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The Americanization of the Vietnam War, 1963–1968

The overthrow and murder of Ngo Dinh Diem and assassination of
President John F. Kennedy in November 1963 set in motion a sequence
of events that by early 1965 resulted in the beginning what is generally
called the Americanization of the Vietnam War. Between late 1963 and
early 1965, chaos reigned in the South under Diem’s various inept succes-
sors; as a result, the war effort against the Communist insurgency became
increasingly ineffectual. The North Vietnamese regime meanwhile quali-
tatively upgraded its involvement in the Southern insurgency by increasing
the infiltration of People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) troops and weapons
into the South. Its objective was to destroy South Vietnam’s government
and conquer the country before the United States could react. In the
United States, the new Johnson administration, which included
McNamara and most of Kennedy’s top civilian advisors, remained com-
mitted to containing Communism in Vietnam. At the same time,
Washington sought to avoid deepening American military involvement
in the war against the insurgency.

Faced with a seriously deteriorating situation, the Johnson administra-
tion nonetheless at first remained committed to working within the limits
established under President Kennedy: that is, to provide aid, including
American military advisors, that would enable the South Vietnamese
government to resist the Communist insurgency but not to commit
American forces to combat. This approach was dictated by Johnson’s
determination to prioritize domestic US affairs, beginning with winning
theNovember 1964 presidential election and then by implementing his so-
called Great Society program of social reform. After his election, and with
the situation in South Vietnammore precarious than ever, Johnson turned
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to the McNamara strategy of graduated pressure against Hanoi.
McNamara intended to convince Ho Chi Minh, Le Duan, and their
colleagues in North Vietnam’s ruling Politburo that they could not possi-
bly achieve their goal of taking over South Vietnam and thereby bring
them to the negotiating table. Along with the assumption that graduated
pressure would enable the United States to deal with Vietnam without
interfering with Johnson’s domestic agenda, there was a second reason the
president adopted McNamara’s approach to war: to avoid an American
military escalation in Vietnam that might draw Communist China and
possibly even the Soviet Union into the conflict, an eventuality that carried
with it the dreaded risk of nuclear war. As political scientist John
Dumbrell has observed, Johnson wanted “to do enough to contain com-
munism in Indochina without risking a confrontation with the big com-
munist powers.”1

This chapter covers the deteriorating political and military situation
in South Vietnam between late 1963 and early 1965 and how the
Johnson administration came to rely on graduated pressure. It reviews
the implementation of graduated pressure against North Vietnam along
with its complement, the gradual escalation of the US combat effort in
South Vietnam, as well as the failure of the overall US policy to produce
the desired results. Specifically, between 1965 and 1968 that effort
involved the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign over North Vietnam;
search and destroy on the ground, backed by air power, in South
Vietnam; and assorted American military efforts in Laos and
Cambodia. Finally, this chapter covers the 1968 Communist Tet
Offensive and its impact on the war in Vietnam and on public opinion
in the United States.

south vietnam, late 1963 to early 1965

The government that succeeded the Diem regime, a junta of generals,
lasted only three months. Quickly undermined by its incompetence, this
junta was in its turn overthrown in a nonviolent coup by yet another
general. As one historian has aptly observed, the “coup season” had
arrived in South Vietnam.2 The year 1964 would see several more coups

1 John Dumbrell,Rethinking the VietnamWar (Basingstoke: PalgraveMacmillan, 2012), 64.
The Politburo was the highest body of North Vietnam’s ruling VietnamWorkers’ Party, the
formal name for the party until it took the name Communist Party of Vietnam in 1976.

2 Moss, Vietnam: An American Ordeal, 160.
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and a total of seven governments in South Vietnam. These transient
governments removed many of Diem’s best military officers and civilian
officials, people who had played a key role in successfully prosecuting
the war against the Vietcong, and replaced themwith less able personnel.
Not until the middle of 1965 would one of South Vietnam’s feuding
military factions, a group led by Air Vice-Marshall Nguyen Cao Key and
General Nguyen Van Thieu, succeed in establishing a semblance of
a stable South Vietnamese government, the ninth the country had seen
in less than two years.

Given the political turmoil in Saigon, it is not surprising that during
the year and a half after Diem’s overthrow, the war effort against the
Communist insurgency practically collapsed. In March 1964 Secretary of
Defense McNamara reported to President Johnson that the Vietcong had
significantly expanded its control in many rural regions of South Vietnam.
Contrary to orthodox accounts that trace these developments toDiem, the
fault clearly lay with Diem’s successors. Thus a deeply worried
McNamara reported that because of the replacement of Diem’s officials
(including thirty-five of forty-one province chiefs), the “political control
structure extending from Saigon down to hamlets disappeared following
the November coup.”3 The key fact McNamara was referring to, that the
war effort in general and the strategic hamlet program in particular
deteriorated only after the coup, has been made convincingly by Mark
Moyar in Triumph Forsaken and subsequent writings. Moyar marshals
compelling evidence, not only from US sources but also from Communist
sources, that the strategic hamlet program, so maligned by orthodox
historians, played a crucial role in enabling the South Vietnamese govern-
ment to extend its control over rural territory and its population, includ-
ing during the summer and fall of 1963, just prior to the November coup
against Diem. The decline of the strategic hamlets, as reported by the CIA,
began after that date. Citing official Communist histories of two coastal
regions in South Vietnam, Moyar adds that because of Diem’s successes
against the Vietcong, in some regions Diem’s strategic hamlets remained
strong until mid-1964.4

3 Robert McNamara, “Memorandum for the President,” March 16, 1964, The Pentagon
Papers: The Defense Department History of United States Decision Making in Vietnam,
Senator Gravel Edition, Volume III (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), 501. This is Document
158, 499–510.

4 See Moyar, Triumph Forsaken, 248, 280–87 and “Section II Response,” in Triumph
Revisited, 162–63, 215.
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The trouble in Saigon, however, only partly explains the increasing
success of the insurgency. The rest of the explanation is provided by
actions taken in Hanoi. As early as 1963, when Diem was still in power,
infiltrators from North Vietnam already constituted the base of the
Vietcong armed forces and technical personnel in South Vietnam.5

During 1964 the insurgency was dramatically strengthened by increased
infiltration of PAVN units into South Vietnam via the expanded and
improved Ho Chi Minh Trail, most of which ran through Laos. Modern
arms for Vietcong forces also arrived via that route. These newly arrived
PAVN units, notes military historian Dale Andrade, “formed the core of
the burgeoning North Vietnamese main force presence in the South, in
particular the PAVN 325th Division, which moved south in
March 1964.”6 By January 1965 the situation had deteriorated to the
point where General Taylor, now US Ambassador to South Vietnam,
warned of the imminent collapse of the South Vietnamese government.
Having opposed the November coup, Taylor now lamented that
Washington had failed to appreciate Diem’s success in keeping “centrifu-
gal political forces under control” and added that there was “no adequate
replacement for Diem in sight.”7Meanwhile, the pressure onWashington
to do something of consequence spiked in February 1965 when the
Vietcong attacked the US Marine base at Pleiku in the central part of the
country, killing 9 Americans, wounding more than 100, and damaging
more than 20 aircraft of various types.

johnson and mcnamara, the joint chiefs
of staff, and graduated pressure

The Johnson administration’s reaction to the events between November
1963 and the crisis in early 1965 that led to the policy of graduated
pressure has been best chronicled by General H. R. McMaster.
McMaster documents how Johnson’s domestic political agenda,
beginning with securing his election in November 1964, dictated
US military policy in Vietnam. Prior to the election, President Johnson
wanted to be seen as the moderate candidate with regard to Vietnam, in

5 See Chapter 4.
6 Dale Andrade, “WestmorelandWas Right: Learning theWrong Lessons from the Vietnam
War,” Small Wars and Insurgencies, 19, no. 2 (June 1968): 153. “Main force” refers to
traditional military ground units, which use conventional tactics, as opposed to guerrilla
units, which are lightly armed and rely heavily on small-unit, hit-and-run tactics.

7 Quoted in Moyar, Triumph Forsaken, 352.

120 The Americanization of the Vietnam War, 1963–1968

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006


contrast to his Republican opponent Senator Barry Goldwater, and there-
fore he was only willing to approve measures that would enhance that
image. Once elected, Johnson’s first and overriding commitment was to
his Great Society program of social reform. This in turn meant that he was
only prepared to commit forces to Vietnam sufficient to keep the Saigon
regime from losing the war. These priorities were reinforced by the low
opinion of America’s military leaders Johnson, a man with no military
experience, shared with Kennedy and McNamara. McMaster chronicles
McNamara’s contempt for the professional military officers and his con-
fidence, completely unjustified as events would show, that he and his
civilian advisors understood how to wage war better than military profes-
sionals.McMaster criticizes Johnson and his civilian advisors for ignoring
the military advice they received from the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). He
documents howMcNamara, aided byGeneralMaxwell Taylor, chairman
of the JCS from 1962 until 1964, prevented the views of the other Joint
Chiefs from reaching the president. McMaster points out that as early
as January 1964, the Joint Chiefs, writing to McNamara, made it clear
that the US military strategy based on graduated pressure could not
succeed. The JCS urged that “victory” be the goal in South Vietnam and
wanted to develop a military campaign, including bombing North
Vietnam and mining its ports through which military supplies arrived
from the Soviet Union and China, to secure that goal. That recommenda-
tion was not acted upon because even by early 1964 the JCS on the one
hand and Johnson and his civilian advisors on the other, in McMaster’s
words, “had started down different paths.”8

McMaster, to be sure, does not give the Joint Chiefs a pass. Despite
their firm conviction that the Johnson/McNamara military policy in
Vietnam could not succeed, he writes, the Joint Chiefs could not overcome
their interservice differences and personal bickering and become effective
advocates for a military strategy they believed was necessary to defeat the
Communist insurgency in Vietnam. Perhaps their most egregious failure
occurred in July 1965 when the Joint Chiefs, minus their chairman,
General Earle Wheeler, who was in South Vietnam at the time, met with
members of the House Armed Services Committee and avoided answering
questions about the level of force that would be required to win the war.9

8 H. R. McMaster, Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That Led to Vietnam (New York: Harper Collins, 1997),
63–65, 309–11.

9 Ibid., 309–10.
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McMaster points out that the Joint Chiefs hoped that graduated pressure
would evolve into a different strategy “more in keeping with their belief in
the necessity of greater force and its more resolute application.” But by
failing to confront the president with their objections and attempting to
work within the McNamara strategy, they gave “tacit approval” to grad-
uated pressure during the critical time when it was first implemented.10

McMaster’s chronicle of events raises the question of what the Joint
Chiefs could have effectively done while Johnson was in theWhite House,
given the realities of the American political system under which civilian
authorities control the military, to end the reliance on graduated pressure.
That is one reason revisionist commentators vary in their evaluations of
the JCS. Some offer generally negative assessments. General Bruce Palmer
Jr., who served in Vietnam as overall commander of Field Force II (one of
the four US military regions in South Vietnam) and later as deputy to
GeneralWestmoreland, criticizes the JCS but not as harshly asMcMaster.
In The 25-Year War, a volume published thirteen years before
McMaster’s, Palmer chastises the JCS for its inability to “articulate an
effective military strategy that they could persuade the commander-in-
chief to adopt.” But he also suggests that the JCS were limited in their
objections to the Johnson/McNamara strategy by the military’s “can do”
spirit and because they did not want to seem disloyal. Robert E. Morris
criticizes the Joint Chiefs because they “acquiesced as strategy was for-
mulated by the whiz kids and implemented in haphazard fashion.”11

Other revisionists are more charitable to the Joint Chiefs. Christopher
Gacek, in reviewing the decision making inWashington during late 1964,
finds it “hard to imagine how a government could contemplate going to
war and have such disregard for the opinions of its military leaders.”
Jacob Van Staaveren served for more than twenty years as a historian
for the US Air Force history program. Among his many studies isGradual
Failure: The Air War Over North Vietnam, 1965–1966, a classified work
written in the 1970s that was not published until 2003; it remains themost
comprehensive and authoritative history of the Rolling Thunder cam-
paign during those years. In Gradual Failure Staaveren chronicles how
as early as 1964 the Joint Chiefs stressed the necessity of strong measures
against North Vietnam and how by the fall of that year they were “exasp-
erated and dismayed” by Johnson’s andMcNamara’s failure to heed their

10 Ibid., 328.
11 Bruce Palmer, The 25-Year War, 45–46, 213, n.26; Robert E. Morris, “WhyWe Lost the

War in Vietnam,” 394.
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advice. He notes how on November 1, 1964, General Wheeler told
McNamara that most of the Joint Chiefs believed that failing additional
military action the United States should withdraw from Vietnam. Mark
Moyar stresses the difficulties the Joint Chiefs faced in dealing with
McNamara and Johnson and the limited options available to them. He
concludes, specifically mentioning McMaster in a footnote, that by working
with Johnsonwhile trying to influence him, the JointChiefs“chose the best of
the inferior options available.”12

graduated pressure and gradual
escalation in practice

The first airstrikes against North Vietnam, in August 1964 and again
in February 1965, were intended as strictly retaliatory measures in
response to North Vietnamese attacks against US forces, in the former
case an American destroyer on patrol in the Gulf of Tonkin (the Gulf of
Tonkin Incident) and in the latter American bases in South Vietnam.
However, by early 1965 President Johnson and his top advisors, aware
that without a strong demonstration of US support the government of
South Vietnam could collapse, understood they had to go beyond mere
reprisals. The campaign to apply graduated pressure against Hanoi via
systematic and sustained bombing, known as Rolling Thunder, therefore
began in March 1965. Rolling Thunder had two complementary goals:
first, to raise the cost of North Vietnam’s sponsorship of the insurgency in
South Vietnam to the point where Hanoi would be convinced it could not
succeed and therefore would agree to negotiations; and, second, to inhibit
the infiltration of troops and supplies into South Vietnam to the point
where the insurgency there could be defeated. Johnson’s civilian advisors
who formulated the Rolling Thunder bombing campaign against North
Vietnam did not address what should be done at that time in South
Vietnam.13 However, because the situation on the ground in South

12 Gacek, The Logic of Force, 190–91; Jacob Van Staaveren, Gradual Failure: The Air
War Over North Vietnam, 1965–1966 (Washington, DC: Air Force History and
Museum Program, 2002), 54–55, 58–59; Moyar, Triumph Forsaken, 331–32, 483,
n.12. For an assessment similar to Moyar’s, see Lewis Sorley, Honorable Warrior:
General Harold K. Johnson and the Ethics of Command (Lawrence: University Press
of Kansas, 1998).

13 William C. Gibbons, The U.S. Government and the Vietnam War: Executive and
Legislative Roles and Relationships, Part IV, July 1965–January 1966 (Washington,
DC: US Government Printing Office, 1994), 53. The controversial Tonkin Gulf
Incident involved two events. On August 2, 1964, North Vietnamese torpedo boats
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Vietnam was so urgent, Johnson decided to send the first US combat troops
to South Vietnam (Marines tasked with defending the important Da Nang
airfield), with the first units arriving within days of the start of Rolling
Thunder. The president and some of his advisors seem to have believed
that sending a small number of combat troops to South Vietnam would be
another way, albeit indirect, to apply graduated pressure onNorth Vietnam
and force Hanoi into negotiations. Instead, when Hanoi did not respond as
hoped, the United Stateswas forced to begin a policy of gradual escalation in
South Vietnam. As McMaster aptly puts it, Johnson’s decisions of early
1965 “transformed the conflict in Vietnam into an American war.”14

Rolling Thunder

Rolling Thunder was one of several US bombing campaigns during
the Vietnam War. It lasted from March 1965 to November 1968

and was carried out by US Air Force and Navy aircraft. Among the
other campaigns, Barrel Roll (December 1964–March 1973) sup-
ported the Royal Laotian government against Communist forces in
northern Laos and also attacked the Ho Chi Minh Trail to stop
North Vietnamese infiltration of troops and supplies into South
Vietnam. Steel Tiger (April 1965–November 1968) attempted to
interdict North Vietnamese infiltration via the Ho Chi Minh Trail in
the northern part of the Laotian panhandle. Tiger Hound (December
1965–November 1968) did the same in the southern part of the
Laotian panhandle. Commando Hunt (November 1968–April 1972)
was the successor to Tiger Hound. Menu (March 1969–May 1970)
attacked PAVN and Vietcong base camps inside Cambodia; it was
followed by Freedom Deal (May 1970–August 1973), which supported
the Cambodian government’s struggle against local Communist
guerrillas. Linebacker I was directed against North Vietnam during
Hanoi’s 1972 Easter Offensive against South Vietnam. It was closely
followed by Linebacker II, the so-called Christmas Bombing launched
in December 1972 to force Hanoi to make concessions in negotiations
going on in Paris. American, South Vietnamese, and other allied war-
planes dropped about eight million tons of bombs in Indochina during
the Vietnam War, with US aircraft accounting for about 82 percent of

attacked a US destroyer. A second alleged attack, on August 4 against two US destroyers,
is clouded by poor weather conditions and probably never took place.

14 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, pp. 203, 217.
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that total. About half the total tonnage, approximately four million
tons, was dropped in South Vietnam in support of military operations
there. Much of the rest were dropped in Laos and Cambodia as part of
US efforts to interdict North Vietnamese troops and supplies en route
to South Vietnam. Only slightly more than a tenth, about 880,000
tons, actually were dropped on North Vietnam.15 However, Rolling
Thunder was the main means by which the United States attempted to
systematically apply graduated pressure on North Vietnam and there-
fore merits extensive discussion.

Orthodox and revisionist commentators agree on one salient point:
Rolling Thunder failed. It did not force North Vietnam to the negotiating
table, and it did not sufficiently interdict the North Vietnamese infiltration
effort into South Vietnam. However, the respective commentators do not
agree on why Rolling Thunder failed. Orthodox historians generally argue
that North Vietnam, with its largely agricultural economy, was not
a suitable target for strategic bombing, which was based on US doctrine
developed during World War II in campaigns against Germany and Japan,
both heavily industrialized nations.NorthVietnam’smilitary supplies came
from outside patrons (the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China
[PRC]), so its ability towagewarwould not be damaged by bombing aswas
Germany’s and Japan’s. Orthodox commentators also argue that interdic-
tion of North Vietnamese infiltration into South Vietnam was futile since
Communist forces fighting a guerrilla war there needed so few outside
supplies that their needs could be satisfied even if only a small percentage
of whatHanoi sent actually reached its destination. This point, however, as
some of these same commentators acknowledge, only applies to the situa-
tion as it existed up to the early 1960s, that is, before large PAVN forces
equipped with heavy weapons and requiring a wide range of supplies were
in the South. Finally, orthodox commentators stress that North Vietnam
was too determined to attain its objective of conquering South Vietnam to
be intimidated byAmerican bombs. These factors, orthodox commentators
conclude, made North Vietnam immune to US conventional strategic
bombing.16

15 These statistics are from Turley, The Second Indochina War, 124–25. Two million tons
were dropped on Laos and 539,000 tons on Cambodia.

16 Hess, Vietnam: Explaining America’s Lost War, 86–89. One author frequently cited on
these points is military historian Mark Clodfelter. See his study The Limits of Airpower:
The American Bombing of North Vietnam (New York: The Free Press, 1989). See also
Earl H. Tilford Jr.,Crosswinds; The Air Force’s Setup in Vietnam (College Station: Texas
A&MUniversity Press, 1991). On the requirements of PAVN forces in the South by 1965,
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The revisionist response has two essential parts. First, revisionists argue
that North Vietnam was vulnerable to a properly carried out bombing
campaign. Rolling Thunder therefore could have been effective and
achieved its goals. Second, they explain the reasons why the United
States did not successfully exploit North Vietnam’s vulnerability.

C. Dale Walton has effectively summarized the first part of the revisio-
nist argument. He points out that North Vietnam’s lack of industry made
it dependent on military imports to carry on the war, and that dependence
actually increased its vulnerability to airpower. These vital military sup-
plies came from the Soviet Union and China, with the former supplying
heavy and sophisticated weaponry such as fighter planes, tanks, antiair-
craft artillery, antiaircraft missiles, radar systems, trucks, and field artil-
lery (which together eventually comprised 80 percent of all imported
North Vietnamese supplies) and the latter supplying the bulk of North
Vietnam’s small arms and ammunition. Closing down North Vietnam’s
ports, in particular mining the port of Haiphong, Walton argues, “alone
would have virtually eliminated the Soviet Union’s freedom to supply its
client.” Attacks on key railroads and highways, along with mining inland
waterways, “would have severely constrained the PRC’s ability to assist
the DRV.” Airpower simultaneously could have been used to shatter vital
North Vietnamese infrastructure, including storage facilities, supply
depots, factories engaged in war production, military bases, airports,
and government buildings. Air power therefore could have crippled
North Vietnam’s ability to wage war against South Vietnam had it been
properly used.17

The second part of the revisionist response, the reasonNorth Vietnam’s
vulnerability to air power was not exploited, has several components.
Revisionists place most of the blame for the failure of Rolling Thunder on
the Johnson administration for imposing restrictions on the bombing of
North Vietnam that made it impossible for the campaign to succeed.
These restrictions included, but were not confined to, limits on the targets
USwarplanes could attack, rules of engagement (ROEs) that made it more
difficult for American pilots to hit their targets while exposing them to

see Turley, The Second Indochina War, 68. See also note 71 for a comment by Prados on
the importance of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

17 Walton, The Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat in Vietnam, 114–16. The information on
specific weapons supplied respectively from Russia and China comes from various
sources. For a useful bibliographic overview of how military historians and officers
have evaluated Rolling Thunder see Ronald B. Frankum Jr., Like Rolling Thunder:
The Air War in Vietnam, 1964–1975 (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005), 174–177.
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greater risk, and the timing under which targets were attacked. At the
same time, some commentators who offer these and related arguments,
including serving US Air Force officers, also echo the orthodox case by
criticizing senior US Air Force commanders for failing to assess the situa-
tion they faced and remaining wedded to World War II doctrine that had
been designed for attacking industrialized countries and therefore was
unsuited for the task at hand. However, those offering this particular
critique do not always provide suggestions for how the US Air Force –

and presumably the US Navy – should have modified its doctrine.18

Robert E. Morris has characterized America’s overall military effort in
Vietnam as a policy of “escalation and de-escalation, an ‘on again off
again’ knee-jerk reaction that varied with the intuitive whims of President
Johnson and his advisors.”19 That observation is particularly apt with
regard to the Rolling Thunder. Rolling Thunder was the key pillar of
graduated pressure because it was the main way in which the war was
taken directly to North Vietnam itself, as opposed to the military effort
being conducted against Hanoi’s proxy forces and PAVN troops in South
Vietnam. Presumably a campaign that would start slowly and deliver its
message to Hanoi by increasing pressure in carefully calibrated incre-
ments, Rolling Thunder’s “on again, off again” implementation included
seven major bombing halts (plus smaller ones that brought the total to
sixteen) instituted with the hope of serving as the carrot that along with
the stick of bombing would bring North Vietnam to the negotiating table.
The effect of this erratic approach was the opposite. North Vietnammade
it clear from the start that it was not interested in any negotiations that
would interfere with the goal of taking control of South Vietnam.
Meanwhile, the pauses, the “graduated” increase in the intensity of the
bombing, and Washington’s restrictions on the bombing of many signifi-
cant military targets bolstered Hanoi’s resolve. In A Soldier Reports, his
memoir on the war, GeneralWestmoreland ruefully wonders how anyone
could have expected the North Vietnamese to negotiate “when the only
thing that might hurt them – the bombing –was pursued in a manner that
communicated not determination and resolution but weakness and trepi-
dation?”He adds, “The signals we were sending were signals of our own

18 For example see Colonel John K. Ellsworth, “Operation Rolling Thunder: Strategic
Implications of Airpower Doctrine” (US Army War College, Carlisle Barracks, PA,
2003); Colonel Dennis M. Drew, “Rolling Thunder 1965: Anatomy of a Failure”
(Montgomery, AL: Air University Press, 1986). Available online at www.au.af.mil/au/
awc/awcgate/readings/drew2.htm

19 Robert E. Morris, “Why We Lost the War in Vietnam,” 391.
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distress.” Graduated American bombing also enabled the North
Vietnamese to disperse their most important resources, including their
oil supplies, and otherwise prepare for future attacks while also exploiting
the bombing for propaganda purposes by focusing attention on civilian
casualties and damage. Perhaps worst of all, bombing pauses and target-
ing restrictions enabled the North Vietnamese to build a sophisticated air
defense system.20

The ROEs the Johnson administration imposed on US aircraft attack-
ing North Vietnam compounded the problems caused by Rolling
Thunder’s gradualist strategy. These ROEs have been widely and often
bitterly criticized by revisionist commentators.21 They were of two kinds,
geographical and operational. Geographical limits placed key areas out of
bounds, initially all of North Vietnam above the 20th parallel, which left
Hanoi, Haiphong, and the rest of the country’s heartland immune from
US attacks. Even when the 20th parallel limit was lifted, important geo-
graphic restrictions remained, most importantly restricted and prohibited
zones around Hanoi and Haiphong. Operating restrictions included
totally or partially prohibiting attacks against targets the military wanted
to hit. Usually these were considered civilian targets, although at times
that designation was questionable. Also, attacks on military targets near
protected civilian targets also were strictly limited.Makingmatters worse,
the ROEs were complicated and frequently changed, to the point where at
times it was difficult for pilots to know on a day-to-day basis what they
actually were. The ROEs made inherently difficult missions even more
dangerous. They made it impossible to wage the air war according to
US Air Force doctrine, which called for inflicting maximum damage on
enemy forces and the infrastructure that supported them by attacking vital
targets in the enemy’s heartland essential to its ability and will to fight.
On a more fundamental level, the ROEs made it extremely difficult to
adhere to two key principles of waging war: security, never allowing the

20 Charles Tustin Kamps, “The JCS 94-Target List: A VietnamMyth That Distorts Military
Thought,” Aerospace Power Journal, Spring 2001: 71–72; Ronald B. Frankum Jr.,
“‘Swatting Flies With a Sledgehammer’: The Air War,” in Rolling Thunder in a Gentle
Land: The Vietnam War Revisited, ed. Andrew Wiest (London and New York: Osprey
Publishing, 2006), 216–18; William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (New York:
Dell, 1980), 153; Walton, The Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat in Vietnam, 115.

21 For example, see Staaveren, Gradual Failure; William M. Momyer, Air Power in Three
Wars (WWII, Korea, Vietnam) (Washington, DC: Office of Air Force History, 1985;
John T. Correll, “Rolling Thunder,” AIR FORCE Magazine, March 2005;
Wayne Thompson, To Hanoi and Back: The U.S. Air Force and North Vietnam
(Washington, DC and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2000).
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enemy to acquire an unexpected advantage; and surprise, striking the
enemy at a time and place or in a manner for which it is unprepared.22

All of this was done against the advice of the administration’s military
advisors, most notably the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who from the start of
Rolling Thunder were urging a much more intensive campaign than that
approved by the president. The original JCS plan, to be directed at ninety-
four targets during a four-phase operation over thirteen weeks, was
rejected, notwithstanding the support it received from both General
Westmoreland and Admiral Ulysses S. Sharpe, commander-in-chief of
the US Pacific Command. General Taylor, by then ambassador to South
Vietnam, took the middle ground, favoring stronger attacks than those
authorized by President Johnson but not at the level recommended by the
JCS. Air Force Chief of Staff John P. McConnell favored an even
more intense twenty-eight-day campaign. As early as February 1965,
just before the onset of Rolling Thunder, Admiral Sharpe wrote to the
JCS that the administration’s proposed “graduated reprisal” campaign
was inadequate. In April 1965, a month into Rolling Thunder, JCS
Chairman General Earle G. Wheeler warned Secretary of Defense
McNamara that US strikes had “not curtailed DRV military capabilities
in any major way.”23 CIA Director John McCone voiced the same con-
cern. In a memo that same April to the president’s top advisors, McCone
warned that United States had to “change the ground rules of the strikes
against North Vietnam. We must hit them hard, more frequently, and
inflict greater damage.”24

This advice was repeated frequently in 1965 and in the years that
followed. The failure to heed professional military advice became, and
has remained, a sore point among senior military officers who served
during the war as well as with revisionist commentators who believe the
air campaign against North Vietnam could have made a substantial con-
tribution to the war effort. General McConnell, upon retiring in 1969,

22 Major Ricky James Drake, “The Rules of Defeat: The Impact of Aerial Rules of
Engagement on USAF Operations in North Vietnam, 1965–1968” (Maxwell Air Force
Base, AL: Air University Press, 1992), 7–10; Frankum “Swatting Flies with
a Sledgehammer,” 218; Ellsworth, “Operation Rolling Thunder,”18.

23 Gacek, The Logic of Force, 198–201. Wheeler is quoted in Joseph R. Cerami,
“Presidential Decisionmaking and Vietnam.” Parameters: The U.S Army War College
Quarterly Winter 1996–97. Available online at http://strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/
pubs/parameters/Articles/96winter/cerami.htm. For details on the so-called 94 Target
List and the overall JCS plan see Kamps, “The JCS 94-Target List,” 77–78; Drew,
“Rolling Thunder 1965,” 9.

24 Quoted in Gacek, The Logic of Force, 205.

Graduated Pressure and Gradual Escalation in Practice 129

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006


told the National Security Council that Rolling Thunder’s lack of success
stemmed from “restrictions placed upon the Air Force.”25 In his history of
the war, General Phillip B. Davidson writes that “gradualism forced the
United States into a lengthy, indecisive air war of attrition – the very kind
which best suited Ho and Giap.”26 Colonel Joseph R. Cerami has noted,
“the progressive, slow squeeze option succeeded only in preventing the
attainment of U.S. strategic objectives.”27 US Air Force Reserve Colonel
John K. Ellsworth makes a more fundamental point: the Johnson admin-
istration, following McNamara’s theories, “did not understand airpower
or military doctrines. Consequently, it did not utilize air power the way it
was intended to be used.” Specifically:

[President] Johnson showed that he did not understand the inherent nature of
airpower as an offensive weapon. Aerial combat is much different from ground
warfare: the vastness of airspace promotes offensive actions rather than defensive
or protective measures. Defensive tactics are counter-productive. Since you can be
attacked from any direction by airpower, it is therefore imperative that air leaders
be allowed to force the fight and take the offensive to the enemy. Bombing halts
and cease-fires hindered a continuous and concentrated strategic bombing
campaign; they allowed the North Vietnamese to reconstitute their forces,
reestablish their lines of supply, and generally outlast the American effort.28

Finally, Dale Walton makes an equally fundamental point when he notes
that US policy makers made a “critical strategic error”when they used the
air campaign against North Vietnam as a tool of diplomacy rather than as
an instrument to weaken the DRV’s ability to continue the war. This
forced the Americans into the absurd position of leaving the most impor-
tant targets untouched so they could be used as leverage to force Hanoi to
the bargaining table. And this in turn “undermined the effectiveness of the
entire air war” because it enabled the North Vietnamese to adjust to the
bombing, disperse their most valuable resources, and build their formid-
able air defense system.29

The matter of what should have been done about North Vietnam’s air
defenses is a particularly sore point because of the enormous toll they
ultimately took on American airmen. As of late 1964, North Vietnam
had a relatively unsophisticated air defense system based on 1,400 anti-
aircraft artillery pieces. Its air force had only thirty-four fighter aircraft,

25 Quoted Hess, Vietnam: Explaining America’s Lost War, 94.
26 Davidson, Vietnam at War, 339.
27 Cerami, “Presidential Decisionmaking and Vietnam.”
28 Ellsworth, “Operation Rolling Thunder,” 6, 16.
29 Walton, The Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat in Vietnam, 108.
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old MiG-15s and MiG-17s. It was after the first Rolling Thunder bomb-
ing pause, which began in May 1965, that North Vietnam began inte-
grating Soviet-built SA-2 surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) into its air
defense system. By 1966, Hanoi and other strategic centers in North
Vietnam were protected by a sophisticated, world-class air defense sys-
tem that included SAM missiles, antiaircraft artillery, and Soviet-built
MiG fighters. By November 1968, when Rolling Thunder ended, that air
defense system included 200 SAM sites, more than 8,000 antiaircraft
artillery pieces, more than 400 radars of various types, and an air force of
75 fighters that included advanced MiG-21s as well as MiG-19s and
MiG-17s.30

The antiaircraft artillery pieces alone were dangerous enough.
The North Vietnamese, taking advantage of the delay in US reprisals,
had almost 1,000 antiaircraft artillery pieces deployed at likely bomb-
ing targets by February 1965; by December 1965 there were more than
2,200, and, as noted earlier, by 1968 more than 8,000. These weapons
took a heavy toll on US aircraft during the reprisal raids
of February 1965 and the early Rolling Thunder attacks that followed.
Ultimately they would account for 68 percent of all the US aircraft lost
in Vietnam during the war. Meanwhile, although the United States
learned early in April 1965 that SAM sites were being built,
Washington did not permit attacks against them until July, and then
only against sites outside the Hanoi/Haiphong region. In A Soldier
Reports, General Westmoreland reported an incident, widely cited in
the secondary literature on the war, which took place in Saigon shortly
after the United States discovered SAM construction. Westmoreland
and his air commander, General Joseph H. Moore, wanted to bomb the
SAM sites before they were completed. They raised the matter with
John McNaughton, an assistant secretary of defense. He responded:
“You don’t think the North Vietnamese are going to use them! Putting
them in is just a political ploy by the Russians to appease Hanoi.” That
response echoed a memo McNaughton had written to McNamara,
which opined, “We won’t bomb the sites, and that will be a signal to
North Vietnam not to use them,” an assessment McNamara shared.
Westmoreland, not surprisingly, was furious, and in A Soldier Reports

30 Kamps, “The JCS 94-Target List,” 72; Patrick K. Barker, “Air Defense: Democratic
Republic of Vietnam,” in The Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War: A Political, Social,
and Military History, ed. Spencer C. Tucker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 6.
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denounced what he called this sending of signals by the “clever civilian
theorists in Washington.”31

As Leslie H. Gelb and Richard K. Betts, two orthodox commentators,
noted in The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked, “McNaughton
turned out to be wrong. The DRV was soon using SAMs to knock down
large numbers of U.S. warplanes.”32 US pilots had various techniques to
avoid or defeat the SAMS, from jamming and destroying the radars that
guided them to dropping down to lower altitudes, and relatively few
aircraft were lost to North Vietnamese SAMs. But the SAMs still affected
missions over North Vietnam. Even when these missiles missed their
targets, combat aircraft that dropped to a lower altitude to avoid them
were forced into what long-time AIR FORCE Magazine editor John
T. Correll has called the “lethal shooting gallery of the [antiaircraft]
guns.”33

Even when attacks against SAMs were permitted, rules of engagement
imposed by Washington severely limited their effectiveness. Airmen often
could only attack SAMs actually firing on them. Therefore, in one incident
when US Navy pilots found 111 SAMs being transported on railcars, they
could not attack them. “We had to fight all 111 one at a time,” one pilot
recalled. The North Vietnamese, well aware of US rules of engagement,
took advantage of them. To protect their SAMbases, they located asmany

31 McNaughton’s memo to McNamara is cited in Correll, “Rolling Thunder,” 61–62.
On McNaughton also see Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports, 153. On the antiaircraft
artillery statistics, which vary a bit from source to source, see Barker, “Air Defense:
Democratic Republic of Vietnam,” 6; and Van Staaveren, Gradual Failure, 313.
On aircraft losses to antiaircraft fire see Momyer, Air Power in Three Wars, 123.
The percentage of losses to antiaircraft fire is higher than Momyer’s figure when
Indochina as a whole is considered. Orthodox historian John Prados has called
Westmoreland’s reporting of the McNaughton incident a “much simplified version of
reality,” presumably because the question of whether to bomb the SAM sights had not
yet been decided and was, in fact, discussed by President Johnson and his advisors
inMay 1965. The reality, however, especially from the perspective of the pilots who had
to go into harm’s way to bomb targets in North Vietnam, is that by not deciding
immediately to bomb the SAM sites and deliberating instead, Johnson and his advisors
decided to give the North Vietnamese (and their Soviet benefactors) time to complete
several sites. In late July a SAM scored its first kill on a US warplane, at which point
Johnson authorized the bombing of some, but not all, of the SAM sites. See John Prados,
“The ’65 Decision: Bombing Soviet SAM Sites in North Vietnam,” The Veteran,
January/February 2006. Available online at www.vva.org/archive/TheVeteran/2006_
01/FeaturesSAM.htm

32 Leslie H. Gelb and Richard K. Betts, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked
(Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 1979), 138.

33 Correll, “Rolling Thunder,” 62.
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as they could within ten miles of Hanoi since that city normally was safe
from attack. SAMs could attack aircraft as far as twenty-seven miles from
Hanoi, and that put many American aircraft attacking targets along the
transportation systemmoving troops and supplies southward within their
range. In fact, most of the targets along that transportation network in
North Vietnam were within thirty miles of Hanoi. Thus, notes General
William W. Momyer, who commanded the US Seventh Air Force in
Vietnam from 1966 to 1968, “the SAMs could hit us whenever we came
after one of their more significant targets near Hanoi, but our rules of
engagement prevented us, in most cases, from hitting back.”34

In addition, by April 1965 US aircraft on bombing raids were being
engaged byNorth VietnameseMiGs, but Johnson andMcNamara did not
permit attacks against the airfields those MiGs flew from in North
Vietnam.35 They thereby ignored US airpower doctrine, which sensibly
called for striking enemy airfields at the beginning of a campaign. This
enabled North Vietnamese MiGs, first MiG-17s and within a year
advanced MiG-21s, to challenge US aircraft, which then had to engage
them in aerial battles. The most important North Vietnamese MiG base
was Phuc Yen airfield, about twenty miles northwest of Hanoi. The pleas
of the military commanders in Vietnam and Joint Chiefs notwithstanding,
US aircraft were forbidden to attack Phuc Yen or any other North
Vietnamese airbase for two years. Until 1967 US pilots attempting to
destroy enemy aircraft literally had to watch enemy airfields and wait
until the MiGs stationed there took off and attacked them before taking
action. Thomson notes that the lesson of this failure was learned, albeit
too late for many pilots who flew in Vietnam: “In Rolling Thunder the Air
Force had been forbidden to attack enemy airfields for two years.
In Desert Storm [the 1991 campaign against Iraq], enemy airfields were
attacked the first night.”36

General Momyer has pointed out that in early 1965 the overall North
Vietnamese system of radars, antiaircraft guns, SAMs, and MiGs was in
an embryonic state and could have been destroyed with no significant
American aircraft losses. That was not done because US civilian officials
feared such action would be an escalation of the war that might trigger
Chinese and possibly even Soviet intervention. Momyer adds that as
a result the system was allowed to expand without significant

34 Ibid.; Momyer, Air Power in Three Wars, 133.
35 Van Staaveren, Gradual Failure, 314–15.
36 Thompson, To Hanoi and Back, 34, 284; Drake, “The Rules of Defeat,” 6.
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US interference until the spring of 1966, when methodical attacks were
permitted against parts it. “We were never allowed to attack the entire
system,” he concludes with understandable frustration.37

The issue of possible great power military intervention – the real con-
cern was China, Soviet intervention was considered far less likely – was
legitimate, especially given China’s intervention in the Korean War less
than fifteen years earlier. Revisionist commentators acknowledge this.
Walton, for example, notes it would have been “irresponsible for decision
makers not to consider the possibility that China would intervene on
North Vietnam’s behalf.” However, Walton makes a strong case that
the risk of this happening was low; he maintains that there was sufficient
evidence that the United States “with considerable confidence” could have
escalated the war against North Vietnam. Mark Moyar has seconded this
conclusionwith additional evidence, including comments byMaoZedong
to journalist Edgar Snow published in February 1965 in The New
Republic. Snow summarizedMao’s viewpoint as follows: “China’s armies
would not go beyond her borders to fight. That was clear enough. Only if
the United States attacked China would China fight.Wasn’t that clear?”38

This assumption about Chinese intentions is especially true if one con-
siders only Rolling Thunder, as opposed to the suggestion that the United
States should have invaded the southern part of North Vietnam. For
example, Chen Jian has noted that in June 1965 the Chinese made it
clear to their comrades in Hanoi that as long as the war remained in its
“current status” – meaning US military actions in South Vietnam while
using only air power to bomb North Vietnam – the Vietnamese would
have to fight by themselves, albeit with Chinese military and other aid.
Xioming Zhang, covering the same period, citing Zhou Enlai, notes that
Beijing “under the current circumstances” was not going to provoke
a direct Sino-American confrontation.39 As Walton puts it, “China did
not trap US policy makers – because of their extreme risk aversion, those
leaders trapped themselves.”40

37 Momyer, Air Power in Three Wars, 118.
38 Walton, The Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat in Vietnam, 94–100; Moyar, Triumph

Forsaken, 360–61 and “Section I Response,” in Triumph Revisited, 69–71; Edgar
Snow, “Interview with Mao Zedong,” The New Republic, February 26, 1965.
Available online at https://newrepublic.com/article/89494/interview-mao-tse-tung-
communist-china

39 Chen Jian, “China’s Involvement in the Vietnam War, 1964–1969,” The China
Quarterly 142 (June, 1995): 369; Xiaoming Zhang, “The Vietnam War, 1964–1969:
A Chinese Perspective,” The Journal of Military History 60, no. 4 (October 1996): 751.

40 Walton, The Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat in Vietnam, 101.
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Limits imposed by Washington also severely hindered interdiction.
Johnson’s refusal to bomb key railways, highway bridges, and storage
facilities in the northern part of North Vietnam, and, above all, mine
North Vietnam’s ports, especially Haiphong, its most important port,
made it impossible to sufficiently interdict the flow of military supplies
destined for Communist forces in South Vietnam. Thompson has summed
up the situation the USAir Force andNavy faced in attempting to interdict
the flow of weapons and supplies into South Vietnam. Approximately
a third of North Vietnam’s imports came by railroad running northeast
into China while most of the rest arrived via the port of Haiphong. Since
North Vietnam imported most of its military supplies, General Momyer
deemed it essential to close the Haiphong port and sever the northeast
railroad link with China. However, President Johnson refused to permit
the USNavy to bomb andmine the port of Haiphong because, with Soviet
ships there, he feared an incident that might lead to a wider war. The US
Air Force was permitted to bomb the northeast railroad but not the largest
bridges across the Red River at Hanoi because Johnson wanted to avoid
civilian casualties. Effective bombing of the railroad yards was precluded
because Johnson refused to permit the use of B-52 bombers, the aircraft
that could carry the heavy bomb loads required for the job. There were
other restrictions as well.41

The result was that US airpower was used in a manner for which it was
not suited. In discussing the general problem of using air power for
interdiction, Momyer later wrote that reducing an enemy’s supply line
to zero is “virtually impossible so long as he is willing to pay an extra-
vagant price in lost men and supplies.” The object therefore should be to
reduce the supply flow as much as possible and raise the cost as high as
possible. This means focusing an air campaign on the most vital supply
targets such as factories, power plants, refineries, marshalling yards, and
transportation lines that carry supplies in bulk. Waiting until the enemy
“has disseminated his supplies among thousands of trucks, sampans,
rafts, bicycles, and then to send our multimillion-dollar aircraft after
these individual vehicles – this is how to maximize our cost, not his.”42

Yet, to Momyer’s great frustration, this is exactly what the United States
did in Vietnam during Rolling Thunder. The Johnson administration
forced its airmen to interdict North Vietnamese supplies retail rather
than wholesale.

41 Thompson, To Hanoi and Back, 26; Momyer, Air Power in Three Wars, 174–75.
42 Momyer, Air Power in Three Wars, 174–75, 338.
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It has repeatedly been pointed out that ultimately the United States
attacked almost every target on its Air Force’s original target list.
The overall destruction was massive: 65 percent of North Vietnam’s
POL (petroleum, oil, lubricants) storage capacity, 60 percent of its power-
generating capacity, half of its major bridges (at one point or another),
10,000 trucks, 2,000 railroad cars, and 20 locomotives.43 It also is con-
stantly repeated that the United States droppedmore tonnage on Vietnam,
North and South, than was dropped by all combatants during the entirety
of World War II. However, these statistics, in Walton’s words, “prove
nothing.” The reason is that the “most lucrative targets in North
Vietnam . . . were intentionally left undisturbed by the Johnson adminis-
tration.” These included North Vietnam’s industrial infrastructure, the
port of Haiphong, key railroads and bridges, and the seat of government
in Hanoi. Going beyond North Vietnam, Walton adds that the United
States restricted “the wrong part of the air war.” It is precisely bombing in
SouthVietnam that should have been “carefully circumscribed,”while the
campaign against North Vietnam should have been “nearly
unrestricted.”44 Thompson makes essentially the same points. He notes
that in North Vietnam “the bombs kept falling on less important targets”
and that much of the bombing in Southeast Asia as a whole “did nothing
but tear up jungle.”45 To which Staaveren adds, with reference to 1965

but applicable to the entire Rolling Thunder campaign, “combat pilots
took many risks and often suffered high losses by striking and restriking
a large number of relatively unimportant targets.”46

Two additional perspectives, one American and one North
Vietnamese, merit serious consideration in evaluating graduated response
and the failure of Rolling Thunder. Douglas Pike served for many years as
a US Foreign Service officer and, after his retirement, as director of the
Indochinese Studies Project at the University of California, Berkeley. He
was one of America’s leading experts on Vietnam and probably its leading
civilian expert on the Vietnamese armed forces. At a symposium in 1983,
Pike compared the results of Rolling Thunder under President Johnson to
those of the massive US air assault against Hanoi and Haiphong under
Richard Nixon in December 1972, when most of the restrictions of the
earlier campaign were removed. In his view, “while conditions had

43 Earl H. Tilford Jr, “Rolling Thunder, Operation,” in The Encyclopedia of the Vietnam
War: A Political, Social, and Military History, 359.

44 Walton, The Myth of Inevitable U.S. Defeat in Vietnam, 110, 113.
45 Thompson, To Hanoi and Back, 284. 46 Staaveren, Gradual Failure, 316.
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changed vastly in seven years, the dismaying conclusion to suggest itself
from the 1972 Christmas bombing is that had this kind of air assault been
launched in 1965, the Vietnam war as we know it might have been over
within a matter of months, even weeks.”47 Bui Tin served as a colonel on
the general staff of the North Vietnamese army and as a war correspon-
dent; as the highest-ranking officer on the scene in Saigon on April 30,
1975, he received the South Vietnamese government’s surrender. (He later
became disillusioned with the Vietnamese Communist movement and
moved to France.) Bui Tin’s view from the other side lends considerable
support to Pike’s assessment. In an interview with theWall Street Journal
in August 1995, Bui Tin was asked about the US bombing of North
Vietnam. He answered as follows: “If all the bombing had been concen-
trated at one time, it would have hurt our efforts. But the bombing was
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47 Quoted in Mackubin Thomas Owens, “A Winnable War: The Argument against the
Orthodox History of Vietnam” [Book Review] Weekly Standard, January 5, 2007.
Available online at www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/013/13
3ccyfj.asp

Graduated Pressure and Gradual Escalation in Practice 137

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006


expanded in slow stages under Johnson and didn’t worry us. We had
plenty of time to prepare alternate routes and facilities.”48

John T. Correll has provided an appropriate epitaph for Rolling
Thunder. He acknowledges that it is impossible to know what an all-out
bombing campaign in 1965, as the US Air Force commanders wanted,
would have achieved. That said, he insists, “whenRolling Thunder ended,
our best chance of knocking North Vietnam out of the war was gone.”
Finally, he cogently and ruefully observes, “Rolling Thunder had not been
built to succeed, and it didn’t.”49

Search and Destroy

If it is reasonable to say that there is something of a revisionist consensus
about the shortcomings of graduated pressure as applied to the air war
against North Vietnam and how they could have been corrected, the same
cannot be said regarding the ground war against Communist military
forces in South Vietnam. At issue is General Westmoreland’s campaign
of “search and destroy,” according to which American combat troops
focused primarily on seeking out large Communist units, usually in diffi-
cult jungle terrain, to engage them in large-scale battles. Search and
destroy, it should be noted, was not graduated pressure in the same
sense as Rolling Thunder. First, it was confined to South Vietnam and
therefore did not directly affect North Vietnam. Second, although the
US troop buildup in South Vietnam took place gradually over three
years (1965–1968), it was undertaken in response to the requirements of
the military situation on the ground, not as part of a strategy of system-
atically increasing pressure on the enemy. Third, inside South Vietnam –

as opposed to the Washington’s stricture that US and South Vietnamese
forces not enter Laos, Cambodia, or North Vietnam – search and destroy
was not subject to strict limitations and micromanagement from
Washington as was Rolling Thunder. However, as with Rolling
Thunder, search and destroy was pursued as part of the overall military
policy of gradual escalation, an approach that rejected the option of
seeking a decisive military victory as quickly as possible in favor of
creating a situation that would force North Vietnam into negotiations in
which it would have to accept the independence of South Vietnam.

48 Bui Tin, “How the North Won the War.” Interview with Stephen Young. Wall Street
Journal, August 3, 1995. Available online at www.viet-myths.netbuitin.htm

49 Correll, “Rolling Thunder,” 65.

138 The Americanization of the Vietnam War, 1963–1968

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107110199.006


Search and destroy was the primary American approach to the ground
war from the arrival of US combat troops in South Vietnam
in March 1965 until after the Communist Tet Offensive of early 1968.
It relied heavily on American technology, which among other advantages
provided unprecedented mobility via the use of helicopters to quickly
transport large American infantry units into combat areas, and on super-
ior US firepower, both ground based and airborne, to overwhelm
Communist forces. Search and destroy was essentially a strategy of attri-
tion, the goal being to wear down the enemy and ultimately reach the so-
called cross-over point, where Communist casualties would exceed the
ability to replace them, and thereby force Hanoi to give up its effort to
conquer South Vietnam. That goal was not achieved. The only cross-over
point that was reached during the search and destroy era was that
American casualties, although far lower than those suffered by North
Vietnam, eventually reached the point where they were no longer accep-
table to the American public.

The debate among revisionists over search and destroy is
a continuation of a clash of viewpoints that began during the war; it is
nowmore than half a century old. A key point of contention is what kind
of war North Vietnam was waging to conquer South Vietnam – was it
primarily a guerrilla insurgency or a conventional war? – and, therefore,
how the United States should have responded militarily. The opposing
poles in this disagreement among revisionists as it evolved after the war
are provided by two US Army officers who served in Vietnam,
Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Krepinevich, author of The Army in
Vietnam (1986), and Colonel Harry Summers, author of On Strategy
(1982), the former making the case for guerrilla insurgency and the latter
for conventional war. There are, as there were during the war, all sorts of
gradations, combinations, and variations in between, only some of
which can be discussed in the limited space available here.
The viewpoints of Krepinevich and Summers are covered first because
they in effect frame the scope of the debate and because each makes,
respectively, the best-known statement of the guerrilla insurgency and
conventional war case.

The case for a counterinsurgency strategy goes back to the early days of
US involvement in Vietnam. A variety of civilian and military officials
argued that key to winning the war was to defeat the guerrilla insurgency
in South Vietnam and that this required a counterinsurgency strategy.
They included three prominent and charismatic military figures:
Lieutenant Colonel Edward Lansdale, who first served in South Vietnam
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as a close advisor toNgoDinhDiem and then, between 1965 and 1968, as
a civilian pacification specialist; Lieutenant Colonel John Paul Vann, who
served for about eight years in Vietnam, first as an US Army officer and
then as a civilian advisor, before being killed in a helicopter crash in
1972; and Colonel David Hackworth, whose public criticism of the
US Army’s approach to the war led to his retirement in 1971.
The Marine Corps entered the fray in 1965 by implementing its own
version of counterinsurgency in a number of areas in South Vietnam,
albeit in the face of criticism from Westmoreland and other top Army
commanders on the scene. After the war, the Marine case was made
forcefully by General Victor H. Krulak, the overall commander of
Marine forces in the Pacific from March 1964 to May 1968.50

Picking up this line of thinking, Krepinevich argues that the US Army
failed in Vietnam because it overemphasized conventional warfare when
in fact it faced a guerrilla war in South Vietnam that required a multi-
faceted counterinsurgency strategy to ensure victory. He puts the bulk of
the blame for this on what he calls the “Army Concept,” which called for
waging conventional war and using massive firepower to minimize US
casualties. This approach grew out of the US Army’s successes in its
previous twentieth-century wars, the threat posed by the Soviet Union
during the Cold War, and numerous contingencies the US Army faced
during the Vietnam years with limited resources.51 The trouble, says
Krepinevich, is that the US Army’s conventional tactics were highly
destructive and unsuited to defeating the main threat to the government
of South Vietnam: a guerrilla insurgency that drew its strength from the
discontent of the peasants. Emphasis therefore had to be placed “first
and foremost, on the internal [italics added] threat to the stability and
legitimacy of the government of South Vietnam.” Defeating this guerrilla
insurgency required more than destroying main-force guerrilla units
through attrition, as conventional US tactics were intended to do; it
also required eliminating smaller units and the guerrilla political
infrastructure, and thereby separating the guerrillas from the rural popu-
lation. By focusing on attrition rather than counterinsurgency, the

50 Victor H. Krulak First to Fight: An Inside View of the US Marine Corps (Annapolis:
Naval Institute Press, 1984). Significantly, while Krulak stressed the need for counter-
insurgency against Communist forces in South Vietnam, he emphasized the necessity of
blocking North Vietnam from resupplying the insurgents in the South, a point also made
by Colonel Harry Summers in building his case for conventional warfare.

51 Andrew F. Krepinevich Jr.,The Army in Vietnam (Baltimore and London: JohnsHopkins
University Press, 1986), 4–6.
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USArmy “missed whatever opportunity it had to deal the insurgent forces
a crippling blow at low enough cost to permit a continued U.S. presence in
Vietnam in the event of external, overt aggression.” Making matters
worse, the massive use of firepower “alienated the most important ele-
ment in any counterinsurgency strategy – the people.” The result,
Krepinevich concludes, was that the US Army not only failed to defeat
the most dangerous threat to South Vietnam – the internal one – but in the
process undermined public support for the war in the United States.52

The argument for counterinsurgency has been made in a variety of ways
by a number of revisionists. Three of the most notable commentators are
historian Guenter Lewy (America in Vietnam, 1978), Lieutenant Colonel
John A. Nagl (Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency
Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam, 2002), and General Lewis Sorley
(Westmoreland: The General Who Lost Vietnam, 2011). Lewy argues
that search and destroy “badly underestimated” North Vietnam’s ability
to escalate in response to US measures and that this in turn forced
Washington to continue its buildup “with no end in sight.” Search and
destroy tactics alienated the population in the countryside; in particular,
America’s “lavish use of firepower” inhibited the efforts of the South
Vietnamese government to win the allegiance of the people. Lewy further
criticizes the strategy of attrition for neglecting the “crucial importance” of
pacification and ignoring that “the enemy whom it was essential to defeat
was in the hamlets and not in the jungles.” Finally, he stresses that the war
had to be won in South Vietnam by the South Vietnamese themselves.53

Nagl stresses the failure of Westmoreland and other US Army comman-
ders in Vietnam to get beyond the lessons they learned on the battlefields of
World War II – using terms such as “institutional culture” and “organiza-
tional culture” rather than Krepinevich’s “Army Concept” to sum up doc-
trine that embodied those lessons – despite the fact that they faced a very
different war in Vietnam. Nagl notes that there were younger people, both
civilian and military, who understood the need to fight a counterinsurgency
in South Vietnam but that they were unable to influence the US Army’s
approach to the war. Unfortunately, the US Army continued to use the
“hammer” of “firepower and maneuver, battalions and divisions” it had
previously usedwith such success instead of the necessary “political-military-
economic screwdriver” suggested by innovative thinkers.54

52 Ibid., 12–13, 231–34, 259, 268. 53 Lewy, America in Vietnam, 51, 437–38.
54 John A. Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons From

Malaya and Vietnam (Westport: Praeger, 2002), 200–203.
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Lewis Sorley, like Krepinevich, served in Vietnam. As the title of his
biography ofWestmoreland makes clear, Sorely places the primary blame
for search and destroy and its shortcomings on Westmoreland. He cites
General Bruce Palmer, who served asWestmoreland’s deputy in Vietnam,
to make the point that search and destroy was Westmoreland’s strategic
concept, not an approach imposed on him by Washington. Sorley main-
tains that in focusing on search and destroy, and therefore on attrition,
Westmoreland neglected “two other crucial aspects of the war, improve-
ment of South Vietnam’s armed forces and pacification.” A crucial and
controversial twist in Sorely’s account, which is discussed Chapter 6, is
that he credits Westmoreland’s successor, General Creighton Abrams,
with remedying Westmoreland’s failures and, in effect, winning the war
by 1972.55

Colonel Summers, the author ofOn Strategy, disagrees fundamentally
with the case that counterinsurgency was the key to victory in Vietnam.
He argues that what the United States faced in South Vietnam, notwith-
standing the local Vietcong guerrilla insurgency, was a North Vietnamese
invasion of that country that in fact was a conventional war. In other
words, contra Krepinevich, Summers sees the real threat to the govern-
ment of South Vietnam as external, not internal. Although the overall
North Vietnamese campaign openedwith a guerrilla attack, he argues, the
nature of the war changed during 1963 and 1964 when Hanoi began
sending regular army troops south. The guerrilla insurgency thus was
a “tactical screen masking North Vietnam’s real objectives (the conquest
of South Vietnam).”56

The problemwas that the United States responded as if it were dealing
with an insurgency: “Instead of orientating on North Vietnam – the
source of the war – we turned our attention to the symptom – the
guerrilla war in the south.” As for search and destroy, limited as it was
to South Vietnam itself, to Summers it was an “intense” version of
counterinsurgency. Rather than searching for Communist forces scat-
tered about South Vietnam, the United States should have committed its
forces to “isolating the battlefield”: that is, cutting off the routes by

55 Lewis Sorley, Westmoreland: The General Who Lost Vietnam (Boston and New York:
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2011), 73, 91–107. See also Sorley’s “To Change a War:
General Harold K. Johnson and the PROVN Study,” Parameters, Spring 1998: 93–109
and his best-knownwork,ABetterWar: TheUnexamined Victories and Final Tragedy of
America’s Last Years in Vietnam (San Diego: Harcourt, 1999), where Sorley makes his
case for General Abrams.

56 Summers, On Strategy, 125–31.
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which North Vietnam sent soldiers and supplies into South Vietnam.
Such an effort would have included cutting the Ho Chi Minh Trail by
deploying US, South Korean, and ARVN troops along the 17th parallel
from the coast across South Vietnam and extending across Laos to its
border with Thailand along with using air and sea forces to cut sea-based
infiltration routes. The United States also could and should have main-
tained a credible threat of an amphibious assault against North Vietnam,
thereby tying down significant North Vietnamese troops in coastal
defense. By adopting the “negative aim of counterinsurgency” instead
of the “positive aim of isolation of the battle field,” Summers argues, the
United States left North Vietnam in control of the war while, in the
words of Clausewitz, it found itself “simply waiting on events.”
In broader military terms, Summers notes that the United States adopted
what military experts call the “strategic defensive” in opposing
Communist forces in Vietnam. The problem is that adopting “strategic
defensive in pursuit of a negative aim” requires that “time is on your
side.” In Vietnam, this was not the case. This “fatal flaw” of allowing
North Vietnam to control the war crippled the American effort to defend
South Vietnam.57

A complicating factor in the revisionist debate over search and
destroy is that the relatively clear waters regarding counterinsurgency
versus conventional warfare have been muddied by input from expert
commentators who find both positions flawed. That assessment gener-
ally is based on the argument that the Communist effort in South
Vietnam was not simply an invasion or an insurgency but both, that is,
both a guerrilla insurgency in the South based on the Vietcong and
a conventional invasion from the North by the PAVN. These interlocked
campaigns were initiated and controlled by the Communist regime in
Hanoi. In addition, Hanoi varied its strategy, depending on the circum-
stances, between emphasizing guerrilla warfare and conventional

57 Ibid., 127–28, 164–73, 227–34. The Clausewitz quotation is on page 169. Another issue
that divides revisionists is exactly who is to blame for the US search and destroy tactics
that failed in Vietnam. This once again contrasts with the revisionist view of the air war,
whose failure is overwhelmingly blamed on the civilian leadership in Washington. With
regard to search and destroy, some revisionists – such as Summers – blame the civilian
leadership inWashington rather than the top US Army brass in general or Westmoreland
in particular. Others – such as Krepinevich – blame the top US Army brass as a whole,
including Westmoreland. Yet others –most notably Lewis Sorely – lay the blame directly
on Westmoreland, the officer Sorley calls “The General Who Lost Vietnam.” See
Krepinevich, The Army and Vietnam, 4–6; Summers, On Strategy, 34; Sorely,
Westmoreland, 91–107.
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warfare.58 Also at issue is whether or not Westmoreland responded
properly to the challenges he faced.

An excellent example of this line of thinking comes from military
historian Dale Andrade. In his article “Westmoreland Was Right:
Learning the Wrong Lessons from the Vietnam War” (2008), Andrade
takes issue with both Summers and Krepinevich. According to Andrade,
what the United States faced in South Vietnam was not simply
a conventional war or a guerrilla war: it was a “simultaneous guerrilla
and main force war.” Andrade characterizes this “ideal melding of guer-
rilla and main force capabilities” as a “perfect insurgency” and argues
that any strategy that ignored one or the other – Andrade sees Summers
neglecting the former and Krepinevich the latter – was “doomed to
failure.”59

As Andrade sees it, when Westmoreland took command in June 1964,
he faced a situation inwhich, contra Krepinevich, enemymain-force units,
not small guerrilla groups, constituted the main threat to the government
of South Vietnam. Andrade approvingly quotesWestmoreland himself on
the point that the “enemy had committed big units and I ignored them to
my peril.” In concert with other revisionist commentators, Andrade
argues that this “perfect insurgency” existed entirely because of North
Vietnam: “Hanoi controlled the insurgency’s leadership, Hanoi mustered
the bulk of the main force units, and Hanoi sent the supplies south to keep
the war going.” This is also the view of counterinsurgency expert Andrew
Birtle, who notes that the war in Vietnam, far from being a classic guerrilla
insurgency, was a “kaleidoscopic conflict” in which the enemy consisted
not only of traditional guerrillas but “of large, professional military forces
directed and reinforced by an external power” determined to destroy
South Vietnam.60

To that end, as Andrade documents using North Vietnamese sources,
PAVN units began infiltrating into the South as early as 1963. The first
battalion crossed the 17th parallel and entered combat in the spring of
1963; it was joined by a second battalion in 1964, and by December 1965,
just nine months after the first US combat troops arrived in
South Vietnam, North Vietnamese units accounted for 55 of the 160

58 For an excellent overview of this subject, see James R. Ward, “Vietnam: Insurgency or
War,” Military Review 69 (January 1989): 14–23. Ward characterizes the war in the
South as “two separate but interlocked conflicts – both an insurgency and an invasion.”

59 Andrade, “Westmoreland Was Right,”147–48.
60 Ibid., 148–52; Andrew J. Birtle, “PROVN, Westmoreland, and the Historians:

A Reappraisal,” The Journal of Military History 72 (October 2008): 1247.
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main-force Communist military units – the Vietcong fielded both guerrilla
andmain-force units – in SouthVietnam and just across the border in Laos
and Cambodia. Contra Krepinevich, from the very beginning US forces
faced an opponent that was using both guerrilla and main-force units.
Furthermore, and again contra Krepinevich, it was the PAVN and
Vietcong main-force units that were the major threat to the South
Vietnamese regime and, in fact, the threat that caused the Johnson admin-
istration to send American combat troops to South Vietnam in the first
place. That said – and this time contra Summers, who criticizes
Westmorland for scattering troops throughout South Vietnam in support
of counterinsurgency – General Westmoreland understood the situation
and properly used his troops and resources to meet it. Quoting an official
US Army history of the war, Andrade argues that Westmoreland’s
approach to the situation he faced when he arrived in Vietnam was
“sound within the strategic limitations under which he had to work.”61

Andrade’ s reference to “strategic limitations” in effect makes the point
that search and destroy, which was a strategy of attrition, could not bring
the United States victory in Vietnam. He does not fault Westmoreland for
this, at least not entirely, although he does criticize Westmoreland for
failing to adjust to changes in Communist tactics – which increasingly
emphasized attacks by small units rather than large ones – beginning in
1967. The reason Andrade mutes his criticism ofWestmoreland is that the
“roots of the attrition strategy lay in Washington,” as it was the White
House that placed Communist base areas in North Vietnam, Cambodia,
and Laos off-limits to attack.62 Or, as political scientist Christopher
Gacek puts it, search and destroy was the “residual strategy” the
US Army was left with once Washington denied it the option of going
into Laos and Cambodia to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and thereby stop
infiltration fromNorth Vietnam, and also deny Communist forces already
in the South their sanctuaries.63

The result, Andrade maintains, echoing Summers, was that the “allies
were always on the strategic defensive in South Vietnam, awaiting attacks
from the North Vietnamese, who could limp across the border to recover
whenever they were bloodied.” To support this strategic limits argument,

61 Ibid., 148–53. The quotation about Hanoi controlling the war in the South is on page
151. Andrade’s sources regarding North Vietnamese troop infiltration into South
Vietnam come straight from the horse’s mouth: two volumes published by the People’s
Army Publishing House in Hanoi. For Summers’s criticism of Westmoreland’s alleged
overemphasis on counterinsurgency see On Strategy, 233–34.

62 Andrade, “Westmoreland Was Right,” 162. 63 Gacek, The Logic of Force, 226.
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Andrade turns toWestmoreland and Admiral Sharp, who in 1968 in their
joint “Report on theWar in Vietnam” argued that US policy of forbidding
attacks against Communist base areas in North Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia “made it impossible to destroy the enemy’s main forces in
a classic or traditional sense.” Driving this point home, Andrade also
cites the North Vietnamese army, whose official history affirms that
these base areas were of “decisive importance to our army to mature
and win victory.” Little wonder then that Andrade himself asserts that
in making Communist base areas immune to attack, “the United States
gave North Vietnam an unbeatable advantage.”64 As if that were not
enough, the North Vietnamese had the vital support of “two powerful
sponsors,” the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China. He
concludes: these factors, when supplemented with the ability to attack
South Vietnam over and over again with no threat of serious retaliation,
gave North Vietnam an “unprecedented advantage.”65

Finally, the guerrilla insurgency/conventional war waters are muddied
further by differing assessments of how successful the strategy of search
and destroy actually was. A case in point is the assessment that search and
destroy actually was succeeding during 1966 and 1967. However frus-
trating search and destroy was to many American observers and the
US troops who had to carry it out, many commentators have noted that
by the middle of 1966 North Vietnam’s leaders were discouraged and
concerned about the situation on the South Vietnamese battlefield and,
equally important, seriously divided about how to respond. For example,
historian James Wirtz writes in his history of the Tet Offensive that by
1967 both Vietcong and North Vietnamese units in the south “were
suffering from a gradual erosion of combat capability” because of falling
morale and the loss of their supplies to US search and destroy operations.
Former US Army major and intelligence analyst Thomas Cubbage II adds
that by 1967 “the United States and the Government of Vietnam forces
were winning –winning slowly to be sure, but steadily.” Colonel Gregory
Daddis –whose overall viewpoint inWestmoreland’sWar (2014) actually
places him much closer to the orthodox than to the revisionist camp – has
observed, “By mid-1966, Hanoi arguably had lost, though not irretrieva-
bly, the military initiative to American and allied forces, forcing the

64 Andrade, “Westmoreland Was Right,” 162. Andrade does not argue that American
policy alone led to the defeat in Vietnam. He credits North Vietnam’s strategy, which
“arguably was like no other in history” (174).

65 Ibid., 174.
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Politburo leaders to reassess their strategy.” Lt. Colonel James
H. Willbanks holds views that overlap both camps but can be considered
revisionist because in the end he suggests that South Vietnam could have
been saved had the United States done things differently. He writes in
The Tet Offensive (2006) that search and destroy operations during the
first half of 1967 badly disrupted the Communist logistic system and
forced the PAVN and Vietcong to move bases and supplies into
Cambodia. James S. Robbins, a former special assistant in the Office of
the Secretary of Defense and author of This Time We Win: Revisiting the
Tet Offensive (2010), adds that by the spring 1967 US ground strength
and air mobility were taking their toll on both guerrilla and PAVN units,
with the result that “Hanoi knew it had serious problems.”66

Bui Tin, the former PAVN colonel, provides a North Vietnamese
perspective on search and destroy. He reports that between 1965 and
1967US forces and ARVN forced “our troops into a defensive mode” and
that by 1967 the party leaders in Hanoi believed “something spectacular
was needed to regain the initiative and reverse the situation if possible.”67

How did that situation come to exist? General Davidson explains in
some detail what occurred inVietnam atWar, in this writer’s opinion the
best military history of the Vietnam War. Davidson acknowledges that
search and destroy operations – the first major one took place
in January 1966 – had serious shortcomings and usually did not achieve
the desired results. Nonetheless, these operations disrupted Communist
operations, drove their main forces away from population centers, and
inflicted heavy casualties on both main and guerrilla Communist forces.
As early as spring 1966, Davidson writes, search and destroy operations
had “seized and held the tactical initiative in South Vietnam.”
Operations conducted during 1966 and early 1967 maintained and

66 James Wirtz, The Tet Offensive: Intelligence Failure in War (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1991), 49; Thomas L. Cubbage II, Review of The Tet Offensive: Intelligence in
War, by James Wirtz, Conflict Quarterly, Summer 1993: 80; Gregory A. Daddis,
Westmoreland’s War: Addressing American Strategy in Vietnam (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 81; James S. Robbins, This Time We Win: Revisiting the Tet
Offensive (NewYork and London: Encounter Books, 2010), 63–64; JamesH.Willbanks,
The Tet Offensive: A Concise History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006),
4–5. The main difference between these commentators regarding the mood and outlook
in Hanoi is about how desperate North Vietnamese leaders were. Were they worried
about their ability to sustain the war or confident in their ultimate success? SeeWillbanks
on this point.

67 Bui Tin, From Enemy to Friend; A North Vietnamese Perspective on the War, trans.
Nguyen Ngoc Bich (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2002), 62.
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extended that initiative. Especially important in this regard were two
division-sized, and often criticized, operations: Cedar Falls
(January 1967) and Junction City (February–May 1967). Together
they represented a change in US strategy because their tasks included
attacking and destroying Communist base areas inside South Vietnam.
(The crucial base areas in Laos and Cambodia, however, were out of
bounds to US and South Vietnamese forces.) Davidson acknowledges
that by refusing to defend their base areas and retreating, Communist
forces prevented Westmoreland from achieving his main objective,
which was to engage and destroy enemy main-force units. This saved
most of these units – Junction City did destroy three Vietcong regiments –
but at the price of driving them away from populated areas and into
sanctuaries in remote border areas. It also separated the main-force units
from guerrilla units, depriving the latter of vital support. Guerrilla forces
near the populated areas also lost key sources of arms and ammunition,
and their morale suffered. Meanwhile, intensified Rolling Thunder
bombing operations, including attacking sixteen critical targets around
Hanoi, raised the price of the war inNorth Vietnam, which now began to
suffer from economic dislocation and hardship that included shortages
of food, clothing, and medicine.68

This situation convinced North Vietnam’s leaders that the ground
war in South Vietnam was turning against them and that a new strategy
was required. It precipitated a major debate in Hanoi during the spring
and summer of 1967 about how to respond. One side called for a major
new military campaign, which would be an all-out assault, to break the
stalemate and achieve a “decisive victory”; this faction was led by Le
Duan, the party general secretary, who by then had supplanted the aging
and ailing Ho Chi Minh as the most powerful Communist Party leader.
He was supported by General Nguyen Chi Thanh, the field commander
of all Communist forces in South Vietnam (who died while the debate
was going on, to be replaced as Le Duan’s most important military ally
by General Van Tien Dung). The opposition to this risky idea was led by
General Giap, North Vietnam’s most respected military leader and
a longtime political opponent of both Le Duan and General Thanh,
and by the increasingly fragile Ho. Giap argued such an offensive was
premature and would be defeated by American firepower and mobility.
The issue essentially was decided in Le Duan’s favor by July. Le Duan
then carried out a purge in which hundreds of party officials (although

68 Davidson, Vietnam at War, 417–37.
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not the iconic Giap, who was charged with putting together the plan for
the offensive) were arrested. The ultimate result was the Tet Offensive of
early 1968.69

Strategic Limits and the Ground War

The matter of how much damage the strategic limits imposed by
Washington did to the war effort provides a meeting place for several of
the divergent revisionist streams, at least with regard to the problem of
infiltration of North Vietnamese troops and supplies into South Vietnam.
Prominent military officers who fought in the war, whatever their other
differences, often agree on this point. As already noted, Summers stresses
the need to “isolate the battlefield” by blocking the Ho Chi Minh Trail
with ground troops deployed along the 17th parallel across Laos to the
border of Thailand. He points out that the Joint Chiefs of Staff advocated
doing precisely that in 1965 and that General Westmoreland had his staff
draw up a similar plan in 1967. Westmoreland himself reports in his
memoirs that he suggested such a plan as early as 1964; his first
“Commander’s Estimate of the Situation,” issued in March 1965, also
advocated operations in the Laotian panhandle. Westmoreland also had
plans to block the Ho ChiMinh Trail in Laos drawn up in 1966 and again
in 1968, shortly after the Tet Offensive. General Davidson, who criticizes
Westmoreland for neglecting pacification, approvingly notes that
Westmoreland had several “detailed plans” to cut the Ho Chi Minh
Trail in Laos but was prevented from doing so “for political reasons.”
Davidson quotes the ancient Chinese strategist Sun Tsu to illustrate
Westmoreland’s “plight”: “To put a rein on an able general while at the
same time asking him to suppress a cunning enemy is like tying up the
Black Hound of Han and then ordering him to catch elusive hares.”70

Marine General Victor Krulak, a critic of search and destroy and
staunch advocate of counterinsurgency, also stresses the need to stop the

69 Ibid., 440–41; Willbanks, The Tet Offensive, 8–10; Lien-Hang T. Nguyen,Hanoi’s War:
An International History of the War for Peace in Vietnam (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2012), 69–92.

70 Summers, On Strategy, 165; Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports, 191, 352–57; Colonel
Charles F. Brower IV, “Strategic Reassessment in Vietnam: The Westmoreland
‘Alternative Strategy’ of 1976–1968,” Naval War College, June 1990, 11. Available
online at www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a227314.pdf; Davidson, Vietnam at War,
352–53. In ancient China, the black hounds of Han were famed for their speed. One
traditional story has one of these hounds chasing a “wily hare” until both collapse and die
from exhaustion.
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flow of weapons “pouring down” the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Krulak wanted
to do this before those weapons reached Laos; his recommendation, as he
told the assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs in 1966, was to
use air power to “destroy the port areas, mine the ports, destroy the rail
lines, destroy power, fuel, and heavy industry” in North Vietnam.
Advocates of counterinsurgency often cite a USArmy study commissioned
by Army Chief of Staff Harold K. Johnson and issued in March 1966

known as PROVN (Program for the Pacification and Long-Term
Development of South Vietnam) to support their arguments, and
PROVN did recommend an increased counterinsurgency effort with paci-
fication as a priority. At the same time, as Birtle points out, the PROVN
study also stressed that the “bulk” of US forces “must be directed against
the base areas and lines of communication in South Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia.” Among PROVN’s “possible escalatory policies” was the
“long term ground occupation of a strip across the Laotian Panhandle
and the DMZ.”71

This consensus extends to some revisionist commentators writing long
after the fact. Walton, who calls the Ho Chi Minh Trail the “logistic
enabler” for North Vietnam’s war in South Vietnam, argues that cutting
it (and the less-important “Sihanouk Trail,” which began at the
Cambodian port of Sihanoukville and ran through Cambodia into South
Vietnam) should have been “the primary combat mission” of US forces in
Vietnam. Robert E. Morris points out that during the “decisive phases of
thewar, 1965 to 1968,” the United States allowed supplies from the Soviet
Union and China to “sail with impunity into Haiphong harbor” and then
be shipped to Hanoi over vulnerable railway bridges the US “refused to
bomb” before they arrived at the Ho ChiMinh Trail. MarkMoyar argues
that cutting that trail was a “promising strategic option that did not carry
large risks in 1964 or in succeeding years.”72

71 Krulak, First to Fight, 233; Davidson, The Vietnam War, 352–53, 436; Birtle, “PROVN,
Westmoreland and the Historians,” 1223; A Program for the Pacification and Long-Term
Development of South Vietnam (Short Title: PROVN), 5–12. Available online at http://oai
.dtic.mil/oai/oai?verb=getRecord&metadataPrefix=html&identifier=AD0377743

For a summary of Westmoreland’s various plans to block the trail, see John Prados,
“The Road South: The Ho Chi Minh Trail,” in Rolling Thunder in a Gentle Land, 94.
Prados, an orthodox historian, after stating that the trial was “probably not” important
for the guerrilla war of the early 1960s, says that it was “important” after 1965 and
“vital” after 1971.

72 Walton, The Myth of Inevitable Defeat in Vietnam, 62, 71; Robert E. Morris, “Why
We Lost the War in Vietnam,” 387–88; Moyar, Triumph Forsaken, 322–24.
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Moyar turns to Bui Tin to back up his argument, and that former
North Vietnamese colonel has provided some of the most convincing
evidence that the Ho Chi Minh Trail was a vulnerable lifeline that could
have been cut. At least, Bui Tin reports, this was how the North
Vietnamese themselves saw it. In From Enemy to Friend, he reports
that the “greatest fear” in Hanoi was that the United States would use
troops to occupy part of the Ho Chi Minh Trail or a key part of the
Laotian panhandle. Bui Tin quotes the general in charge of the route as
saying, “The Americans could bomb us as much as they wanted. That
hardly bothered us at all.” What made him “scared to death” was that
the United States would use troops to occupy “even a small part” of the
trail. That general, Dong Sy Nguyen, who later rose to the post of prime
minister of a united Vietnam, noted that the North Vietnamese soldiers
stationed along the trail were skilled at logistics but not experienced
combat troops. “Under attack,” he said, “they would have scattered like
bees from a hive.” When Bui Tin traveled the trail in 1975, he heard
ordinary soldiers expressing their relief that the American ground troops
had not come. Bui Tin’s contacts on the North Vietnamese general staff
agreed. They told him that all the United States had to do was send two
or three divisions –American and South Vietnamese – to occupy a part of
the trail, at which point the North Vietnamese would be “in trouble.”
That the North Vietnamese were worried is not surprising since, as Bui
Tin estimates, by mid-1967 about 98 percent of all equipment reaching
the South did so via the Ho Chi Minh Trail.73

Several versions of a more drastic and riskier strategic option have been
suggested by a number of revisionists including Bruce Palmer, Summers,
Walton, and Moyar, among others: threatening to invade (Palmer) or to
invade and occupy (Walton and Moyar) the southernmost part of North
Vietnam.While rejecting an invasion as too risky, Palmer suggests that “a
clear amphibious threat of the coast of North Vietnam . . . could have kept
the North Vietnamese off balance and forced them to keep strong troop
reserves at home.” Summers hedges his bets on the issue. While discussing
isolating the battlefield, he approvingly mentions both landing troops in
the southernmost part of North Vietnam according to a plan suggested in
1965 byGeneral Cao Van Vien, South Vietnam’s highest-rankingmilitary
officer, as well as threatening to do so according to Palmer’s proposal,
noting that the latter proposal did not involve invading North Vietnam

73 Moyar, Triumph Forsaken, 322; Bui Tin, From Enemy to Friend, 41, 74–75; Bui Tin,
“Fight for the Long Haul,” 69–70.
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and therefore the risk of PRC intervention. Walton and Moyar maintain
that occupying the region known as the DongHoi panhandle just north of
the 17th parallel would have tied down a significant part of the North
Vietnamese army, making it impossible for Hanoi to continue its aggres-
sion against South Vietnam. As for how China would have reacted to
a US invasion of southern North Vietnam, Walton and Moyar argue that
in the 1960s China feared the United States and that Washington should
have realized that Beijing was in no position to send combat troops to
North Vietnam in response to such a US action.74

Bui Tin firmly supports this assessment, citing as evidence his conversa-
tions with top North Vietnamese military officials. For example, General
Le Trong Tan, deputy commander of the decisive campaign that ended the
war in 1975 and later Vietnam’s chief of staff and vice-minister of defense,
told Bui Tin that a US strategy of invading North Vietnam slightly above
the 17th parallel would have been “lethal” to Hanoi’s plans.
“The Americans needed to deploy no more than a division to occupy the
Dong Hoi panhandle temporarily,” the general commented. The Chinese
“would have sat idly bywhile our troops were pinned down defending our
rear . . . The configuration of the war would have flipped completely.”
Perhaps viewing what the United States might have done through the
prism of what North Vietnam itself did in the South when it moved its
troops back and forth across South Vietnam’s borders with Cambodia
and Laos, General Tan added, “The United States with impunity could
have invaded and withdrawn, invaded and withdrawn, with its mobility
guaranteed by the covering fire of its Seventh Fleet.”General Tan was not
alone in having these concerns. General Giap expressed the same fears
when speaking with the military editors of the North Vietnamese army
newspaper where Bui Tin worked. This concern extended to other gen-
erals on North Vietnam’s general staff.75

the tet offensive

At the end of January 1968, after almost three years of Rolling Thunder
and search and destroy, the decisions North Vietnam’s leaders made in

74 Bruce Palmer, The Twenty-Five Year War, 177; Summers, On Strategy, 165–72, 227;
Walton, The Myth of Inevitable Defeat in Vietnam, 85–102; Moyar, Triumph Forsaken,
320–23, “Section I Response,” 69–70.

75 Bui Tin, From Enemy to Friend, 81–82; Bui Tin, “Fight for the Long Haul,” 68–69.
The Tan and Giap quotations are from “Fight for the Long Haul.”
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mid-1967 gave birth to the Tet Offensive, a wave of simultaneous attacks
against most of South Vietnam’s major cities and towns and also many
military bases. Hanoi’s goal was to break the military stalemate it feared it
could not sustain and end the war. The offensive was intended to inflict
a major defeat on US and South Vietnamese forces, cause enormous
casualties, and spark a general uprising that would bring down the
Saigon government. The crucial role of the last factor was reflected in
the official name of the campaign: “General Offensive, General Uprising.”
All this, during an American presidential election year, would force the
United States to withdraw from Vietnam.

Communist forces achieved almost complete surprise in terms of the
exact timing of the attacks and the places that came under attack.
Exactly why, given the information that was available to US and South
Vietnamese intelligence officers indicating that a major Communist
effort was in the offing, has been debated ever since. Despite achieving
surprise, the attacking Communist forces were soon defeated – in most
places within days or even hours – suffering staggering losses in the
process. The Tet Offensive was a military disaster for the Communists,
and two additional offensives later in 1968 – usually respectively
called “Little Tet” and the “Third Offensive” – added to the damage.
More than half of the 84,000 troops Hanoi sent into battle – the bulk
of whom were Vietcong guerrillas, although many PAVN troops also
were involved – were killed, and many thousands more were wounded.
It was a blow from which the Vietcong never recovered. After 1968

PAVN troops dispatched from the North, whether organized in guer-
rilla or main-force units, would do most of the fighting on behalf of
Communism in South Vietnam. Adding further to the damage, the
defeat extended beyond Communist military forces. The Vietcong suf-
fered grievous losses among its political cadres who staffed its so-
called Vietcong Infrastructure (VCI), the underground network that
had operated so effectively in the villages since the 1950s. These cadres
emerged into the open in both rural and urban areas during the fight-
ing and became easy targets once Vietcong and North Vietnamese
forces had been defeated.

Official statements both during and after the war notwithstanding, the
disaster that was Tet was well understood by the North Vietnamese. For
example, in April 1969 the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN),
Hanoi’s headquarters inside South Vietnam for managing the war effort,
issued the following directive: “Never again, and under no circumstances,
are we going to risk our entire military force for just an offensive.” This
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directive was secret, but after the war prominent Communist officials
spoke openly about Tet. One of them was General Tran Van Trah, who
commanded the attack on Saigon during Tet and would do so again, with
very different results, in 1975. After the war he wrote in his memoirs that
the entire venture was a “flawed application of the idea of revolutionary
offense” that followed from “an illusion based on our subjective desires.”
For that frank assessment, as well as for other information they revealed,
Tran Van Trah’s memoirs were banned in Vietnam and the general
himself was forced into retirement and kept under house arrest for three
years. In another postwar assessment, a former top Vietcong official called
Tet “catastrophic to our plans.” General Giap, a general not known for
his concern about casualties, called Tet “yet another costly lesson in
blood and bone.” In 1995 Bui Tin, by then living in Paris, told
a journalist that “our losses were staggering and a complete surprise . . .

Our forces in the Southwere nearly wiped out by the fighting in 1968.”He
added that when the Communists finally were able to reestablish their
presence in the South in 1971, “we had to use North Vietnamese troops as
local guerrillas.”76

Revisionists and orthodox commentators alike agree that Tet was
a military defeat for the Communists. They also agree that what for
Hanoi was a major tactical defeat on the battlefield in South Vietnam
became an even more important strategic victory in the political arena in
the United States: Tet seriously undermined support for the war in the
United States, demoralized President Johnson, causing him to end his
policy of sending more troops to Vietnam and to withdraw from the
1968 presidential race, and thereby led to the process of
US disengagement from the war. But whereas the orthodox argument
maintains that this reaction was reasonable since Tet demonstrated the
war was in fact unwinnable, many revisionists counter that, given the
scale of the Communist defeat, by turning from escalation to disengage-
ment the United States forfeited a chance for victory in Vietnam. They see
the military victory as a potentially decisive one that not only virtually
destroyed both the Vietcong’smilitary forces but also severely damaged its
underground political apparatus. The victory also strengthened the South
Vietnamese government, whose army had performed very well, and often
heroically, during Tet and which was now buoyed by increased popular
support. The United States was in a position to defeat North Vietnam,

76 Curry, Victory at Any Cost, 272; Robbins, This Time We Win, 296–97; Bui Tin, “How
North Vietnam Won the War.”
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assuming it finally abandoned the premises of graduated pressure that had
been self-defeating thus far.

However, most revisionists argue, because the American public now
turned against the war – in large part because the media portrayed Tet as
a US/South Vietnamese fiasco that demonstrated the war was not being
won and, more important, because Lyndon Johnson again failed as
a military leader – this opportunity was wasted. As W. Scott
Thompson and Donaldson D. Frizzell put it, “After Tet there was
a golden opportunity to exploit the weakness of the enemy . . . Instead,
our resolve obviously wavered, we [the United States] began to fold our
hands and started looking for a way out of the war.”77Other revisionists
making that argument in one form or another include Dave Richard
Palmer in Summons of the Trumpet (1978), Bruce Palmer inThe 25-Year
War (1984), Philip B. Davidson in Vietnam at War (1988), and, more
recently, James S. Robbins in This Time We Win: Revisiting the Tet
Offensive (2010).

The element of surprise merits further discussion, as both the United
State and South Vietnamese on the one hand and the North Vietnamese
and the Vietcong on the other received major surprises during Tet.
Ironically, perhaps, a key reason for the former’s surprise was faulty
North Vietnamese planning. As a number of military historians have
pointed out, the Tet Offensive was badly planned. General Giap, who
planned and directed the campaign despite his serious doubts about its
prospects, underestimated the mobility of US forces, which enabled them
to move quickly fromVietnam’s borders back to its cities and towns when
needed. Giap’s plan was too complicated to permit adequate coordina-
tion, a fault madeworsewhen he attacked in toomany places at once, thus
weakening his troops everywhere. Most important, the attacks on the
cities and towns exposed Communist forces to US and South Vietnamese
firepower, thereby achieving what Westmoreland had been trying to do
for several years. In other words, Giap played into his enemy’s strengths,
and this military error is what so surprised the American military leaders
since they expected him to do what made military sense and attack South
Vietnam’s two northernmost provinces. US intelligence officers were
expecting a Communist offensive, but not where it occurred because the
cities and towns were the wrong places for Giap to attack. As General
Davidson comments, “One never attributes folly to his enemy – but then,

77 W. Scott Thomson and Donaldson D. Frizzell, eds., The Lessons of Vietnam (New York:
Crane, Russak & Co., 1977), 108.
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of such stuff surprises are made.” That the offensive took place during
Tet, rather than just before or after the holiday, also was a surprise given
Tet’s importance to the Vietnamese people, although a much lesser
surprise.78

The place where the Tet Offensive caused the greatest surprise was not
in Vietnam but in the United States, where the American people had been
led to believe that progress in the USwar effort hadmade such an offensive
impossible. The guilty parties here, for failing to prepare the American
people for what they knew was coming in one form or another, included
President Johnson, General Westmoreland, and other top government
officials. Another guilty party, at least in revisionist eyes, was the
American press, which failed to report warnings that did crop up, such
as a statement by General Wheeler in December 1967 about a possible
“Communist thrust” similar to the World War II German effort in the
Battle of the Bulge. However, a far great failing on the part of the
American press, most revisionists agree, was its distorted and inaccurate
reporting that in effect turned a US/South Vietnamesemilitary victory into
a major defeat, at least in the eyes of the American people. By 1968 most
US journalists were critics of the war effort, and this was reflected in their
reporting.79

Peter Breastrup is the author of The Big Story, a two-volume study of
reporting during the Tet Offensive that is the definitive work on the
subject. He writes that reporting by American journalists as a whole
amounted to “a distortion of reality – through sins of commission and
omission – on a scale that helped shape Tet’s political repercussions in
Washington and the Administration’s response.” Breastrup adds that bad
as the print media was, “TV was much worse. TV was always worse.
The emotive demands of the medium and the commercial demands of
holding an audience worked against calm and dispassionate reporting.”
Many revisionists extend this critique of press coverage from Tet to most
or all of the war, a case made in great detail by Robert Elegant,
a correspondent who spent several years in Vietnam, in a 1981 article
called “How to Lose a War: The Press and Vietnam.” In any event, most
revisionists agree that what was crucial during the Tet maelstrom was

78 Willbanks, The Tet Offensive, 80–81; Davidson, Vietnam at War, 478–79. Davidson
adds that an offensive against South Vietnam’s two northern provinces would not have
contributed to the desired and vital popular uprising, which is “probably”why the North
Vietnamese did not adopt it (481).

79 Davidson, Vietnam at War, 483.
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presidential leadership, and that once again Lyndon Johnson failed the
test. Davidson, his critique of the press notwithstanding, makes this point
in Vietnam at War, as does Robbins in This Time We Win in a chapter
bluntly titled “Johnson Surrenders.”80

Meanwhile, the leaders of North Vietnam experienced major surprises
of their own. In complete contrast to what Hanoi expected and counted
on, no “General Uprising” occurred. Nor did the ARVN crumble. Instead,
the South Vietnamese people supported the Saigon government, and the
ARVN fought well. Interestingly, the ARVN’s performance during Tet
also surprised the Americans. As Andrew Wiest points out, since 1965

when American combat troops had arrived in South Vietnam, the ARVN,
whose overall performance often was found wanting, in many ways had
been pushed aside as US troops increasingly took on the burden of fighting
Vietcong and PAVN forces. Nonetheless, during 1965–1968 the ARVN
engaged in constant combat, suffering heavier casualties than US forces.
Even as the US combat role grew, the ARVN conducted its own cam-
paigns and participated in some way in every major American operation;
while Wiest concedes that its performance “varied widely,” he maintains
that “in general the ARVN acquitted itself well in battle.”81

A key factor, often overlooked or ignored by the ARVN’s detractors, is
that prior to Tet the ARVN often lacked modern weapons comparable to
those fielded by the PAVN or Vietcong. By Tet some ARVN units finally
were equipped with modern weapons that matched those in the hands of
the Vietcong and PAVN troops, in particular the M-16 rifle. As military
historian Martin Loicano has observed, during Tet well-equipped ARVN
units were able to stand up to larger Communist forces and “push their
enemy out of towns and cities in a manner of hours or, at most, days.”
In the city of Hue, where fighting lasted a month, the ARVN fought
particularly well. As to why the South Vietnamese people as a whole

80 Robbins,This TimeWeWin, 109, 248, 261, 263–79. The Breastrup quote is on page 248;
Davidson,Vietnam atWar, 483–88; Robert Elegant, “How to Lose aWar: The Press and
Viet Nam,” Encounter (London) LVII, no. 2, August 1981, 73–90. See also Peter
Breastrup, Lyndon Baines Johnson Library Oral History Collection, March 1, 1982.
Available online at www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/oralhistory.hom/Braes
trup/Braestrup.PDF. Some commentators, regardless of their views on the war, have
pointed to the negative impact of television on a democracy’s ability to wage war. They
note that the increasingly difficulty of fighting a war when the carnage appears on a daily
basis on TV screens. See Davidson, Vietnam at War, 489–90.

81 Wiest, “The ‘Other’ VietnamWar” in America and the VietnamWas: Re-examining the
Culture and History of a Generation eds. Andrew Wiest, Mary Kathryn Barbier, and
Glenn Robins (New York and London: Routledge, 2010), 60–61.
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reacted as they did, Lewis Sorley observes that the “firsthand encounter
with the enemy’s destructiveness” that occurred during Tet – including the
massacre of several thousand civilians in Hue, a city the PAVN controlled
for a month – demonstrated the Communists’ cruelty toward those they
presumably were going to “liberate.” This in turn “radically changed the
outlook of South Vietnam’s populous” and after Tet enabled the South
Vietnamese government to mobilize the population for the war effort,
which included almost doubling the size of its military forces.82

It has already been noted that revisionists, who justifiably argue that
the Tet Offensive resulted in a major US/South Vietnamese military vic-
tory, were and remain frustrated that the Johnson administration did not
take advantage of the situation. The US military had plans to go on the
offensive that included finally attacking North Vietnam’s supply lines in
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82 Martin Loicano, “The Role of Weapons in the Second Indochina War: Republic of
Vietnam Perspectives and Perceptions,” Journal of Vietnamese Studies 8, no. 2 (Spring
2013): 43–44; Sorley, A Better War, 14–15.
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Laos and Cambodia and intensifying the bombing of North Vietnam.
These plans were rejected, as President Johnson turned to policies that
would begin America’s disengagement from war and seek to end it
through negotiations. Those measures included Johnson’s announcement
on March 31, 1968, that he would not be a candidate for another term as
president. The irony, at least from the revisionist perspective, is what
happened over the next several years. Between 1968 and 1972, the
US role in the war in terms of troops on the ground was dramatically
reduced. At the same time, by 1969 a new teamwas running the American
war effort. Richard Nixon was president; Creighton Abrams (as of mid-
1968) was the commander of US forces in South Vietnam; Ellsworth
Bunker (as of 1967) was the American ambassador to South Vietnam;
and William Colby had taken charge of the program pacification in the
country’s villages and hamlets. Together these officials enjoyed successes
to the point that in 1972, many argue, the war had been won. How that
happened is the subject of next chapter.
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