wheeler’s restraint, the Johnson administration frequently
balked at JCS recommendations. The President was slow to approve the August
1966 target list, which in November at last became the fifty-second bombing
program ordered since the beginning of Rolling Thunder. Early in the cam-
paign, bombing programs had lasted a week, but the fifty-first had lasted four
months. Now that gradualism had brought bombing to the outskirts of Hanoi
and Haiphong, the administration hesitated to go farther.®

When, on November 11, President Johnson deferred four targets he had
just approved, his military advisers believed that the deferment would be short
lived. Wheeler explained to Sharp that the targets would be deferred only until
after the Moscow visit of George Brown, British foreign secretary. Brown was
scheduled to leave Moscow on November 25, and Wheeler had been assured
that the deferred targets could then be struck. As it turned out, the deferment
held through Tet in February 1967. While Sharp and Momyer could only stew
about this delay in ignorance of its cause, the Johnson administration was once
again exploring the doubtful possibility that leaders might be willing to talk
seriously about a settlement acceptable to the United States. This round of
diplomacy began with Brown’s visit to Moscow in November and ended with a
visit to London in February by a Soviet leader, Alexei Kosygin. The center-
piece was an aborted Polish attempt to arrange a meeting between North
Vietnamese and American officials in Warsaw.’

The State Department, which named each peace feeler after a flower,
called Poland’s initiative “Marigold.” Since the summer of 1966, the Polish
representative on the International Control Commission in Vietnam had tried to
find common ground in the American and North Vietnamese positions. On
November 30, he gave Ambassador Lodge in Saigon a list of ten points that the
North Vietnamese government was said to have approved as a basis for conver-
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sation with American officials in Warsaw. Despite State Department reserva-
tions, the American ambassador in Warsaw was told early in December to
inquire whether conversations with the North Vietnamese could be arranged
through the Polish foreign minister. At this point, Marigold died. According to
the Polish foreign minister, American bombing near Hanoi killed North
Vietnamese interest in making contact.®

So it was that the care taken in November to defer targets which might
endanger negotiations did not save the Johnson administration from incurring
accusations of doing just that. Two of the targets not deferred were close to
Hanoi: the Yen Vien railyard (five miles northeast of Hanoi’s center) and the
Van Dien truck depot (four miles southeast of Hanoi’s center). Not since the Air
Force strike against the Hanoi tank farm on June 29 had bombs fallen that close
to downtown Hanoi. For three weeks after Johnson’s approval of these targets,
weather prevented an attack. On December 2 the clouds cleared enough for the
Navy to strike the truck depot. Two days later the Air Force hit the railyard.
When told that the timing of the raids was the result of weather and not of
Marigold, the Polish foreign minister objected that policy was more important
than weather. The State Department, nevertheless, informed its ambassador in
Warsaw that no change would be made in the current bombing program. On the
other hand, the President gave an equally negative response to General
Wheeler’s request that the deferred targets be attacked. Wheeler let Sharp know
that the delay was due to “certain political problems.”

When weather over the delta improved again on December 13 and 14, Air
Force and Navy aircraft returned to the same targets they had hit two weeks ear-
lier. After these strikes, the Polish foreign minister told the American ambas-
sador that the North Vietnamese were no longer interested in talking to the
American government. President Johnson attempted to salvage the Warsaw
connection by offering to prohibit strikes within ten nautical miles of the center
of Hanoi, if the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong would refrain from attacking
within ten miles of the center of Saigon. In the absence of any North Viet-
namese response, Johnson unilaterally established a prohibited zone with a
radius of ten nautical miles for Hanoi; strike aircraft were not even to fly over
the prohibited zone, let alone expend ordnance there. Over the course of the
next year, however, the President would permit a number of attacks on targets
within the prohibited zone.!°

The Hanoi prohibited zone added one more limitation to those already con-
fining American pilots and encouraging North Vietnamese air defenses to con-
centrate near authorized targets. Around the prohibited zone, the thirty-mile
restricted zone remained in place. There pilots had gradually gained some free-
dom of operation: SAM sites and fuel storage could be struck as well as any
previously authorized target that had not been specifically withdrawn; in addi-
tion, armed reconnaissance was permitted along railroads. Haiphong was also
protected by a restricted zone (ten nautical miles from the center) and would
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later be given a prohibited zone (four nautical miles from the center). The
buffer zone along the Chinese border remained off limits as did all targets on
the JCS list that had not been authorized."

President Johnson’s prohibition on bombing near Hanoi came at the
beginning of the most important North Vietnamese propaganda initiative
before the Tet Offensive of 1968. TASS, the Soviet news agency, issued
reports that the December 1966 bombing attacks had killed civilians in down-
town Hanoi, capturing headlines in the United States and Europe. That was
only the beginning. For the first time under Rolling Thunder, North Vietnam
permitted a visit by an American reporter. From the many who had requested a
visa, North Vietnam chose Harrison Salisbury, an assistant managing editor of
the New York Times.'?

After Salisbury’s articles began to appear, the British government called for
immediate talks on a cessation of hostilities. The Chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, J. William Fulbright (Democrat, Arkansas), held
hearings. Senator Vance Hartke (Democrat, Indiana) called for an end to bomb-
ing and an independent evaluation of the entire war effort by former Under
Secretary of State George Ball and former Ambassador to India John Kenneth
Galbraith. On the other side of the question, the Chairman of the House Armed
Services Committee, L. Mendel Rivers (Democrat, South Carolina), suggested
that the United States “annihilate” Hanoi if necessary: “Give them two weeks to
get out and then level the city.”!* While Defense Department public affairs spe-
cialists tried to calm public controversy, their boss contributed to it. Arthur
Sylvester, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs, openly attacked
“Harrison Appallsbury” of the “New Hanoi Times.”'* Years later, author Tom
Wolfe would skewer Salisbury as the “ocarina” that the North Vietnamese had
used “as if they were blowing smoke up the pipe and the finger work was just
right and the song was coming forth better than they could have played it them-
selves.”!3

The North Vietnamese had done a good job of choosing a reporter.
Salisbury represented America’s most prestigious newspaper, and he opposed
bombing North Vietnam. For months he had been trying to get North Vietnam’s
permission to enter that country. In June he had talked to the North Vietnamese
consul in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, and had filed his visa application there. A
letter to Hanoi was written in his behalf by Anne Morrison, a Quaker whose
husband was said to have become a hero in North Vietnam after burning him-
self to death in front of the Pentagon. On December 15 the North Vietnamese
government cabled Salisbury that his visa was waiting in Paris. He arrived in
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Hanoi on December 23 and remained for two weeks. His front-page articles
began appearing on Christmas day.'°

Salisbury stayed in Hanoi’s old Metropole Hotel, which had been renamed
the Thongnhat (Reunification), illustrating North Vietnam’s plans for South
Vietnam. While he was there, the hotel hosted the deputy director of TASS; four
American women on a visit arranged by David Dellinger, a prominent pacifist;
and a seven-member delegation seeking evidence for British philosopher
Bertrand Russell, who was preparing a mock trial of President Johnson and
other American “war criminals.” Each of the groups and Salisbury were taken
on separate, but similar, tours of North Vietnamese bomb damage.'”

Salisbury first saw sites in Hanoi, where about three hundred homes were
said to have been destroyed and ten people killed. This downtown destruction
was about five miles from either the Yen Vien railyard or the Van Dien truck
depot. He described the truck depot (North Vietnam’s largest truck repair facil-
ity with 180 buildings) as a “large, open area with light buildings and com-
pounds that may or may not have been a truck park.”!® Salisbury was more
interested in the destruction of the Vietnam-Polish Friendship high school
“probably three-quarters of a mile from the presumed United States target.”!®
He made no mention of casualties in this case. As to the Yen Vien railyard, he
was told that buildings destroyed and damaged near the tracks were apartments.
Air Force bomb damage reports described extensive damage to a warehouse
complex associated with the country’s largest railyard. Salisbury’s account
made no mention of warehouses.?’

On Christmas day Salisbury was driven sixty miles southeast to Nam Dinh.
Here was the principal exhibit in North Vietnam’s case against American
bombing. According to Salisbury’s guides, the city had been struck fifty-two
times in a year, eighty-nine people had been killed, and 13 percent of the city’s
housing had been destroyed. Salisbury concluded that U.S. aircraft were “drop-
ping an enormous weight of explosives on purely civilian targets.”?!

Johnson administration attempts to refute Salisbury’s articles seemed awk-
ward, mostly because it was Salisbury’s interpretation that was objectionable
rather than his data. True, his statistics were supplied by the North Vietnamese
government, but for the most part they did not conflict with American esti-
mates. Indeed, Secretary McNamara was upset to learn from the CIA that
bombing deaths in North Vietnam might already total as many as twenty-nine
thousand, including more than two thousand civilians who were not war work-
ers. It did not follow, however, that civilians were being targeted. Had they
been, the number of casualties would have been radically higher.??

The Johnson administration had taken extraordinary measures to minimize
the number of civilian casualties, yet had difficulty countering Salisbury’s
charge that it had done the opposite. The problem was that the administration
had not educated the public about the limitations of bombing. Even if a pilot
correctly identified a target, most of his bombs were apt to miss. When bomb-
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ing through heavy flak, only about half the bombs dropped by F-105s (which
usually carried six 750-pound bombs apiece) were likely to hit within five hun-
dred feet of the aiming point. Americans who did not know that bombing preci-
sion was unlikely in the face of a determined defense could hardly be blamed
for accepting Salisbury’s conclusions.??

Salisbury saw little of North Vietnam’s formidable air defenses. Nam Dinh
was well known to Navy pilots for a concentration of antiaircraft artillery and
SAMs that greeted them when they entered the Red River Delta by the most
direct route from the south. According to the Defense Intelligence Agency,
Nam Dinh’s normal complement was about a hundred guns with a caliber of at
least eighty-five millimeters and about fifty smaller caliber guns of at least thir-
ty-seven millimeters, not to mention a battalion of six SAM launchers. Yet
Salisbury did not report seeing any antiaircraft weapons in Nam Dinh. Since he
visited during the Christmas cease-fire, no attacks occurred to provoke shoot-
ing. Nam Dinh ran three alerts anyway, presumably in response to reconnais-
sance aircraft.?*

Salisbury misled his countrymen by telling them that the only targets in
Nam Dinh other than people were dikes and a cotton textile mill. Though the
largest in North Vietnam, the textile mill had not been targeted. An adjacent
powerplant had been bombed several times, and stray bombs had damaged the
mill; its twenty thousand workers had dispersed to smaller factories.
Throughout the war, the North Vietnamese claimed that the United States was
bombing the dike system essential to rice cultivation. If bombed after heavy
rain, during the southwest monsoon, breached dikes might cause extensive
flooding. While antiaircraft guns firing from dikes were sometimes attacked,
pilots were never authorized to attack the dikes. Because Nam Dinh was only
twenty miles from the coast, most strikes there were flown by the Navy, and the
Navy had bombed a river transshipment facility with dikes nearby. Be that as it
may, no extensive flooding was caused by bombing anywhere in North
Vietnam. Major targets in Nam Dinh were the tank farm, the powerplant, the
railyard, the transshipment facility, and the air defense sites. None of these were
described in Salisbury’s articles.?’

Though Salisbury reported much greater damage for Nam Dinh than for
Hanoi, the latter was harder to explain, since the nearest authorized targets were
about five miles away. Part of the mystery was solved when a reconnaissance
photo indicated that some Air Force pilots had mistaken the Gia Lam railyard
for the Yen Vien railyard. Gia Lam was half way between Yen Vien and down-
town Hanoi. The two yards were easy to confuse through scattered clouds
because Yen Vien was east of the Canal des Rapides Bridge and Gia Lam was
east of the Paul Doumer Bridge over the Red River. South of the latter bridge
lay the heart of Hanoi. The exact nature of the mistake was not made public,
however. The administration would only say that some kind of accident may
have occurred.?®
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Nor did the Johnson administration comment publicly on speculation about
damage caused by aircraft jettisoning bombs, air-to-ground missiles, or fuel
tanks when jumped by MiGs. The danger of explosion was sufficient to discour-
age pilots from landing with bombs on board. For this reason and to conserve
fuel, unexpended bombs were dropped at sea or in mountainous areas on the way
home. Though bombs could be jettisoned without arming them, a 750-pound
bomb jettisoned from several thousand feet could cause considerable damage
even without exploding. The failure of the administration to talk freely about the
obvious question of jettisoning reduced the credibility of explanations that were
made. The administration stressed that one consequence of heavy antiaircraft fire
was damage caused when disintegrating projectiles fell back to earth. This was a
plausible explanation for light damage of the kind Salisbury reported for the
Chinese and Rumanian embassies. American pilots had seen SAMs go haywire
and detonate on the ground; this could explain more extensive destruction.?’

North Vietnam sent a fairly complex message to the American people
through Harrison Salisbury. The message was not simply one of American
transgression, but also one of North Vietnamese resistance. North Vietnamese
officials were careful not to exaggerate bomb damage in a way that might sug-
gest any potential for bombing to reduce their effort in South Vietnam. They
told Salisbury that they expected Hanoi to be destroyed and that they had pre-
pared blueprints for a complete new capital city. He was told that much of the
urban population and their work had already been moved to the countryside. In
Nam Dinh, only twenty thousand were said to remain of the ninety thousand
who had made that city the third largest in North Vietnam. With this informa-
tion, low casualty figures could be reconciled with extensive damage, and per-
haps Americans could be persuaded that any attempt to bomb industry or popu-
lation would be futile. Salisbury could see for himself that many who stayed in
the cities could hide in shelters. Though he did not witness an attack, numerous
air raid alerts featured civilians with rifles ready to fire at American aircraft.
North Vietnamese officials bragged that South Vietnam would not dare arm its
civilians. But the grim determination evident in Hanoi was not the whole story.
Since bombing attacks were confined largely to daylight, shops and streets bus-
tled during the evening.?

Salisbury saw thousands of fifty-five gallon fuel drums lining village
streets and scattered through rice paddies. Bombing had destroyed the large
tank farms, but it could not combat dispersion. Similarly, repair materials were
piled along railroads and highways. Damage could be quickly repaired by road
crews, and a steady stream of traffic flowed through the night. In a book pub-
lished three months after his return, Salisbury expanded on this theme. Why, he
asked, were so many trivial targets bombed while obviously important targets
like the Doumer Bridge and the Hanoi powerplant were left unscathed? It was
the very question Admiral Sharp and General Momyer had been asking. Within
four months of the book’s publication, both targets would be bombed.?
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Escalation of the air war followed a February 1967 opinion survey con-
ducted by Lou Harris, who found that 67 percent of Americans favored bomb-
ing North Vietnam. An equally interesting finding was that 85 percent of
Americans agreed that the bombing was killing innocent civilians. Henceforth,
the debate over bombing veered from humanitarian considerations and centered
on its cost and effectiveness.>

The cost of Rolling Thunder received a great deal of official attention in
late 1966 and early 1967. The onset of frequent raids into the Red River Delta
had sharply raised the price Americans were paying. From the beginning of
July 1966 to the end of September, fifty-one American aircraft fell in Route
Package Six, which encompassed most of the delta; forty-four of them
belonged to the Air Force, which suffered a loss rate there exceeding twenty-
five attack aircraft per thousand attack sorties. Before the delta raids, American
losses had rarely exceeded three per thousand anywhere in Southeast Asia and
averaged less than one per thousand. An especially painful aspect of losses in
the delta was the near impossibility of rescuing downed airmen in a region so
densely populated and well defended.’!

The Air Force’s heavy losses in Route Package Six contrasted vividly
with the comparatively light losses of the Navy—seven Navy aircraft lost from
July through September (compared with the Air Force’s forty-four) for a loss
rate of less than three attack aircraft per thousand attack sorties. During this
period, the Navy had sent more attack sorties into Route Package Six than had
the Air Force (1,695 compared with the Air Force’s 1,557). Before the delta
raids of mid-1966, the loss rates over North Vietnam of the two services had
been about the same, with the Navy’s only a little lighter. The extreme varia-
tion experienced during the mid-1966 campaign did not persist into the next
year, though the Navy’s loss record remained slightly better throughout. One
explanation sometimes offered for the overall superiority of the Navy’s loss
record was the nearness of Navy targets to the coast, which meant shorter
routes over defended territory; Route Package Six remained divided into a
Navy B section along the coast and an Air Force A section inland. But since
most losses occurred near targets, the location of Navy targets could not alone
explain the pronounced variation in losses that occurred in 1966. The Navy’s
major technical advantage was that most of its attack aircraft carried electron-
ic countermeasures devices which transmitted false positions when triggered
by North Vietnamese radar.>?

During 1967, Air Force losses in Route Package Six declined to less than
ten attack aircraft per thousand attack sorties. This improvement owed primari-
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ly to three changes: increasing altitude of bomb release, growing use of cluster
bombs to suppress flak, and introduction of electronic jamming pods.*?

The higher a dive bomber released its bombs and pulled off the target, the
higher was the probability of its surviving and the lower the probability of its
bombs hitting the target. As the Air Force undertook heavier bombing of the
Red River Delta in 1966 and 1967, the concentration of antiaircraft guns there
forced the wings to raise recommended bomb release altitude from less than six
thousand feet to as much as nine thousand feet, which raised pullout altitude
from less than four thousand feet to as much as seven thousand feet.
Unfortunately, the increase in bomb release altitude also increased probable cir-
cular error (the radius within which half the bombs were apt to fall) from less
than three hundred feet to more than five hundred feet.>*

Although both Air Force and Navy bomb release altitudes were rising over
the Red River Delta in 1966 and 1967, Navy pilots reported release and pullout
altitudes about a thousand feet lower than those reported by Air Force pilots.
This surprising fact did not seem to fit with the Navy’s comparatively low loss
rate—not only for Route Package Six in general, but for dive and pullout in par-
ticular. Some pilots may have reported releasing bombs at recommended alti-
tude when in fact they had released them at a higher or lower altitude. But it can
not be shown that inaccurate reporting was more common in one service than
the other. Part of the explanation may have been the Navy practice of tailoring
recommended release altitude for each target rather than making a blanket rec-
ommendation for Route Package Six. In dealing with more heavily defended
targets, Navy pilots were told to release their bombs at higher altitude.?

Higher bomb release altitude seemed to be responsible for a significant
reduction in aircraft losses over Route Package Six. During August 1966, six
F—105s had been lost to ground fire while diving toward or pulling off targets in
Route Package Six. During May 1967 (when the Air Force flew about a thou-
sand sorties there, or more than twice as many as in August 1966) only three
F-105s were lost in that way. Four of the F~105s lost in August 1966 were
reportedly hit below four thousand feet. Only one of the F—~105s lost in May
1967 was reported to have been hit that low. Although antiaircraft gunners
raised their sights, they were foiled not only by altitude, but also by cluster
bombs bursting around them. 3

The cluster bomb, a modern version of shrapnel, was a canister designed to
release hundreds of spinning bomblets whose detonation sent thousands of steel
pellets flying in all directions. Though a cluster bomb had little effect on guns,
it could force gun crews to take cover or suffer severe wounds. Early models of
cluster bombs could not be used in the strongly defended Red River Delta,
because they required delivery at about three hundred feet. In 1966 the Air
Force introduced a cluster bomb that could be dropped in a dive above three
thousand feet. With increasing availability of the new model, a flight of four air-
craft could use cluster bombs to suppress flak while the rest of a formation
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struck a target. To discourage gun crews from promptly resuming their posts,
later models were modified so that bomblets would detonate randomly for two
hours; eventually the period of detonation was reduced to twenty minutes—few
attacks lasted longer. A big shortcoming of dive cluster bombs when first intro-
duced was their scarcity. Not until early 1967 was the production rate adequate
to make a significant difference. Even then, the monthly rate of about five hun-
dred was only an eighth of Seventh Air Force’s stated requirement, and the
Navy also wanted them.?’

The cluster bomb reduced losses during dive bombing runs, but it did less
for a strike force en route. Before fighter-bombers rolled in toward their target,
they had most to fear from SAMs, which had a range of about twenty miles.
The dispersal of launch sites meant that pilots had to begin watching for mis-
siles at least sixty miles from Hanoi. Until December 2, 1966, the American
response to SAMs had seemed adequate. Only thirty-four aircraft had been lost
to the approximately eleven hundred missiles thought to have been launched.
On December 2, however, a record eight American aircraft went down, includ-
ing five hit by SAMs. None of these was part of the Navy’s strike that day
against the Van Dien truck depot on the outskirts of Hanoi. All but one went
down attempting to attack oil tank farms, with the Air Force losing four (includ-
ing three to SAMs) during a strike on the Ha Gia tank farm near Phuc Yen air-
field (twenty-five miles northwest of Hanoi). However, SAMs would have few
days as successful as that—over the next year, American estimates of the North
Vietnamese SAM success rate would continue to decline from an already dis-
mal one kill for thirty launches to less than one kill for fifty launches.3

The major new factor in combating SAMs after December 2, 1966 was the
growing number of jamming pods. None of the aircraft shot down by SAMs on
December 2 was carrying a jamming pod. A few weeks later, enough pods had
arrived so that most F—105s on missions in the delta were carrying one. By mid-
1967, F-105s and F—4s would be carrying two pods apiece.>”

Pod jamming supplemented jamming already provided by EB—66 electron-
ic warfare aircraft, converted bombers with room in their bomb bays to carry
large transmitters. These slow jammers were vulnerable to missiles: two
EB-66s had been shot down by SAMs in 1966, and a third would fall in
February 1967. When out of SAM range, EB—66 jamming was not powerful
enough to hide F—105s and F—4s as they neared Hanoi. With jamming pods,
F-105s and F—4s supplied their own electronic fog. The location of an aircraft
with one or two pods, however, was not disguised adequately unless that air-
craft flew in formation with other pod-equipped aircraft. This weakness was the
result of the relatively small transmitters that could be carried in pods on the
wings of a fighter, but a bonus accruing from the fighters’ adjustment to space
limitations was an ability to move pods easily from aircraft to aircraft.*

In late 1966 and early 1967, the F—105 wings in Thailand experimented
with various formations to see which offered better electronic protection.
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Eventually they chose formations which put each flight of four aircraft within a
box about a mile wide and a thousand feet deep, so that their jamming created
as large an area of uncertainty as possible for North Vietnamese radar; if a flight
spread much farther, each aircraft appeared separately on enemy radar scopes.
Flight boxes drew together in a larger box so that the whole formation gave the
illusion of a single undifferentiated mass on radar screens—a more difficult set
of targets for SAMs but, unfortunately, a more predictable target set for MiGs.
Before pods, there had been wide separations within a long string of loosely
formed flights giving aircraft room for jinking thought necessary to evade
SAMs. The Navy was able to avoid the rigidity of Air Force pod formations,
because electronic countermeasures devices on board Navy aircraft gave false
locations rather than attempting to cloud radar screens with jamming; the draw-
back was that amid the false targets thus produced, Navy aircraft also appeared
on enemy radar screens. The Navy adjusted its formations to make the best use
of the deception device and kept them loose enough to facilitate evasive maneu-
vers.!!

Air Force ingress tactics were not uniform, and F—105 wings in Thailand
differed markedly in their employment of jamming pods. The 388th at Korat
was quicker to develop a new approach, while the 355th at Takhli was far more
distrustful of the pods and held longer to old tactics. The 355th continued to
enter the delta at about five thousand feet and pop up above twelve thousand
before diving on a target.

The 355th’s old ingress procedure offered some terrain protection from
radar, especially northwest of Hanoi. Here a small range of mountains rising
about four thousand feet reached to within thirty miles of the city. F~105 pilots
transferred the ironic nickname of their aircraft to “Thud Ridge” in rueful
acknowledgement that as much as the ridge helped them, it was also a grave
stone for many friends. The ridge was not the only reality that kept the 355th at
five thousand feet. At that altitude an aircraft was apt to be under the clouds
where its pilot could see SAMs launch and dodge them before they gained full
speed. Since pod jamming interfered with the F—105’s SAM radar warning
device, 355th pilots often turned off their pods.*?

Despite such justifications for conservatism, the 388th embraced pods and
the freedom offered by them to use higher altitude. Instead of approaching a tar-
get at five thousand feet and popping up above twelve thousand, the 388th came
in above twelve thousand and avoided the necessity to pop up. This technique
gave pilots more time to look for targets and lessened the effectiveness of anti-
aircraft fire during ingress before diving. Replacing a loose string of flights
with a tighter box formation brought the entire formation over the target much
more quickly, so that gunners had to choose among them. But there was then
the problem of bunching if each flight did not roll in fast enough. Rolling
toward the target from a pod formation proved less than satisfactory with
respect to accuracy also, because only the lead aircraft in each flight could eas-
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ily attain the preferred forty-five degree dive; the other three were likely to have
a more shallow dive (both less accurate and more dangerous) since they started
farther from the target.*3

For reasons just discussed, the 355th persisted in dissolving pod formation
before a dive. But at the end of March 1967, the 355th began ingressing above
twelve thousand feet in good weather and climbing out of pod formation to fif-
teen thousand before diving. The 355th retained a preference for ingressing
under a low ceiling so as not to be surprised by SAMs breaking through
clouds.*

Differences in wing attitudes toward ECM pods grew out of differences in
combat experience. Since Korat was close enough to the North Vietnamese
panhandle for unrefueled missions, the 388th had drawn more sorties in the
“easy packs” than had the 355th at Takhli a hundred miles farther west.
Economical use of tankers meant that Takhli F-105s, which required refueling
anyway, had been sent more often to the Red River Delta. Takhli’s losses had
been much greater, but its leadership believed that the wing had learned to take
care of itself the hard way. Though the 355th had been the first wing to receive
jamming pods, it was the least impressed with them. Most impressed was the
8th Tactical Fighter Wing, the F—4 wing at Ubon. Pod protection from SAMs
permitted F—4s to fly at higher altitudes from which MiGs could be spotted
more easily. Higher altitude also increased the F—105’s need for F—4 protection.
At low altitude, F-105s could outrun MiGs, but at higher altitude an F-105’s
small wing made it less maneuverable than a MiG or an F—4.%4

When F-105 use of jamming pods increased in December 1966, North
Vietnamese MiGs became more aggressive as if they were attempting to substi-
tute for SAMs and take advantage of the more rigid pod formations. There may

* The 355th Tactical Fighter Wing did not fully convert to the ECM pod formation
employed by the 388th Tactical Fighter Wing until August 1967, when Col. John C.
Giraudo took command. Before assuming command at Takhli, Giraudo stopped at Korat to
visit a former boss, Brig. Gen. William S. Chairsell, who was about to leave after a year
commanding the 388th. Giraudo was all the more interested in tactics that might lower
losses, because he had already been shot down and taken prisoner during both World War
II and the Korean War. Unlike Chairsell, however, Giraudo himself flew many missions
into North Vietnam. See Lt. Col. Charles M. Heltsley’s interview with Maj. Gen. John C.
Giraudo, Treasure Island, Florida, 8—12 January 1985, AFHRA 1105191. For a view of the
388th under Chairsell, see the USAF film There Is a Way (i.e., a way to survive a hundred
missions over North Vietnam). For a view from the 355th before Giraudo, see the well
known books by the wing vice commander in 1966—67, Col. Jack Broughton (7hud Ridge
and Going Downtown).
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not have been a direct relationship between pods and MiGs, since the MiGs
may simply have been reacting to attacks unusually close to Hanoi, Haiphong,
and Phuc Yen. Another possible explanation was the training cycle of MiG
pilots, whose confidence had appeared to be growing for several months.
Whatever its cause, MiG activity worried officers in Southeast Asia and
Washington. In December, MiGs shot down two F—105s at a cost of one MiG.
On the three days of heaviest activity, MiGs persuaded nineteen out of seventy-
four strike aircraft to jettison bombs and, in several cases, jamming pods.*®

The MiG problem came under discussion at a Pacific Air Forces comman-
ders conference held in the Philippines. General Momyer and Col. Robin Olds,
new commander of the F—4 wing at Ubon, exchanged views over cocktails.
Both men had been fighter aces in World War II, and Olds’ father had risen to
the rank of major general in the Army Air Forces before succumbing to a heart
attack. Aside from their shared experience, Momyer and Olds were very differ-
ent—the short general’s cerebral asceticism contrasting with the tall colonel’s
fun-loving boisterousness. Like many of his men, Olds sported a regulation-
breaking mustache, and his marriage to a film actress added a certain luster to
his reputation.

Olds’ conversation with Momyer led to an imaginative operation code-
named Bolo (a Philippine knife), which cost the North Vietnamese perhaps 7 of
their 115 MiGs. Because the Air Force and Navy were not permitted to attack
MiG bases, the MiGs could be destroyed only by drawing them into air-to-air
combat. Colonel Olds succeeded in doing so by attempting to persuade the
North Vietnamese that F—4s trimmed for air-to-air engagement were F—105s
loaded with bombs, and that these “F-105s” intended to bomb the country’s
major MiG base at Phuc Yen.*’

Jamming pods played an important part in the ruse, because thus far they
had been used only by F—105s. The pods would help to disguise F—4s as
F—105s, and if the North Vietnamese chose to send up SAMs rather than MiGs,
F—4s would benefit from pod protection. The number of available pods deter-
mined the size of the MiG sweep: at one pod per aircraft, fifty-seven pods per-
mitted twelve flights of four F—4s with plenty of backup. Olds planned to use
seven flights from his 8th Tactical Fighter Wing and five from the 366th at Da
Nang. These would be supplemented by an EC—121 radar plane, an EB-66
electronic intelligence and jamming plane, eight F—104s to guard the EB-66
and assist the F—4s if necessary, twenty-four F—105s to threaten SAMs, and
twenty-five KC—135 tankers to refuel aircraft on the way to North Vietnam and
again on the way home. The force was designed to look like an unusually big
strike, with formations heading for the MiG bases from west and east simulta-
neously. The Navy and Air Force sometimes achieved this pincer effect
through parallel operations. In this case, the Navy agreed to stand down while
the Air Force sent Ubon F—4s in from the west and Da Nang F—4s in from the
east. 8
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The New Year’s cease-fire allowed enough time to transfer pods from
F—105s to F—4s without causing a suspicious change in F—105 bombing routine.
C—130s carried the pods from Takhli and Korat to Ubon and Da Nang—much
to the displeasure of F-105 pilots, who could not be told what was afoot.
Throughout New Year’s night, maintenance crews worked to attach pods to F—4
wing pylons. Adapter kits had been rushed from the United States, but the kits
had to be supplemented with parts welded in Thailand.*

Most of the men who took off in the early afternoon of January 2 had never
even seen an enemy aircraft, let alone fired at one. Olds had shot down thirteen
German aircraft during the Second World War, and his operations deputy, Col.
Daniel “Chappie” James, Jr. (later the Air Force’s first black four-star general),
had seen action during the Korean War, but even they had yet to encounter
North Vietnamese MiGs. Though F—4s often patrolled a target area looking for
MiGs, they had been jumping F-105s and avoiding F—4s.*>°

Bolo’s execution varied considerably from its plan. The Da Nang force
judged the weather inadequate and only one flight penetrated the delta. Olds
decided to risk taking his force over solid cloud cover. He had planned to make
a traditional run down Thud Ridge at five thousand feet, partly so that he could
see any SAMs. But with cloud tops at seventy-five hundred, he guessed that he
might not get under the ceiling, and so proceeded at twelve thousand. A high
ingress would soon be standard, but his reliance on pods was then considered
daring. Four SAMs came up and missed the attackers by a wide margin. Olds
had expected MiGs to challenge him as soon as he started his run down Thud
Ridge. When his lead flight made its first pass over Phuc Yen at about three in
the afternoon, the MiGs had still not taken off. Then perhaps a dozen MiG—21s
came up; according to American intelligence, there were only thirteen
MiG-21s in North Vietnam. Some of North Vietnam’s nearly one hundred
MiG-17s and MiG-15s took off from airfields east of Hanoi. These older,
slower, more maneuverable fighters did not enter the battle northwest of
Hanoi.>!

The battle above Phuc Yen lasted less than fifteen minutes, only time
enough for Olds’ first wave of three flights to enter at five minute intervals.
Without a loss, the F—4s claimed to down at least seven MiGs.T When Olds’
second wave arrived ten minutes later, the surviving MiGs had already ducked
below the clouds and landed. If all had gone according to plan, the spacing
between F—4 flights would have made it difficult for MiGs to land, forcing them

* During World War 11, Olds served in the 479th Fighter Group under Lt. Col. Hubert
“Hub” Zemke, who had become famous as commander of the 56th Fighter Group,
“Zemke’s Wolfpack.” In Southeast Asia, the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing would come to be
known as “Olds’ Wolfpack.”

T Istvan Toperczer found that the North Vietnamese lost only five MiG—21s that day.
See his Air War Over North Vietnam: The Vietnamese People’s Air Force (Carrollton,
Texas, 1998),p 17.
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to engage or run out of fuel. A MiG could fight over its own field for about an
hour; F—4s, even with refueling during ingress and egress, could stay over Phuc
Yen for at most twenty minutes and only five minutes using afterburner—hence
the five-minute intervals between flights. But the clouds, which had helped to
disguise the F—4s as F—105s until the last minute, also permitted surviving
MiGs to escape.>?

On this occasion, North Vietnam’s radar proved a mixed blessing at best. It
encouraged an inflexible dependence on ground control, and the controllers
failed to distinguish between F—4s and F-105s. Then too, American missiles
had a far better day than the enemy’s guns and rockets. If the MiGs were carry-
ing any missiles, they were not fired. On the other hand, F—4s had no guns at
this time. The Americans had taken extra care to make sure their missiles were
properly adjusted. Four kills were attributed to Sparrow radar-guided missiles
and three to heat-seeking Sidewinders. Olds and his backseat radar officer, 1st
Lt. Charles C. Clifton, downed one MiG with a Sidewinder. Three more victo-
ries in May would make Olds the leading MiG killer of the war until 1972,
when the Air Force and Navy would finally produce five aces (with at least five
kills each).>

Less than a week after Bolo, two F—4s pretended to be a single reconnais-
sance aircraft by flying so close together that they gave a single radar return.
This ruse also worked, and two more MiG—21s went down without loss of an
F—4. But the MiGs did not cooperate with an attempt to repeat Bolo on January
23. Olds argued against repeating Bolo, and he did not lead the mission. The
MiGs stayed on the ground and SAMs came up; one F—4 did not make it back.>*

MiG pilots would not again be so badly fooled. As their self-confidence
returned, MiGs would once more become a dangerous nuisance. For a time
F—4s would accompany F—105 formations. When a formation was jumped by
MiGs, the F—4s would jettison bombs and go after the MiGs. Later, F—4s would
be stripped of bombs and left to the more free-wheeling combat patrol duty they
had performed since the first year of the war. The most effective response to
MiGs would come when the Johnson administration at last permitted the bomb-
ing of MiG bases.>

Early in 1967, the Johnson administration had yet even to release targets
deferred in November, let alone authorize bombing MiG bases. On February
22, the President approved one of the deferred targets, the Thai Nguyen iron-
works. General Wheeler thought he saw a major change in Johnson’s attitude
that promised release of more targets in the Red River Delta when the weather
improved.>®
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Wheeler told Admiral Sharp that this “new sense of urgency” was due in
part to the heavy flow of supplies from the Red River Delta southward during
the recent Tet cease-fire (February 8—13).57 Intelligence estimates exceeded
twenty thousand tons. Since the cease-fire did not apply to Laos, little of the
supply surge moved down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Most came by boat along
the coast toward the Demilitarized Zone, north of which the North Vietnamese
had two divisions, with a third on the way. According to the Defense
Intelligence Agency, twenty thousand tons of supplies could support at least
one North Vietnamese division for six months. Seventh Air Force estimated
that twenty thousand tons could support eight North Vietnamese divisions or
thirty Viet Cong divisions for a year, if each division experienced only one day
of combat per month. In any case, the Tet supply surge was a substantial con-
tribution to the North Vietnamese troop buildup along the Demilitarized
Zone.>

Despite intelligence reports about the North Vietnamese supply effort,
the Tet pause in bombing North Vietnam had been extended from four days to
six days while Harold Wilson, British Prime Minister, discussed peace
prospects with Alexei Kosygin, Chairman of the Soviet Council of Ministers.
Midway through the talks, Wilson learned about a hardened American nego-
tiating position prompted by fears that the North Vietnamese would send
three divisions across the Demilitarized Zone if bombing stopped. President
Johnson now demanded that North Vietnam’s infiltration into South Vietnam
end before a bombing halt; the American position had been that bombing
would stop if the North Vietnamese gave private assurance that infiltration
would then cease (perhaps days or weeks later). Johnson sweetened his pro-
posal with an offer to quit augmenting American forces in South Vietnam in
addition to halting the bombing of North Vietnam after infiltration stopped.
He sent his proposal by letter to Ho Chi Minh as well as through Wilson and
Kosygin.>

During the night before Kosygin’s departure from London, Johnson agreed
to extend the bombing pause if North Vietnam would give assurance that it
would immediately cease sending soldiers and supplies into South Vietnam.
Otherwise bombing would resume soon after Kosygin left London. Though
time for getting North Vietnamese agreement was extremely short, Kosygin
supported the proposal. According to an intelligence translation of his tele-
phone conversation with Communist Party leader Leonid Brezhnev, Kosygin
said that there was “a great possibility of achieving the aim, if the Vietnamese
will understand the present situation. All they need to do is give a confidential
declaration.”®®

Before bombing began again that day, February 13, Hanoi radio broadcast
a letter to Pope Paul VI from Ho Chi Minh, who demanded an unconditional
halt to bombing. Two days later, Ho sent a rejection to Johnson. The fruitless
Wilson-Kosygin talks in London closed an especially intense period of diplo-
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matic maneuvering that had begun with British Foreign Secretary Brown’s visit
to Moscow in November.*6!

At long last, the Air Force could proceed with bombing the Thai Nguyen
ironworks. This showpiece of North Vietnamese industrialization was located
thirty-five miles due north of Hanoi and about three miles south of the small
city of Thai Nguyen. The Chinese began construction of the plant in 1958 to
take advantage of iron ore deposits on the northern edge of the delta. Pig iron
production began in 1963, and by 1967 the plant made barges and fuel drums
out of imported steel. The plant’s own steel mill was nearly ready to begin oper-
ation. There were only two other ironworks in the country, both of them much
smaller. While they produced perhaps fifteen thousand metric tons a year, the
Thai Nguyen works were designed to produce three hundred thousand of pig
iron and two hundred thousand of steel. The complex, including its powerplant,
occupied two square miles along the railroad that connected it with Hanoi.
About ten thousand people worked at this, the largest industrial facility in North
Vietnam.®?

By March when the Air Force began to strike the ironworks, Thai Nguyen
bristled with exceptionally strong antiaircraft defenses. On eight days in
January and February, the Air Force had struck the city’s railyard and supply
depot with about a hundred attack sorties. While only one aircraft was lost on
these early missions, the defenders took a heavy toll when the Air Force
returned to attack the ironworks.%

More than two weeks after President Johnson approved that target, the
weather cleared enough for a strike on March 10. Korat F-105s led the way
over the target without loss, but the Takhli formation behind them ran into trou-
ble. A flight of four Iron Hand F-105s (including two Wild Weasel F—105Fs)
preceded the rest of the Takhli formation. Antiaircraft artillery knocked down
the lead aircraft and damaged the second as they dove toward a SAM site.
While the Takhli strike force dropped its bombs on the ironworks, the other two
Iron Hand aircraft attacked the SAM site. Capt. Merlyn H. Dethlefsen, pilot of
the third aircraft (an F—105F), was later awarded the Medal of Honor for mak-
ing five runs on the site. Despite opposition from MiG-21s and flak damage to
his aircraft, he ran the gauntlet repeatedly—first expending his Shrikes and

* While the North Vietnamese refused to stop sending soldiers and supplies into South
Vietnam, they did begin to advertise that peace talks might follow a cessation of the bomb-
ing. On January 28, 1967, Foreign Minister Nguyen Duy Trinh said as much to the
Australian communist journalist Wilfred Burchett, and soon thereafter, Senator Robert
Kennedy learned in Paris that the North Vietnamese considered Trinh’s remark an impor-
tant policy statement. For recent American and Vietnamese views on the significance of
this initiative, see Robert S. McNamara, James G. Blight, and Robert K. Brigham, with
Thomas J. Biersteker and Col. Herbert Y. Schandler, Argument Without End: In Search of
Answers to the Vietnam Tragedy (New York, 1999), pp 278-83.
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cluster bombs, then strafing. His backseat electronic warfare officer, Capt.
Kevin A. Gilroy, received the Air Force Cross. ¢+

A flight of bomb-laden F—4s from Ubon followed the Takhli F-105s.
Twenty-five miles from the target, one of the F—4s was hit by antiaircraft fire
and began to leak fuel. While diving on the target, a second F—4 was hit. Unable
to get all the way back to the tankers, both crews bailed out over Laos and were
rescued. 65

When fighter-bombers returned to Thai Nguyen on the following day,
March 11, the wings switched places so that the 355th from Takhli hit the target
first. Korat’s 388th once again bombed without loss, while three F—105s from
Takhli went down—two hit by flak and one by a SAM. The Takhli wing per-
sisted with its low-level ingress, but all its losses occurred over the target, while
either diving or pulling up. Six American aircraft having been lost attempting to
destroy it, the ironworks still operated. It remained the Air Force’s primary tar-
get for the next month and a half. But thanks to effective flak suppression, the
Air Force lost no more aircraft there during that time. In addition to continuing
use of cluster bombs, an effort was made to destroy guns with general purpose
bombs. Aircraft losses on the first day caused the second day’s strike force to
make gun sites principal targets. At least one gun (eighty-five millimeters) was
thought to be destroyed. A discouraging development was the appearance for
the first time of hardened sites whose crews could function while protected
from cluster bombs by concrete revetments.®

The necessity of returning again and again for a total of nearly three hun-
dred attack sorties (or about 750 tons of bombs) was the result of both target
size and bombing inaccuracy. To obtain greater accuracy, three F—105s from
Korat made a bold, low-level run against the complex’s powerplant. The suc-
cess of this mission on March 16 led to a similar mission on March 30, when
three F—4s from Ubon attempted to hit the blast furnaces; subsequent intelli-
gence estimates were skeptical of claims that the strike had done significant
damage. Nevertheless, by the end of April the ironworks no longer functioned,
and occasional raids would keep it shut down.®’

The new commander of Pacific Air Forces, Gen. John D. Ryan, was unhap-
py about taking more than two months to close the Thai Nguyen ironworks.

* A month later another Takhli Wild Weasel team earned the same pair of medals.
Like Dethlefsen and Gilroy, Maj. Leo K. Thorsness and Capt. Harold E. Johnson returned
safely from their medal-earning performance, but Thorsness was shot down eleven days
afterward and spent the rest of the war in North Vietnamese prisons.

T For the remarkable story of how the two damaged aircraft made it to Laos, see chap-
ter 11, page 290.
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Bad weather caused his wings to cancel or divert more than sixty strikes against
that facility. “The largest problem we faced there in the air war was weather,”
Ryan would say later, “and we didn’t have an all-weather capability.”®®

When he took command from General Harris in Hawaii at the beginning of
February 1967, Ryan had just stepped down from the top position in Strategic
Air Command. The unusual measure of sending the SAC commander to
PACAF sparked gossip about an Air Force plot to take Pacific Command away
from the Navy. But his move to Washington in 1968 as Vice Chief of Staff of
the Air Force would indicate that he was being groomed for Chief of Staff.
Throughout his stay in Hawaii, Ryan was a strong voice for developing a capa-
bility to bomb in bad weather and at night.*’

Ryan had been in Hawaii less than a month when he asked the Air Staff in
Washington for comparative data on the radar bombing capability of available
aircraft. After the Air Force conducted an extensive series of tests on the F—105,
the F—4, and the new General Dynamics F—111, the Air Staff concluded that the
F-111 was the best hope for sufficient accuracy in times of low visibility. The
accuracy of the F-105 and F—4 was inadequate for effective use against point
targets. But no F—111s could be sent to Southeast Asia before 1968.7°

Meanwhile, Ryan tried to use the F—105 for night and all-weather bombing.
The original impetus for putting the F—105 in this role had come from the 388th
Tactical Fighter Wing at Korat. As early as September 1966, the 388th had
depended on aircraft radar to bomb the Mu Gia Pass at the top of the Ho Chi
Minh Trail; the steep slopes offered a good return for aircraft radar, and accura-
cy could be checked using ground radar in Thailand. Encouraged by results in
the pass, the 388th asked Seventh Air Force for permission to try radar bombing
in the Red River Delta. When Ryan took command of Pacific Air Forces, the
Korat proposal was waiting for him.”!

Ryan 