COUNC
OF WAR

A HISTORY OF THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF
1942-1991

STEVEN L. REARDEN




COUNCIL OF WAR






COUNCIL OF WAR

A HISTORY OF THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF

1942-1991

By Steven L. Rearden

PUBLISHED FOR THE JOINT HiSTORY OFFICE
OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR, JOINT STAFF

JoINT CHIEFS OF STAFF
WASHINGTON, D.C.
2012




Opinions, conclusions, and recommendations expressed or implied within are
solely those of the contributors and do not necessarily represent the views of the
Defense Department or any other agency of the Federal Government. Cleared for
public release; distribution unlimited.

Portions of this book may be quoted or reprinted without permission, pro-
vided that a standard source credit line 1s included. NDU Press would appreciate a

courtesy copy of reprints or reviews.

First printing, July 2012

Cover image: Meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on November 22, 1949, in their
conference room at the Pentagon. From left to right: Admiral Forrest P. Sherman,
Chief of Naval Operations; General Omar N. Bradley, Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff;
General Hoyt S.Vandenberg, U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff; and General J. Lawton Col-
lins, U.S. Army Chief of Staff. Department of the Army photograph collection.

NDU Press publications are sold by the U.S. Government Printing Office. For ordering
information, call (202) 512-1800 or write to the Superintendent of Documents, U.S.
Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 20402. For GPO publications on-line,
access its Web site at: http://bookstore.gpo.gov.




Foreword . ..
Preface . . ...

Chapter 1.

Chapter 2.

Chapter 3.

Chapter 4.

Chapter 5.

Contents

........................................................................ X

........................................................................ xi
THEWAR IN EUROPE. ... 1
The Origins of Joint Planning. ...................................... 2
The North Africa Decision and Its Impact .......................... 9
The Second Front Debate and JCS Reorganization................ 12
Preparing for Overlord. ............ ... ... .. ... . ... ... 15
Wartime Collaboration with the Soviet Union..................... 18
THE ASIA-PACIFIC WAR AND THE
BEGINNINGS OF POSTWAR PLANNING.................... 29
Strategy and Command in the Pacific.............................. 29
The China-Burma-India Theater................... ... ... ......... 33
Postwar Planning Begins.............................. 38
Ending the War with Japan ... 43
Dawn of the Atomic Age ... 46
PEACETIME CHALLENGES ... .. ... ... ... 59
Defense Policy in Transition . ..., 61
Reorganization and Reform ................................ 64
‘War Plans, Budgets, and the March Crisis of 1948 .................. 69
The Defense Budget for FY 1950 ................ ..o 76
The Strategic Bombing Controversy ............................... 81
MILITARIZINGTHE COLDWAR .............................. 95
Pressures for Change. . ............... ... ... 95
The H-Bomb Decision and NSC 68 ............................... 08
Onset of the Korean War ... 102
The Inch’on Operation. ... 105
Policy in Flux............. 108
Impact of the Chinese Intervention ............................... 11
MacArthur’s Dismissal .. ... .. 113
Europe—TFirst Again............ ... ... 116
EISENHOWER AND THE NEW LOOK....................... 133
The 1953 Reorganization. ..., 134
Ending the Korean War............................................ 137
A New Strategy for the ColdWar................................. 140
Testing the New Look: Indochina.............................. .. 146



Chapter 6.

Chapter 7.

Chapter 8.

Chapter 9.

Chapter 10.

Confrontation in the Taiwan Strait ................................ 149

The “New Approach”in Europe .................................. 152
NATQO’s Conventional Posture .................................... 156
Curbing the Arms Race ... 158
CHANGE AND CONTINUITY ... ... 173
Evolution of the Missile Program.................................. 174
The Gaither Report.................... ... ... 177
The “Missile Gap” and BMD Controversies....................... 179
Reorganization and Reform, 1958—1960 .......................... 183
Defense of the Middle East.............. ... ... .............. . 190
Cuba, Castro, and Communism. .. .............cooiiieiiein ... 196
Berlin Dangers. ... 199
KENNEDY AND THE CRISIS PRESIDENCY ................ 211
The Bay of Pigs. ... ... 213
Berlin under Siege................ 216
Laos. ..o 221
Origins of the Cuban Missile Crisis ............................... 224
Showdown over Cuba............................................. 228
Aftermath: The Nuclear Test Ban.................................. 233
THE MCNAMARA ERA. ... ... ................ 245§
The McNamara System ..o 245
Reconfiguring the Strategic Force Posture ........................ 247
NATO and Flexible Response ............................ . 251
The Skybolt Affair................ ... 253
Demise of the MLFE. . ... ... . .. . . . . .. .. ... 255
A New NATO Strategy: MC 14/3 ... 258
The Damage Limitation Debate................................... 261
Sentinel and the Seeds of SALT .......... . ... .. ............... 267
VIETNAM: GOINGTOWAR ................................... 277
The Roots of American Involvement.............................. 277
The Road to an American War.................................... 281
The Gulf of Tonkin Incident and Its Aftermath. ... .. ... ... ... ... 284
Into the Quagmire. ................... oo i 202
VIETNAM: RETREAT AND WITHDRAWAL. ................ 305
Stalemate ... 305
Tet and Its Aftermath ... ... .. ... ... 310
Nixon, the JCS, and the Policy Process............................ 313

vi



Chapter 11.

Chapter 12.

Chapter 13.

Chapter 14.

Chapter 15.

Winding Down theWar........................................... 316

Back to Airpower. ... 321
The Christmas Bombing Campaign............................... 324
The Balance Sheet................ ... ... ... ... 326
DETENTE.......oooiii 335
SALT L . 336
Shoring Up the Atlantic Alliance .................................. 342
China: The Quasi-Alliance ........................................ 347
Deepening Involvement in the Middle East....................... 351
THE SEARCH FOR STRATEGIC STABILITY ............... 365
The Peacetime “Total Force” .. ... ... .. .. .. ... ... .. .. ........ 365
Modernizing the Strategic Deterrent.............................. 367
Targeting Doctrine Revised ....................................... 371
SALT IT Be@Ins . ....oovoe 375
Viadivostok . ... . 378
Marking Time ... 381
THE RETURN TO CONFRONTATION ..................... 391
Carter and the Joint Chiefs..................................... ... 391
Strategic Forces and PD-s9............................. 394
SALT IL. . . 397
NATO and the INF Controversy...................ooooiiiii .. 400
The Arc of Crisis . ... ... ... ... .. 403
Rise of the Sandinistas. .................. ... . ... ... ............. 407
Creation of the Rapid Deployment Force......................... 408
The Iran Hostage Rescue Mission. .....................ooooo .. 411
THE REAGAN BUILDUP. ................o oo 421
Reagan and the Military.....................o oo 421
Forces and Budgets .................... ... 425
Military Power and Foreign Policy ................................ 429
The Promise of Technology: SDI.................................. 432
Arms Control: A New Agenda..................................... 438
A NEW RAPPROCHEMENT .................................. 449
Debating JCS Reorganization ..................................... 449
The Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 ............................. 454
NATO Resurgent . ... 457
Gorbachev’s Impact...................... 459
Terrorism and the Confrontation with Libya.................. ... 462

vii



Showdown in Central America.................................... 464

Tensions in the Persian Gulf........ .. ... ... ... ... ... ... ... 467
Operation Earnest Will ... ... 469
Chapter 16, ENDING THE COLDWAR...................... oo, 479
Policy in Transition ... ... 479
Powell’s Impact as Chairman ...................................... 481
The Base Force Plan. .............. ... ... .. ... ... .. ... .. ... .. 485
Operations in Panama ... . 489
The CFE Agreement . ..., 493
START I and Its Consequences ................ooovviiiiiaiiii... 495
Chapter 17. STORM INTHE DESERT ...................................... 505
Origins of the Kuwait Crisis. ..., 505
Framing the U.S. Response........................................ 508
Operational Planning Begins ...................................... 510
The Road toWar............. ... ... ... ... ..................... SIS
Final Plans and Preparations ............................ooo .. 518
Liberating Kuwait: The Air War.................................... 522
Phase IV: The Ground Campaign.....................iii .. 525
The Post-hostilities Phase.................... ... ............... 528
Chapter 18. CONCLUSION ... 537
Glossary . ... 549
Index . 555
About the Author ... 585

viil



Foreword

Established during World War II to advise the President on the strategic direction of
the Armed Forces of the United States, the Joint Chiefs of Staft (JCS) continued in
existence after the war and, as military advisers and planners, have played a significant
role in the development of national policy. Knowledge of JCS relations with the
President, the Secretary of Defense, and the National Security Council is essential to
an understanding of the current work of the Chairman and the Joint Staff. A history
of their activities, both in war and peacetime, also provides important insights into
the military history of the United States. For these reasons, the Joint Chiefs of Staft
directed that an official history of their activities be kept for the record. Its value for
instructional purposes, for the orientation of officers newly assigned to the JCS orga-
nization, and as a source of information for staff studies is self-apparent.

Council of War: A History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1942—1991 follows in the
tradition of volumes previously prepared by the Joint History Office dealing with
JCS involvement in national policy, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War. Adopt-
ing a broader view than earlier volumes, it surveys the JCS role and contributions
from the early days of World War II through the end of the Cold War. Written from
a combination of primary and secondary sources, it is a fresh work of scholarship,
looking at the problems of this era and their military implications. The main prism
is that of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but in laying out the JCS perspective, it deals also
with the wider impact of key decisions and the ensuing policies.

Dr. Steven L. Rearden, the author of this volume, holds a bachelor's degree
from the University of Nebraska and a Ph.D. in history from Harvard University.
His association with the Joint History Office dates from 1996. He has written and
published widely on the history of the Joint Chiefs of Staft and the Office of the
Secretary of Defense, and was co-collaborator on Ambassador Paul H. Nitze’s book
From Hiroshima to Glasnost: At the Center of Decision—A Memoir (1989).

This publication has been reviewed and approved for publication by the Depart-
ment of Defense. While the manuscript itself is unclassified, some parts of documents
cited in the source notes may remain classified. This is an official publication of the
Joint History Office, but the views expressed are those of the author and do not

necessarily represent those of the Joint Chiefs of Staff or the Department of Defense.

—John E Shortal
Brigadier General, USA (Ret.)
Director for Joint History






Preface

Shortly after arriving at Fort McPherson, Georgia, in 1989, to head the U.S. Army
Forces Command (FORSCOM), General Colin L. Powell put up a framed poster of
the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., a present from Dr. King’s widow;, in the
main conference room. On it were inscribed Dr. King’s words: “Freedom has always
been an expensive thing.” Dr. King had in mind the sacrifices of the civil rights move-
ment, of which he had been a major catalyst, in the 1950s and 1960s. But to Powell, a
career Army officer who would soon leave FORSCOM to become the 12" Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Dr. King’s words had a broader, deeper meaning. Not
only did he find them applicable to the civil rights struggle, but also he felt they spoke
directly to the entire American experience and the central role played by the Armed
Forces in preserving American values—freedom first among them."

For the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the defense of freedom began with their
creation as a corporate body in January 1942 to deal with the growing emergency
arising from the recent Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Thrust suddenly into the
maelstrom of World War II, the United States found itself ill-prepared to coordinate
a global war effort with its allies or to develop comprehensive strategic and logisti-
cal plans for the deployment of its forces. To fill these voids, President Franklin D.
Roosevelt established the JCS, an ad hoc committee of the Nation’s senior military
officers. Operating without a formal charter or written statement of duties, the Joint
Chiefs functioned under the immediate authority and direction of the President in
his capacity as Commander in Chief. A committee of coequals, the JCS came as
close as anything the country had yet seen to a military high command.

After the war the Joint Chiefs of Staft became a permanent fixture of the country’s
defense establishment. Under the National Security Act of 1947, Congress accorded
them statutory standing, with specific responsibilities. Two years later they acquired a
presiding officer, the Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, a statutory position carrying statu-
tory authority that steadily increased over time. While often criticized as ponderous in
their deliberations and inefficient in their methods, the JCS performed key advisory
and support functions that no other body could duplicate in high-level deliberations.
Sometimes, like during the Vietnam War in the 1960s, their views and recommendations
carried less weight and had less impact than at other times. But as a rule their advice, rep-
resenting as it did a distillation of the Nation’s top military leaders’ thinking, was impos-
sible to ignore. Under legislation enacted in 1986, the Joint Chiefs’ assigned duties and
responsibilities passed almost in toto to the Chairman, who became principal military
advisor to the President, the Secretary of Defense, and the National Security Council.
But even though their corporate advisory role was over, the Joint Chiefs retained their

statutory standing and continued to meet regularly as military advisors to the Chairman.
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The history of the Joint Chief of Staft parallels the emergence of the United States
in a great-power role and the growing demands that those responsibilities placed on
American policymakers and military planners. During World War II, the major chal-
lenge was to wage a global war successfully on two fronts, one in Europe, the other in
Asia and the Pacific. Afterwards, with the coming of an uneasy peace, the JCS faced
new, less well-defined dangers arising from the turbulent relationship between East and
West known as the Cold War. The product of long-festering political, economic, and
ideological antagonisms, the Cold War also saw the proliferation of nuclear weapons and
soon became an intense and expensive military competition between the United States
and the Soviet Union. Though the threat of nuclear war predominated, the continuing
existence of large conventional forces on both sides heightened the sense of urgency and
further fueled doomsday speculation that the next world war could be the last. A period
of recurring crises and tensions, the Cold War finally played out in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, not with the cataclysmic confrontation that some people expected, but with
the gradual reconciliation of key differences between East and West and eventually the
collapse of Communism in Europe and the implosion of the Soviet Union.

The narrative that follows traces the role and influence of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff from their creation in 1942 through the end of the Cold War in 1991. It is,
first and foremost, a history of events and their impact on national policy. It is also
a history of the Joint Chiefs of Staft themselves and their evolving organization, a
reflection in many ways of the problems they faced and how they elected to ad-
dress them. Over the years, the Joint History Office has produced and published
numerous detailed monographs on JCS participation in national security policy.
There has never been, however, a single-volume narrative summary of the JCS role.
This book, written from a combination of primary and secondary sources, seeks to
fill that void. An overview, it highlights the involvement of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
in the policy process and in key events and decisions. My hope is that students of
military history and national security affairs will find it a useful tool and, for those
so inclined, a convenient reference point for further research and study.

Like most authors, I have numerous obligations to recognize. For their willing-
ness to read and comment on various aspects of the manuscript, I need to thank Dr.
Samuel R. Williamson, Jr., former Vice Chancellor and Professor of History Emeritus
of Sewanee University; Dr. Lawrence S. Kaplan, Professor of History Emeritus of
Kent State University; Dr. Donald R. Baucom, former Chief Historian of the Ballistic
Missile Defense Organization; Dr. Wayne W. Thompson of the Office of Air Force
History; and Dr. Graham A. Cosmas of the Joint History Office. I am also extremely
grateful to the people at the Information Management Division of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, in particular Ms. Betty M. Goode and Mr. Joseph R. Cook, for their help in

xii



the documentation and clearance process. I am especially indebted to Molly Bom-
pane and the Army Heritage and Education Center for their outstanding pictorial
support. I would like to thank Richard Stewart of the Center of Military History for
the use of the Army’s art. The production of this book would not have been possible
without the able advice and assistance of NDU Press Executive Editor Dr. Jeftrey D.
Smotherman and Senior Copy Editor Mr. Calvin B. Kelley.

I am also deeply indebted to Dr. Edward J. Drea and Dr. Walter S. Poole who
contributed in more ways than I can begin to enumerate. Both are long-standing
friends and colleagues whose unrivaled knowledge, wisdom, and insights into mili-
tary history and national security affairs have been sources of inspiration for many
years. I want to thank Frank Hoffman of NDU Press for his faith in and support
of this project. My heaviest obligations are to the two Directors for Joint History
who made this book possible—DBrigadier General David A. Armstrong, USA (Ret.),
who initiated the project, and his successor, Brigadier General John E Shortal, USA
(Ret.), who saw it to completion. They were unstinting in their encouragement,
support, and human kindness.

Lastly, I need to thank my wife, Pamela, whose patience and love were indispensible.

—Steven L. Rearden
‘Washington, DC
March 2012

NOTE

1 Colin L. Powell, with Joseph E. Persico, My American Journey (New York: Random House,
1995), 399-400.
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British and American Combined Chiefs of Staff with President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill at the Second
Quebec Conference, September 1944. (front row, left to right) General George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff, U.S. Army;
Admiral William D. Leahy, Chief of Staff to the Commander in Chief; President Franklin D. Roosevelt; Prime Minister
Winston S. Churchill; Field Marshal Sir Alan F. Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff; Field Marshal Sir John Dill,
Chief of the British Joint Staff Mission to the United States; (back row, left to right) Major General Leslie C. Hollis,
Secretary of the Chiefs of Staff Committee; General Sir Hastings Ismay, Prime Minister Churchill's Military Assistant
and Representative to the Chiefs of Staff Committee; Admiral Ernest J. King, Chief of Naval Operations; Air Chief
Marshal Sir Charles Portal; General Henry H. Arnold, Commanding General, Army Air Forces; and Admiral Sir Andrew B.
Cunningham, First Sea Lord.



Chapter 1

THE WAR IN EUROPE

During the anxious gray winter days immediately following the Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor, Franklin D. Roosevelt confronted the most serious crisis of his Presi-
dency. Now engaged in a rapidly expanding war on two major fronts—one against
Nazi Germany in Europe, the other against Imperial Japan in the Pacific—he wel-
comed British Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill to Washington on December
22, 1941, for 3 weeks of intensive war-related discussions. Code-named AR CADIA,
the meeting’s purpose, as Churchill envisioned it, was to “review the whole war
plan in the light of reality and new facts, as well as the problems of production and
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distribution.”” Overcoming recent setbacks, pooling resources, and regaining the
initiative against the enemy became the main themes. To turn their decisions into
concrete plans, Roosevelt and Churchill looked to their senior military advisors,
who held parallel discussions. From these deliberations emerged the broad outlines
of a common grand strategy and several new high-level organizations for coordinat-
ing the war effort. One of these was a U.S. inter-Service advisory committee called
the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS).?

ARCADIA was the latest in a series of Anglo-American military staff discus-
sions dating from January 1941. Invariably well briefed and meticulously prepared
for these meetings, British defense planners operated under a closely knit organiza-
tion known as the Chiefs of Staff Committee, created in 1923. At the time of the
ARCADIA Conference, its membership consisted of the Chief of the Imperial
General Staff, General Sir Alan E Brooke (later Viscount Alanbrooke), the First Sea
Lord, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Dudley Pound, and the Chief of the Air Staff, Air
Chief Marshal Sir Charles Portal. They reported directly to the Prime Minister
and the War Cabinet and served as the government’s high command for conveying
directives to commanders in the field.?

Prior to ARCADIA nothing comparable to Britain’s Chiefs of Staff Com-
mittee existed in the United States. As Brigadier General (later General) Thomas
T. Handy recalled the situation: “We were more or less babes in the wood on the
planning and joint business with the British. They'd been doing it for years. They
were experts at it and we were just starting.”* The absence of any standing coordi-
nating mechanisms on the U.S.side forced the AR CADIA participants to improvise

if they were to assure future inter-Allied cooperation and collaboration. Just before
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adjourning on January 14, 1942, they established a consultative body known as the
Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS), composed of the British chiefs and their Ameri-
can “opposite numbers.” Since the British chiefs had their headquarters in London,
they designated the senior members of the British Joint Staff Mission (JSM) to the
United States, a tri-Service organization, as their day-to-day representatives to the
CCS in Washington. Thereafter, formal meetings of the Combined Chiefs (i.e., the
British chiefs and their American opposite numbers) took place only at summit
conferences attended by the President and the Prime Minister. Out of a total of 200
CCS meetings held during the war, 89 were held at these summit meetings.’

U.S. membership on the CCS initially consisted of General George C. Mar-
shall, Chief of the War Department General Staft; Admiral Harold R. Stark, Chief
of Naval Operations (CNO); Admiral Ernest J. King, Commander in Chief, U.S.
Fleet; and Lieutenant General Henry H. Arnold, Chief of the Army Air Forces and
Deputy Chief of Staff for Air. Though Arnold’s role was comparable to Portal’s, he
spoke only for the Army Air Forces since the Navy had its own separate air com-
ponent.® Shortly after the ARCADIA Conference adjourned, President Roosevelt
reassigned Stark to London as Commander, U.S. Naval Forces, Europe, a liaison
job, and made King both Chief of Naval Operations and Commander in Chief,
U.S. Fleet. In this dual capacity, King became the Navy’s senior officer and its sole
representative to the CCS.” To avoid confusion, the British and American chiefs
designated collaboration between two or more of the nations at war with the Axis
powers as “combined” and called inter-Service cooperation by one nation “joint.”
The U.S. side designated itself as the “Joint United States Chiefs of Staff,” soon
shortened to “Joint Chiefs of Staff.”

THE ORIGINS OF JOINT PLANNING

Though clearly a prudent and necessary move, the creation of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff was a long time coming. By no means was it preordained. When the United
States declared war on the Axis powers in December 1941, its military establishment
consisted of autonomous War and Navy Departments, each with a subordinate air
arm. Command and control were unified only at the top, in the person of President
Franklin D. Roosevelt in his constitutional role as Commander in Chief. Politi-
cally astute and charismatic, Roosevelt dominated foreign and defense affairs and
insisted on exercising close personal control of the Armed Forces. The creation of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff effectively reinforced his authority. Often bypassing the
Service Secretaries, he preferred to work directly with the uniformed heads of the

military Services. From 1942 on, he used the JCS as an extension of his powers as
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Commander in Chief.The policy he laid down stipulated that “matters which were
purely military must be decided by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and himself, and that,
when the military conflicted with civilian requirements, the decision would have
to rest with him.”® In keeping with his overall working style, his relations with the
chiefs were casual and informal, which allowed him to hold discussions in lieu of
debates and to seek consensus on key decisions.’

Below the level of the President, inter-Service coordination at the outset of
‘World War II was haphazard. Officers then serving in the Army and the Navy were
often deeply suspicious of one another, inclined by temperament, tradition, and
culture to remain separate and jealously guard their turf. Not without difficulty,
Marshall and King reached a modus vivendi that tempered their differences and
allowed them to work in reasonable harmony for most of the war.” Their subordi-
nates, however, were generally not so lucky. Issues such as the deployment of forces,
command arrangements, strategic plans, and (most important of all) the allocation
of resources invariably generated intense debate and friction. As the war progressed,
the increasing use of unified theater commands, bringing ground, sea, and air forces
under one umbrella organization, occasionally had the untoward side-effect of ag-
gravating these stresses and strains. According to Sir John Slessor, whose career in the
British Royal Air Force brought him into frequent contact with American officers
during and after World War II, “The violence of inter-Service rivalry in the United
States in those days had to be seen to be believed and was an appreciable handicap
to their war effort.”"

Inter-Service collaboration before the war rested either on informal arrange-
ments, painstakingly worked out through goodwill as the need arose, or on the
modest achievements of the Joint Army and Navy Board. Established in 1903 by
joint order of the Secretaries of War and Navy, the Joint Board was responsible for
“conferring upon, discussing, and reaching common conclusions regarding all mat-
ters calling for the co-operation of the two Services.”” By the eve of World War II,
the Board’s membership consisted of the Army Chief of Staft, Deputy Chief of Staff,
Chief of the War Plans Division, Chief of Naval Operations, Assistant Chief of Naval
Operations, and Director of the Naval War Plans Division. "

The Joint Board’s main functions were to coordinate strategic planning be-
tween the War and Navy Departments and to assist in clarifying Service roles and
missions. Between 1920 and 1938, the board’s major achievement was the produc-
tion of the “color” plans, so called because each plan was designated by a particular
color. Plan Orange was for a war with Japan.™ But after the Munich crisis in the au-
tumn of 1938, with tensions rising in both Europe and the Pacific, the board began

to consider a wider range of contingencies involving the possibility of a multifront
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war simultaneously against Germany, Italy, and Japan. The result was a new series
of “Rainbow” plans. The plan in effect at the time of Pearl Harbor was Rainbow
5, which envisioned large-scale offensive operations against Germany and Italy and
a strategic defensive in the Pacific until success against the European Axis powers
allowed transfer of sufficient assets to defeat the Japanese.”

To help assure effective execution of these plans, the Joint Board also sought a
clearer delineation of Service roles and missions. A contentious issue in the best of
times, roles and missions became all the more divisive during the interwar period
owing to the limited funding available and the emergence of competing land- and
sea-based military aviation systems. The board addressed these issues in a manual,
Joint Action of the Army and Navy (JAAN), first published in 1927 and revised in
1935, with minor changes from year to year thereafter. The doctrine incorpo-
rated into the JAAN called for voluntary cooperation between Army and Navy
commanders whenever practicable. Unity of command was permitted only when
ordered by the President, when specifically provided for in joint agreements be-
tween the Secretaries of War and Navy, or by mutual agreement of the Army and
Navy commanders on the scene. For want of a better formula, the JAAN simply
accepted the status quo and left controversial issues like the control of airpower
divided between the Services, to be exploited as their respective needs dictated
and resources allowed."™

After 1938, with the international situation deteriorating, the Joint Board be-
came increasingly active in conducting exploratory studies and drafting joint stra-
tegic plans (the Rainbow series) where the Army and the Navy had a common
interest. For support, the board relied on part-time inter-Service advisory and plan-
ning committees. The most prominent and active were the senior Joint Planning
Committee, consisting of the chiefs of the Army and Navy War Plans Divisions,
which oversaw the permanent Joint Strategic Committee and various ad hoc com-
mittees assigned to specialized technical problems, and the Joint Intelligence Com-
mittee, consisting of the intelligence chiefs of the two Services, which coordinated
intelligence activities. Despite its efforts, however, the Joint Board never acquired
the status or authority of a military command post and remained a purely advisory
organization to the military Services and, through them, to the President."”

‘While the limitations of the Joint Board system were abundantly apparent, there
was little incentive prior to Pearl Harbor to make significant changes. The most ambi-
tious reform proposal originated in the Navy General Board and called for the cre-
ation of a joint general staff headed by a single chief of staff to develop general plans
for major military campaigns and to issue directives for detailed supporting plans to

the War and Navy Departments. First broached in June 1941, this proposal was referred
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to the Army and Navy Plans Divisions where it remained until after the Japanese
attack. Public reaction to the Pearl Harbor catastrophe, allegedly the result of faulty
inter-Service communication, flawed intelligence, and divided command, led Admiral
Stark in late January 1942, to rescue the joint general staff paper from the oblivion of
the Plans Divisions and to place it on the Joint Board’s agenda. Here it encountered
strong opposition from Navy representatives, its erstwhile sponsors. Upon further
reflection, they declared it essentially unworkable. Their main objection was that such
a scheme would require a corps of staff officers, which did not exist, who were thor-
oughly cognizant of all aspects of both Services. Army representatives favored the plan
but did not push it in light of the Navy’s strong opposition. Discussion of the matter
culminated at a Joint Board meeting on March 16, where the members, unable to
agree, left it “open for further study.”™

By the time the Joint Board dropped the joint general staff proposal, the Joint
Chiefs of Staft were beginning to emerge as the country’s de facto high command.
This process resulted not from any directive issued by the President or emergency
legislation enacted by Congress, but from the paramount importance of forming
common cause with the British Chiefs of Staff on matters of mutual interest and
the strategic conduct of the war. As useful as the Joint Board may have been as a
peacetime planning mechanism, it had limited utility in wartime and was not set
up to function in a command capacity or to provide liaison with Allied planners.
Though still in its infancy, the Combined Chiefs of Staft system was already exercis-
ing a pervasive influence on American military planning, thanks in large part to the
easy and close collaboration that quickly developed between General Marshall and
the senior British representative, Sir John Dill.” As the CCS system became more
entrenched, it demanded a more focused American response, which only the orga-
nizational structure of the Joint Chiefs of Staft could provide.

The Joint Chiefs held their first formal meeting on February 9, 1942, and over
the next several months gradually absorbed the Joint Board’s role and functions.*
To support their work, the Joint Chiefs established a joint staff that comprised a
network of inter-Service committees corresponding to the committees making up
the Combined Chiefs of Staff. Initially, only two JCS panels—the Joint Staft Plan-
ners (JPS) and the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC)—had full-time support staft,
provided by remnants of the Joint Board. Most of those on the other joint com-
mittees served in a part-time capacity and appeared on the duty roster as “associate
members,” splitting their time between their Service responsibilities and the JCS.
A few officers, designated “primary duty associate members,” were considered to be
full-time. Owing to incomplete records, no one knows for sure how many officers

served on the Joint Staft at any one time during the war. Committees varied in size,
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from the Joint Strategic Survey Committee, which had only three members, on up
to the Joint Logistics Committee, which once had as many as two hundred associate
members.”” Money to support the Joint Chiefs’ operations, including the salaries for
about 5o civilian clerical helpers, came from the War and Navy Departments and an

allocation from the President’s contingent fund.*

Figure 1—1.
JCS Organization Chart, 1942
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Initially modeled on the CCS system, the JCS organization gradually departed
from the CCS structure to meet the Joint Chiefs’ unique requirements. During
1942 the Joint Chiefs added three subordinate components without CCS counter-
parts—the Joint New Weapons Committee, the Joint Psychological Warfare Com-
mittee, and the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). The first two were part-time
bodies providing advisory support to the Joint Chiefs in the areas of weapons re-
search and wartime propaganda and subversion. The third was an operational and
research agency that specialized in espionage and clandestine missions behind en-
emy lines. Though the OSS fell under the jurisdiction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, it
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had its own director, William J. Donovan, who reported directly to the President.”
Between 1943 and March 1945, the JCS organization expanded further to include
the Army-Navy Petroleum Board and separate committees dealing with produc-
tion and supply matters, postwar political-military planning, and the coordination
of civil affairs in liberated and occupied areas.

Wartime membership of the Joint Chiefs was completed on July 18, 1942, when
President Roosevelt appointed Admiral William D. Leahy as Chief of Staff to the
Commander in Chief. The inspiration for Leahy’s appointment came from General
Marshall, who suggested to the President in February 1942 that there should be a
direct link between the White House and the JCS, an officer to brief the President
on military matters, keep track of papers sent to the White House for approval, and
transmit the President’s decisions to the JCS. As the President’s designated represen-
tative, he could also preside at JCS meetings in an impartial capacity.*

President Roosevelt initially saw no need for a Chief of Staft to the Com-
mander in Chief. Likewise, Admiral King, fearing adverse impact on Navy interests
if another officer were interposed between himself and the President, opposed the
idea. It was not until General Marshall suggested appointing Admiral Leahy, an old
friend of the President’s and a trusted advisor, that Roosevelt came around.> The
Admiral, who had retired as Chief of Naval Operations in 1939, was just completing
an assignment as Ambassador to Vichy, France. The appointment of another senior
naval officer was perhaps the only way of gaining Admiral King’s endorsement, since
it balanced the JCS with two members from the War Department and two from
the Navy.

A scrupulously impartial presiding officer, Leahy never became the strong rep-
resentative of JCS interests that Marshall hoped he would be. In Marshall’s view,
Leahy limited himself too much to acting as a liaison between the JCS and the
‘White House. Still, he played an important role in conveying JCS recommenda-
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tions and in briefing the President every morning.* In no way was his position
comparable to that later accorded to the Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff. In meet-
ings with the President or with the Combined Chiefs of Staff, Leahy was rarely the
JCS spokesman. That role usually fell to either General Marshall, who served as the
leading voice on strategy in the European Theater, or Admiral King, who held sway
over matters affecting the Pacific.

Though considerable, the Joint Chiefs’ influence over wartime strategy and
policy was never as great as some observers have argued. According to historian
Kent Roberts Greenfield, there are more than 20 documented instances in which
Roosevelt overruled the chiefs’ judgment on military situations.”” While the chiefs

liked to present the President with unanimous recommendations, they were not
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averse to offering a “split” position when their views differed and then thrashing
out a solution at their meetings with the President. During the first year or so of the
war, the President’s special assistant, Harry Hopkins, also regularly attended these
meetings. Rarely invited to participate were the Service Secretaries (Secretary of
War Henry L. Stimson and Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox) and Secretary of
State Cordell Hull, all of whom found themselves marginalized for much of the war.
But despite their close association, the President and the Joint Chiefs never devel-
oped the intimate, personal rapport Churchill had with his military chiefs. Between
Roosevelt and the JCS, there was little socializing. Comfortable and productive,
their relationship was above all professional and businesslike.®

Even though the Joint Chiefs of Staff functioned as the equivalent of a na-
tional military high command, their status as such, throughout World War II, was
never established in law or by Executive order. Preoccupied with waging a global
war, they paid scant attention to the question of their status until mid-1943 when
they briefly considered a charter defining their duties and responsibilities. The
only JCS member to evince strong interest in a charter was Admiral King, who
professed to be “shocked” that there was no basic definition of JCS duties and
responsibilities. In the existing circumstances, he doubted whether the JCS could
continue to function effectively. Admiral Leahy took exception. “The absence of
any fixed charter of responsibility,” he insisted, “allowed greater flexibility in the
JCS organization and enabled us to extend its activities to meet the changing
requirements of the war.” He pointed out that, since the JCS served at the Presi-
dent’s pleasure, they performed whatever duties he saw fit; under a charter, they
would be limited to performing assigned functions. Initially, General Marshall sid-
ed with Admiral Leahy but finally became persuaded, in the interests of preserving
JCS harmony, to support issuance of a charter in the form of an Executive order.”

The Joint Chiefs approved the text of such an order on June 15, 1943, and
submitted it to the President the next day. The proposed assignment of duties
was fairly routine and related to ongoing activities of advising the President,
formulating military plans and strategy, and representing the United States on
the Combined Chiefs of Staff.’* Still, the overall impact would have been to
place the JCS within a confined frame of reference, and arguably restrict their
deliberations to a specific range of issues. Satisfied with the status quo, the Presi-
dent rejected putting the chiefs under written instructions. “It seems to me,” he
told them, “that such an order would provide no benefits and might in some
way impair flexibility of operations.”’" As a result, the Joint Chiefs continued to

manage their affairs throughout the war without a written definition of their
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functions or authority, but with the tacit assurance that President Roosevelt

fully supported their activities.

THE NORTH AFRICA DECISION AND ITS IMPACT

‘While the ARCADIA Conference of December 1941—January 1942 confirmed that
Britain and the United States would integrate their efforts to defeat the Axis, it
left many details of their collaboration unsettled. The agreed strategic concept that
emerged from ARCADIA was to defeat Germany first, while remaining on the
strategic defensive against Japan. Recognizing that limited resources would con-
strain their ability to mount offensive operations against either enemy for a year or
so, the Allied leaders endorsed the idea of “tightening the ring” around Germany
during this time by increasing lend-lease support to the Soviet Union, reinforcing
the Middle East, and securing control of the French North African coast.

To augment this broad strategy, the CCS in March 1942 adopted a working
understanding of the global strategic control of military operations that divided
the world into three major theaters of operations, each comparable to the relative
interests of the United States and Great Britain. As a direct concern to both parties,
the development and execution of strategy in the Atlantic-European area became a
combined responsibility and, as such, the region most immediately relevant to the
CCS. Elsewhere, the British Chiefs of Staff, working from London, would oversee
strategy and operations for the Middle East and South Asia, while the Joint Chiefs
of Staff in Washington would do the same for the Pacific and provide military coor-
dination with the government of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek in China.?

British and American planners agreed that the key to victory was the Soviet
Union, which engaged the bulk of Germany’s air and ground forces. “In the last
analysis,” predicted Admiral King, “Russia will do nine-tenths of the job of defeating
Germany.”3* Keeping the Soviets actively and continuously engaged against Germany
thus became one of the Western Allies’ primary objectives, even before the United
States formally entered the war.¥ Within the JCS-CCS organization that emerged
following the ARCADIA Conference, developing a “second front” in Western Eu-
rope quickly emerged as a priority concern, both to relieve pressure on the Soviets
and to demonstrate the Western Allies’ sincerity and support. Unlike their American
counterparts, however, British defense planners were in no hurry to return to the
Continent. Averse to repeating the trench wartare of World War I, and with the Soviet
Union under a Communist regime that Churchill despised, British planners proved

far more cautious and realistic in entertaining plans for a second front.
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The Joint Chiefs assumed that initially their main job would be to coordinate
the mobilization and deployment of a large army to Europe to confront the Ger-
mans directly, as the United States had done in World War I. As General Marshall
put it,“We should never lose sight of the eventual necessity of fighting the Germans
in Germany.”* By mid-March 1942, the consensus among the Joint Chiefs was that
they should press their British allies for a buildup of forces in the United Kingdom
for the earliest practicable landing on the Continent and restrict deployments in
the Pacific to current commitments. But they adopted no timetable for carrying
out these operations and deferred to the War Department General Staft to come up
with a concrete plan for invading Europe. At this stage, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were
a new and novel organization, composed of officers from rival Services who were
still unfamiliar with one another and uneasy about working together. As a result, the
most effective and efficient strategic planning initially was that done by the Service
staffs, with the Army taking the lead in shaping plans for Europe and the Navy do-
ing the same for the Pacific.”

The impetus for shifting strategic planning from the Services to the corporate
oversight of the JCS was President Roosevelt’s decision in July 1942 to postpone a
Continental invasion and, at Churchill’s urging, to concentrate instead on the liber-
ation of North Africa. Personally, Roosevelt would have preferred a second front in
France, and in the spring of 1942 he had sent Marshall and Harry Hopkins to Lon-
don to explore the possibility of a landing either later in the year or in 1943.Though
the British initially seemed receptive to the idea and endorsed it in principle, they
raised one objection after another and insisted that the time was not ripe for a land-
ing on the Continent. Pushing an alternate strategy, they favored a combined opera-
tion in the Mediterranean.’® Based on the production and supply data he received,
Roosevelt ruefully acknowledged that the United States would not be in a position
to have a “major impact” on the war much before the autumn of 1943.% Eager that
U.S. forces should see “useful action” against the Germans before then, he became
persuaded that North Africa would be more feasible than a landing in France. The
upshot in November 1942 was Operation Torch, the first major offensive of the war
involving sizable numbers of U.S. forces.*

While not wholly unexpected, the Torch decision had extensive ripple effects.
The most immediate was to nullify a promise R oosevelt made to the Soviets in May
1942 to open a second front in France before the end of the year.* A bitter disap-
pointment in Moscow, it was also a major rebuff for Marshall and War Department
planners who had drawn up preliminary Continental invasion plans. One set, called
SLEDGEHAMMER, was for a limited “beachhead” landing in 1942;another, called
BOLERO-ROUNDUP, was for a full-scale assault on the northern coast of France

10
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in mid-1943.** Unable to contain his disappointment, Marshall told the President
that he was “particularly opposed to ‘dabbling’ in the Mediterranean in a wasteful
logistical way.’# In Churchill’s view, however, an invasion of France was too risky
and premature until the Allies brought the U-boat menace in the Atlantic under
control, had greater mastery of the air, and American forces were battle-tested. In
the interests of unity, Churchill continued to assure his Soviet and American allies
that he supported a cross-Channel invasion of Europe in 1943. But as a practical
matter, he seemed intent on using the invasion of North Africa to protect British
interests east of Suez and as a stepping stone toward further Anglo-American opera-
tions in the Mediterranean that would “knock Italy out of the war.”+

Churchill’s preoccupation with North Africa and the Mediterranean reflected
a time-honored British tradition that historians sometimes refer to as “war on the
periphery,” in contrast to the more direct American approach involving the massing
of forces, large-scale assaults, and decisive battles. Limited in manpower and indus-
trial capability, the British had historically preferred to avoid direct confrontations
and had pursued strategies that exploited their enemies’ weak spots, wearing them
down through naval action, attrition, and dispersion of forces. In World War I, the
British had departed from this strategy with disastrous results that gave them the
sense of having achieved a pyrrhic victory. Committed to avoiding a repetition of
the World War I experience, Churchill and his military advisors preferred to let the
Soviets do most of the fighting (and dying) against Germany, while Britain and
the United States concentrated on eviscerating Germany’s “soft underbelly” in the
Mediterranean. Although Churchill fully intended to undertake an Anglo-Ameri-
can invasion of Europe, he expected it to follow in due course, once Germany was
worn down and on the verge of defeat.*

Following the planning setbacks they experienced in the summer of 1942, the
Joint Chiefs sought to regroup and regain the initiative, starting with a clarification
of overall strategy. Their initial response was the creation in late November 1942 of
the Joint Strategic Survey Committee (JSSC), an elite advisory body dedicated to
long-range planning. Composed of only three senior officers, the JSSC resembled
a panel of “elder statesmen,” representing the ground, naval, and air forces, whose
job was to develop broad assessments on “the soundness of our basic strategic policy
in the light of the developing situation, and on the strategy which should be ad-
opted with respect to future operations.” In theory, Service affiliations were not
to interfere with or prejudice their work. The three chosen to sit on the commit-
tee—retired Lieutenant General Stanley D. Embick of the Army, Major General
Muir S. Fairchild of the Army Air Corps, and Vice Admiral Russell Willson—served

without other duties and stayed at their posts throughout the war.*
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Early in December 1942, the JSSC submitted its first set of recommendations,
a three-and-a-half-page overview of Allied strategy for the year ahead. In surveying
future options, the committee sought to keep the war focused on agreed objectives.
Assuming that the first order of business remained the defeat of Germany, the JSSC
recommended freezing offensive operations in the Mediterranean and transferring
excess forces from North Africa to the United Kingdom as part of the buildup for
an invasion of Europe in 1943. The committee also urged continuing assistance
to the Soviet Union, a gradual shift from defensive to offensive operations in the
Pacific and Burma, and an integrated air bombardment campaign launched from
bases in England, North Africa, and the Middle East against German “production
and resources.”

Here in a nutshell was the first joint concept for a global wartime strategy,
marshaling the efforts of land, sea, and air forces toward common goals. All the
same, it was a highly generalized treatment and, as such, it glossed over the impact of
conflicting Service interests. At no point did it attempt to sort out the allocation of
resources, by far the most controversial issue of all, other than on the basis of broad
priorities. Challenging one of the paper’s core assumptions, Admiral King doubted
whether a landing in Europe continued to merit top priority. King maintained that,
with adoption of the Torch decision and the diversions that operation entailed, the
Anglo-American focus of the war had shifted from Europe to the Mediterranean
and Pacific. King wanted U.S. plans and preparations adjusted accordingly, with
more effort devoted to the Pacific and defeating the Japanese.** Meeting with the
President on January 7, 1943, the Joint Chiefs acknowledged that they were divided
along Service lines. As Marshall delicately put it, they “regarded an operation in the
north [of Europe] more favorably than one in the Mediterranean but the question
was still an open one.”* Despite nearly a year of intensified planning, the JCS had

yet to achieve a working consensus on overall strategic objectives.

THE SECOND FRONT DEBATE AND JCS
REORGANIZATION

Faced with indecision among his military advisors, Roosevelt gravitated to the Brit-
ish, who had worked out definite plans and knew precisely what they wanted to
accomplish. At the Casablanca Conference in January 1943, he gave in to Churchill’s
insistence that the Mediterranean be accorded “prime place” and that a move against
Sicily (Operation Husky) should follow promptly upon the successtul completion of
Operation Torch in North Africa. To placate the Americans, the British agreed to

establish a military planning cell in London to begin preliminary preparations for
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a cross-Channel attack. But with attention and resources centered on the Mediter-
ranean, a Continental invasion was now unlikely to materialize before 1944. Know-
ing that a further postponement would not go down well in Moscow, Roosevelt
proposed—and Churchill grudgingly agreed—that the United States and Britain
issue a combined public declaration of their intent to settle for nothing less than
“unconditional surrender” of the Axis powers.*"

A further result of the Casablanca Conference—one with significant but unin-
tended consequences for the future of the Joint Chiefs—was the endorsement of an
intensive combined bombing campaign against Germany. This decision fell in line
with the recent recommendations of the Joint Strategic Survey Committee and was
widely regarded as an indispensable preliminary to a successtul invasion of France.
Under the agreed directive, however, first priority was not the destruction of the
enemy’s military-industrial complex, as some air power enthusiasts had advocated,
but the suppression of the German submarine threat, which was taking a horrific
toll on Allied shipping.’* Still, American and British air strategists had long sought
the opportunity to demonstrate the potential of airpower and greeted the decision
as a step forward, even as they disagreed among themselves over the relative mer-
its of daylight precision bombing (the American approach) versus nighttime area
bombing (the British strategy). The impact on the JCS was more long term and
subtle. Previously, as the senior Service chiefs, Marshall and King had dominated
JCS deliberations. Now, with strategic bombing an accepted and integral part of
wartime strategy, Arnold assumed a more prominent role of his own, becoming a
true coequal to the other JCS members in both rank and stature by the war’s end.*

For the Joint Chiefs and the aides accompanying them, the Casablanca Confer-
ence was, above all, an educational experience that none wanted to repeat. Travel-
ing light, the JCS had kept their party small and had arrived with limited backup
materials. In contrast, the British chiefs had brought a very complete staff and reams
of plans and position papers. Admiral King found that whenever the CCS met and
he or one of his JCS colleagues brought up a subject, the British invariably had a
paper ready.’* Brigadier General Albert C.Wedemeyer, the Army’s chief planner, had
a similar experience. At each and every turn he found the British better prepared
and able to outmaneuver the Americans with superior staff work. “We came, we
listened and we were conquered,” Wedemeyer told a colleague.“They had us on the
defensive practically all the time.”ss

The Joint Chiefs of Staff returned from the Casablanca Conference with less
to show for their efforts than they hoped and determined to apply the lessons
they learned there. In practice, that meant never again entering an international

conference so ill-prepared or understaffed. To strengthen the JCS position, General
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Marshall arranged for Lieutenant General Joseph T. McNarney, Deputy Army Chief
of Staff, to oversee a reorganization of the joint committee system, with special
attention to developing more effective joint-planning mechanisms. The main bot-
tleneck was in the Joint Staff Planners, a five-member committee that had fallen
behind in its assigned task of providing timely, detailed studies on deployment and
tuture operations. The new system, introduced gradually during the spring of 1943,
reduced the range and number of issues coming before the Joint Staff Planners and
transferred logistical matters to the Joint Administrative Committee, later renamed
the Joint Logistics Committee.*

Under McNarney’s reorganization, nearly all the detailed planning functions
previously assigned to the Joint Staff Planners became the responsibility of a new
body, the Joint War Plans Committee (JWPC), which functioned as a JPS working
subcommittee. Thenceforth, the JPS operated in more of an oversight capacity, re-
viewing, amending, and passing along the recommendations they received from the
Joint War Plans Committee. The JWPC drew its membership from the staffs of the
chiefs of planning for the Army, the Navy, and the Air Staft. Under them was an inter-
Service “planning team” of approximately 15 officers who served full time without
other assigned duties. The directive setting up the JWPC reminded those assigned to it
that they were now part of a joint organization and to conduct themselves accordingly
by going about their work and presenting their views “regardless of rank or service.”s

The first test of these new arrangements came at the TRIDENT Confer-
ence, held in Washington in May 1943 to develop plans and strategy for operations
after the invasion of Sicily during the coming summer. By then, King had grudg-
ingly resigned himself to the inevitability of a cross-Channel invasion and agreed
with Marshall that further operations in the Mediterranean should be curbed. King
viewed the British preoccupation there as a growing liability that had the potential
of preventing the Navy from stepping up the war against Japan. Based on naval
production figures, King estimated that by the end of 1943, the Navy would begin
to enjoy a significant numerical superiority over the Japanese in aircraft carriers
and other key combatants. To take advantage of that situation, the CNO proposed
a major offensive in the Central Pacific and secured JCS endorsement just before
the TRIDENT Conference began. But with the British dithering in the Mediter-
ranean and a firm decision on the second front issue still pending, King could easily
find his strategic initiative jeopardized.s*

AtTRIDENT, for the first time in the war, the Joint Chiefs obtained the use of
procedures that worked to their advantage. Namely, they insisted on an agenda and
some of the papers developed by the Joint War Plans Committee in lieu of those
offered by the British, who had controlled the “paper trail” at Casablanca.® As often
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as possible during TRIDENT, King tried to shift the discussion to the Pacific. But
the dominating topic was the choice between continuing operations in the Medi-
terranean or opening a second front in northern France. With President Roosevelt’s
concurrence and with Marshall doing most of the talking, the Joint Chiefs pressed
the British for a commitment to a cross-Channel attack no later than the spring of
1944. The deliberations were brisk and occasionally involved what historian Mark
A. Stoler describes as “some private and very direct exchanges.” Six months earlier
British views would probably have prevailed. But with improved staft support be-
hind them, the JCS were now more than able to hold their own.®

A crucial factor in the Joint Chiefs’ effectiveness was a carefully researched fea-
sibility study by the JWPC showing that there would be enough landing craft to lift
five divisions simultaneously (three in assault and two in backup), making the cross-

" Forced to concede the point, the British agreed to be-

Channel operation feasible.
gin moving troops (seven divisions initially) from the Mediterranean to the United
Kingdom. While accepting a tentative target date of May 1, 1944, for the invasion,
the British sidestepped a full commitment by insisting on further study. The JCS also
wanted to limit additional operations in the Mediterranean to air and sea attacks. But
out of the ensuing give-and-take, the British prevailed in obtaining an extension of
currently planned operations against Sicily onto the Italian mainland, in Churchill’s
words, “to get Italy out of the war by whatever means might be best.”®

A significant improvement over the Joint Chiefs” previous performance, TRI-
DENT demonstrated the utility and effectiveness of Joint Staff work over reliance
on separate and often uncoordinated Service inputs. From then on, preparations for
inter-Allied conferences became increasingly centralized around the Joint Staft, with
the Joint War Plans Committee the focal point for the development of the necessary
planning papers and inter-Service coordination.” The emerging dominance of the
JCS system was largely the product of necessity and rested on a growing recognition
as the war progressed that at the high command level as well as in the field, joint

collaboration was more successful than each Service operating on its own.

PREPARING FOR OVERLORD

Even though the Joint Chiefs secured provisional agreement at the TRIDENT
Conference to begin preparations for an invasion of France, it remained to be seen
whether the British would live up to their promise. Reports from London indi-
cated that Churchill was “rather apathetic and somewhat apprehensive” about a
firm commitment to invade Europe and that he would press next for an invasion of

Italy, followed by operations against the Balkans.* Even though a campaign on the
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Italian mainland would delay moving troops and materiel to England for the inva-
sion, Churchill had made a convincing argument that Italy would fall quickly and
not pose much of a diversion. With U.S. and British forces currently concentrated
in Sicily and North Africa, the JCS acknowledged that it made sense to take advan-
tage of the opportunity before moving forces en masse to England. Still, they were
adamant that the operation be limited and not go beyond Rome, lest it jeopardize
plans for the invasion of northern France.®

At the first Quebec Conference (QUADRANT) in August 1943, Churchill,
Roosevelt, and the Combined Chiefs of Staff confirmed their intention to attack
Italy and attempted to reconcile continuing differences over a landing on the north-
ern French coast,now code-named Operation Overlord. Despite pledges made at the
TRIDENT Conference, Churchill and the British chiefs procrastinated, prompting
several heated exchanges and some “very undiplomatic language” by Admiral King,
who considered the British to be acting in bad faith.** At one point the CCS cleared
the room of all subordinates and continued the discussion oft the record. The sense
of trust and partnership appeared to be eroding on both sides. While professing their
commitment to Overlord, the British objected to an American proposal to give the
invasion of France “overriding priority” and wanted to delay the repositioning of
troops as agreed at TRIDENT so campaigns in the Mediterranean could proceed
without serious disruption. Working a compromise, the Combined Chiefs agreed to
make Owerlord the “primary” Anglo-American objective in 1944, but couched the
decision in ambiguous language that left open the possibility of further operations
in the Mediterranean.” Once back in London, Churchill assured the War Cabinet
that the QUADRANT agreement on Overlord notwithstanding, he would continue
to insist on “nourishing the battle” in Italy as long as he remained in office.”

At that stage in the war, Churchill and the British Chiefs of Staff still viewed
themselves as the “predominant partner” in the Western alliance. Yet it was a role
they were less equipped to play with each passing day. By mid-1943, with the mo-
bilization and stepped-up industrial production initiated since 1940 beginning to
bear fruit, the United States was steadily overtaking Britain in manpower and ma-
teriel to become the preeminent military power within the Western alliance. One
consequence was to give the U.S. chiefs a larger voice and stronger leverage within
the CCS system, much to the consternation of the British.® Meetings of the Com-
bined Chiefs of Staff, as evidenced by the discussions at TRIDENT and QUAD-
RANT, were becoming more and more confrontational. Clearly frustrated, Sir
Alan Brooke, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, lamented that he and his British
colleagues were no longer able “to swing those American Chiefs of Staff and make

them see daylight.”7
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With tensions mounting between the American and British military chiefs
over Overlord, a showdown was only a matter of time. It finally came at the Tehran
Conference in late November 1943, the first “Big Three” summit of the war. Dur-
ing the trip over aboard the battleship Iowa, the Joint Chiefs had the opportunity
to discuss among themselves and with the President the issues they should raise and
the approach they should take, so when the conference got down to business, the
American position was unambiguous. Stopping in Cairo to meet with Generalis-
simo Chiang Kai-shek, the Chinese leader, Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Com-
bined Chiefs of Staft took time out to review the status of planning for the invasion
of France. Though Churchill again paid lip service to Owverlord, calling it “top of the
bill,” he also outlined his vision for expanding military operations into northern
Italy, Rhodes, and the Balkans. Roosevelt and the Joint Chiefs, feeling that now was
not the time to debate these issues, simply turned a collective deaf ear.”

At Tehran, with the Soviets present, the Joint Chiefs left no doubt that launch-
ing Owverlord was their first concern, then sat back while the senior Soviet military
representative, Marshal Klementy Voroshiloff, interrogated Brooke and his British
colleagues on why they wanted to devote precious time and resources on “auxiliary
operations” in the Mediterranean.” In the plenary sessions with Roosevelt and
Soviet leader Marshal Josef Stalin, Churchill fell under intense pressure to shelve his
plans for the Mediterranean and to throw unequivocal support behind the invasion.
To improve the prospects of success, Stalin offered to launch a major offensive on
the Eastern Front in conjunction with the landings in France. Outnumbered and
outmaneuvered, Churchill grudgingly acknowledged that it was “the stern duty” of
his country to proceed with the invasion. At long last, the British commitment to
Overlord had become irrevocable. Though the JCS were elated at the outcome, the
British chiefs were visibly distraught and immediately began picking away at the
invasion plan’s details as if they could make it disappear or change the decision.”

Confirmation that Overlord would go forward signaled a major turning point
in the war. The beginning of the end in the West for Hitler’s Germany, it also af-
firmed the emergence of the United States as leader of the Western coalition, with
the Joint Chiefs of Staff firmly ensconced as the senior military partners. Even the
supreme commander of the operation was to be an American. Though General
Marshall had wanted the job, it went instead to a former subordinate and protégé,
General Dwight D. Eisenhower, who presided over what became one of the most
truly integrated and successtul international command structures in history. All the
same, with the United States contributing the larger share of the manpower and
much, if not most, of the materiel to the operation, British involvement took on a

diminished appearance. Except for a brief gathering in London in early June 1944
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timed roughly to coincide with the D-Day invasion, the JCS had little need for
further full-dress meetings of the Combined Chiefs of Staff. In fact, they did not
see their British counterparts again until, at Churchill’s insistence, they reassembled
at a second Quebec Conference in September 1944. A year later, with the war over,
the CCS quietly became for the most part inactive. Though it met occasionally over
the next few years, its postwar contributions were never enough to make much dif-
ference, and on October 14, 1949, by mutual agreement, it was finally dissolved.”
The decision to proceed with Overlord, giving it priority over all other Anglo-
American operations against Germany, marked the culmination of grand strategic
planning in the European theater. Once the troops landed in Normandy on June 6,
1944, it was up to Eisenhower and his British deputy, General Bernard Law Mont-
gomery, and their generals to wage the battles that would bring victory in the West.
Had it not been for the JCS and their determination to see the matter through, the
invasion might have been postponed indefinitely, and the results of the war could
have been quite different. In a very real sense, the Tehran Conference and the Over-
lord decision marked the Joint Chiefs’ coming of age as a mature and reliable orga-
nization. Out of that experience emerged a decidedly improved and more effective
planning system within the JCS organization and a better appreciation among the
chiefs themselves of what they could accomplish by working together. A turning
point in the history of World War II, the Overlord decision was thus also a major

milestone in the progress and maturity of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

WARTIME COLLABORATION WITH THE SOVIET UNION

In contrast to the many contacts and close collaboration the Joint Chiefs enjoyed
with their British counterparts through the Combined Chiefs of Staff system, their
access to the Soviet high command remained limited throughout World War II. The
“Grand Alliance,” as Churchill called it, brought together countries—the United
States and Great Britain, on the one hand, the Soviet Union, on the other—which,
until recently, had viewed one another practically as enemies. Divided prior to the
war by politics and ideology, they found it expedient in wartime to concert their
efforts toward a common objective—the defeat of Nazi Germany—and little else.
While idealists like Roosevelt hoped a new postwar relationship would emerge
from the experience, promoting peaceful coexistence between capitalist and Com-
munist systems, realists like Churchill remained skeptical. All agreed that it was a
unique and uneasy partnership that was difficult to manage.

The bond holding the Grand Alliance together was, from its inception, the

unique relationship among its “Big Three” leaders—Roosevelt, Churchill, and
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Stalin—who remained in regular direct contact throughout the war. As a rule, Stalin
managed high-level contacts himself and discouraged his generals from becom-
ing overly friendly with their Western counterparts. Churchill followed a similar
practice. While professing friendship and cooperation, he showed little inclination
to share military information with the Soviets or to take them into his confidence.
Although Roosevelt was more forthcoming, he too recognized that, at bottom,
the Grand Alliance was a marriage of convenience and declined to bring Stalin in
on the biggest secret of the war—that the United States was building an atomic
bomb—perhaps because he knew that Soviet espionage agents had passed that in-
formation along to Moscow sometime in 1943.7

Given the ground rules that tacitly governed the Grand Alliance, East-West
military collaboration followed a loose and haphazard course. Though they tried
from time to time, JCS planners could find little common ground for creating any-
thing comparable to the Combined Chiefs of Staff to help coordinate East-West
military operations.” Occasionally, they floated proposals to exchange observers
at the field command headquarters level. But there was not much interest from
the British and even less from the Soviets.”” The collaboration that developed de-
rived either from ad hoc arrangements or initiatives mounted through the military
missions assigned to the American Embassy in Moscow and tended to be more
concerned with logistical matters and lend-lease aid than with coordinating the
conduct of the war.

Despite the difficulties inherent in dealing with the Soviets, Roosevelt was
determined to demonstrate American goodwill and solidarity of purpose. Brush-
ing aside Churchill’s penchant for caution, he exhorted the Joint Chiefs to explore
ways of helping the Soviets, even if it meant diverting scarce war resources from
other urgent tasks. Yet whatever the JCS could do was limited. As a practical mat-
ter, the Eastern Front was too distant and remote for most of the war for them to
contemplate stationing substantial military forces there. Nor was it clear whether
U.S. forces would have been welcome, given Stalin’s aversion to foreign influences.”
Small deployments of aircraft were another matter, however, and from mid-1942 on,
the JCS found themselves peppered with proposals from various sources, includ-
ing the White House, to provide the Soviets with supply planes and to establish an
Anglo-American combat air force in the Caucasus. At the time, German forces had
resumed the offensive and for a while there was a glimmer of interest from Stalin.
But as the Soviet military position improved, Stalin’s enthusiasm waned and the
project died.”

‘While the Western powers poured large quantities of material assistance into

the Soviet Union, Stalin insisted that the best help they could provide was opening
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a second front in Western Europe to draw off some of the pressure on the Red
army in the East. Churchill maintained that, by concentrating on North Africa, Italy,
and the Mediterranean, the Western Allies were already accomplishing much the
same thing. Unconvinced, the JCS regarded these operations as sideshows that were
perhaps annoying to the Germans but a drain on Allied resources and indecisive by
nature. Moreover, the longer the Allies delayed a landing in France, the more op-
portunity it gave the advancing Russian forces to expand and consolidate Moscow’s
political influence across Europe.®

After the QUADRANT Conference of August 1943, with the prospects for
Owerlord on the rise, the JCS redoubled their efforts to improve contacts and collab-
oration with the Soviet high command, initially to enlist their promised assistance
in diverting German units away from the Normandy invasion area and eventually
to prod them into the war against Japan. With these objectives in mind, they sought
to upgrade their liaison capabilities with the Soviets and in the fall of 1943 named
Major General John R. Deane to head a new joint American military mission in
Moscow, reporting directly to the JCS.¥ At the same time, President Roosevelt
named W. Averell Harriman, who had been instrumental in setting up the lend-lease
program, to replace the ineffectual Admiral William H. Standley as Ambassador to
the Soviet Union. Until recently the U.S. secretary of the Combined Chiefs of Staff,
Deane was familiar with the current state of thinking in Washington and the status
of Allied war plans. At the time he arrived, he recalled, collaboration with the So-
viets was “a virgin field” and military coordination “almost nonexistent.”** Though
he found the Soviets to be guarded in their dealings with Westerners, he saw no
reason to doubt their commitment to the war and “felt certain” they would enter
the conflict against Japan once Germany was defeated.®

During the year and a half he spent in Moscow, Deane experienced one frus-
tration after another and kept the Joint Chiefs up to date on every agonizing detail.
Though there were a few modest successes, a shuttle bombing agreement of ques-
tionable military value foremost among them, he never detected any serious interest
on the Soviets’ part in establishing a full military dialogue or partnership. Indeed, as
the war progressed and as victory over the Germans became more certain, Deane
noticed a progressive falling off of Soviet cooperation—so much so that by Decem-
ber 1944 he was expressing serious apprehension over the future of U.S.-Soviet rela-
tions. “Everyone will agree on the importance of collaboration with Russia,” Deane
told Marshall. “It won’t be worth a hoot, however, unless it is based on mutual
respect and made to work both ways.”* Impressed by Deane’s sobering assessments,

Marshall passed them along to the White House without any discernible effect.®
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Deane’s sentiments reflected a growing sense of unease about the Soviets that
permeated JCS deliberations from late 1943 on. The Joint Chiefs got their first
close-up look at Stalin and his generals at the Big Three Tehran Conference in No-
vember 1943 and came away with mixed impressions. Though judged to be tough-
minded and determined, the Soviet generals also appalled members of the JCS with
their superficial appreciation of modern military science, most notably their lack
of understanding of the difficulties of amphibious operations. As far as Stalin and
his generals were concerned, a cross-Channel attack was like fording a river.* But
with a war yet to be won and the Joint Chiefs eager to nail down a Soviet com-
mitment to join the fight against Japan, they were not inclined to judge the Soviets
too harshly.*”

This view began to change during the early part of 1944, as rumors spread
that the Soviets, now on the verge of expelling German troops from their territory,
might seek a separate peace. Also around the same time, the JCS received a barrage
of reports from Harriman and Deane in Moscow and OSS sources, warning of
waning Soviet interest in military collaboration with the West owing to diplomatic
friction over the political makeup of Eastern Europe after the war.* With Overlord
only a few months away, the chiefs’ concern was considerable, to say the least. About
the only immediate source of leverage was to curb shipments under the lend-lease
program, which General Marshall described as “our trump card . .. to keep the So-
viets on the offensive in connection with the second front.”* President Roosevelt,
however, strongly opposed any avoidable disruptions in assistance, lest they adversely
affect U.S.-Soviet relations or the conduct of the war. In September 1944, with
Overlord a fait accompli, he vetoed any immediate changes in the program.®

The Joint Chiefs adopted a wait-and-see attitude toward their Soviet allies for
the duration of the war in Europe. By the time of the Yalta Summit Conference in
February 1945, they had come to the conclusion, as General Marshall put it, that
closer liaison with the Soviet general staff would be “highly desirable” but not ab-
solutely essential.”” Where the JCS still wanted the Soviets engaged was in Manchu-
ria to keep the Japanese Kwantung army there from reinforcing the home islands

92

against a U.S.-led invasion.®”” Accordingly, they urged President Roosevelt to use his
influence with Stalin to overcome what they characterized as Soviet “administra-
tive delays” that were thwarting the implementation of “broad decisions” about
U.S.-Soviet collaboration.” But with U.S. forces now moving relentlessly across the
Pacific, JCS planners were increasingly skeptical whether access to Soviet air and
naval bases in Siberia—a requirement once thought to be crucial to an invasion of

the Japanese home islands—would make any difference.
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The diminished need for Soviet bases and other support was soon reflected
in President Harry S. Truman’s “get tough” approach toward the Soviets follow-
ing Roosevelt’s death in April 1945. With a U.S. victory in the Pacific now more
probable than ever, Truman was less forbearing than Roosevelt in putting pressure
on Moscow to live up to its wartime political agreements facilitating free elections
in Eastern Europe.” Worried that the new President might go too far, Leahy and
Marshall reminded him that the wartime agreements Roosevelt had reached were
subject to interpretation and that JCS planning still assumed Soviet participation
in the war against Japan. With these caveats before him, Truman soon moderated
his criticism of the Soviets. Yet owing to the sharp tone and substance of some
of his complaints about Soviet behavior, the wartime alliance showed clear signs
of breaking down.”

That closer wartime cooperation and collaboration between the Joint Chiefs
and the Soviet high command could have helped to avoid this outcome is highly
unlikely. Stalin’s main concerns throughout the war in Europe were to eradicate
the threat posed by Nazi Germany and to solidify as much of his control as pos-
sible over Eastern Europe, making it in effect a cordon sanitaire between the Soviet
Union and the West. With these objectives in mind, the level of cooperation that
Stalin sought (and was prepared to accept) was always more specific than general
and invariably revolved around the issues of additional aid and the opening of a sec-
ond front in France. While the JCS did what they could to promote better Soviet-
American relations, their options were limited and became even more so as the war
progressed. Eventually, the JCS came to see cooperation and collaboration with
Moscow as a one-way street. As a rule, General Marshall recalled, the Soviets were
“delicate . . . jealous, and . . . very, very hard to preserve a coordinated association
with.”?® Regarded by Churchill and others as a marriage of convenience to begin
with, the Grand Alliance was probably lucky that it lasted as long as it did and cer-

tainly was not destined to survive much beyond the end of the war.
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Chapter 2

THE ASIA-PACIFIC WAR
AND THE BEGINNINGS
OF POSTWAR PLANNING

The Joint Chiefs” greatest accomplishment in World War II was planning and ex-
ecuting a two-front war, one in the European-Atlantic theater and the other in the
Asia-Pacific region. Even though the agreed Anglo-American strategy gave primary
importance to defeating Germany, the attack on Pearl Harbor and Japan’s rapid ad-
vances during the early stages of the war created a political and military environment
that focused heavy attention on the Pacific and Far East. For the first year or so of the
war, bolstering the American posture there consumed as much, if not more, of the
Joint Chiefs’ energy as Europe. At the same time, the absence of an agreed long-range
wartime strategy made it practically impossible for JCS planners to draw a clear dis-
tinction between primary and secondary theaters. As a result, by the end of 1943, de-
ployments of personnel were practically the same (1.8 million) against Japan as against
Germany." Thereafter, as the United States stepped up its preparations for Operation
Overlord and as the Allies brought the German submarine threat in the Atlantic under
control, the buildup in the United Kingdom accelerated quickly, overshadowing the
allocation of resources elsewhere. But with such a substantial concentration of person-
nel and other assets in Asia and the Pacific from the outset, it was practically impossible

for the Joint Chiefs to draw and maintain a clear distinction in priorities.

STRATEGY AND COMMAND IN THE PACIFIC

To wage the Pacific war, the Joint Chiefs adopted somewhat different command
procedures than they used in the European and Mediterranean theaters. In Eu-
rope, the lines of command and control followed in accordance with the decision
taken by President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill immediately after Pearl
Harbor to pool their resources and to pursue a common strategy. For the North
Africa-Mediterranean campaigns and for the invasion of France, the Allies estab-

lished combined unified commands, which operated under directives issued by the
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Combined Chiefs of Staff. The Supreme Commander for the invasion of Europe,
General Dwight D. Eisenhower, took his orders from the CCS (which were relayed
to him via the War Department) and presided over an integrated staff that was both
multinational and multi-Service in its composition.>

Command arrangements in the Pacific evolved differently, owing to the pre-
dominant role played by the Navy in that theater, the Combined Chiefs’ limited
participation, and decisions taken during the initial stages of the war to split the
theater into two parts. Shortly after Pearl Harbor General Marshall persuaded Ad-
miral King to endorse the creation of a combined Australian-British-Dutch-Amer-
ican Command (ABDACOM) for the Southwestern Pacific in hopes of mobiliz-
ing greater resistance.’ The Japanese surge continued and ABDACOM soon fell
apart, leaving command relationships in the South Pacific in a shambles. From this
unpleasant experience (and a later one involving difficulties with the British over
protection of Anglo-American convoys crossing the Atlantic), King resolved never
again to be drawn into a combined or unified command arrangement if he could
possibly avoid it. Unity of command, King insisted, was highly overrated and defi-
nitely “not a panacea for all military difficulties” as some “amateur strategists’—a
veiled reference to Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson—seemed to believe.*

King’ solution to command problems in the Pacific lay in a division of respon-
sibility, approved by the Joint Chiefs with little debate on March 16, 1942, that created
two parallel organizations: a Southwest Pacific Area command under General Douglas
MacArthur, bringing together a patchwork of U.S. ground, sea, and air forces with
the remnants of the ABDACOM, and a Pacific Ocean Area command under Admiral
Chester W. Nimitz, composed predominantly of Navy and Marine Corps units.* In
1944, a third Pacific command emerged, organized around the Twentieth Air Force,
which operated under the authority of the JCS, with General Arnold as its executive
agent. King would have preferred a single joint command for the Pacific, but he knew
that if he pushed for one, it would probably go to MacArthur rather than to a Navy
officer. MacArthur was practically anathema to the Navy, and Nimitz, the leading Navy
candidate for the post, was junior to MacArthur and still relatively unknown.® Unlike
the ABDACOM, which had fallen under the Combined Chiefs of Staff, these new
commands were the exclusive responsibility of the United States and reported directly
to the Joint Chiefs, the presence of Australian and other foreign forces under MacAr-
thur notwithstanding. Though joint organizations, composed of ground, air, and naval
forces, they were not, strictly speaking, “unified” or integrated commands: MacArthur’s
staff was almost entirely Army; Nimitz’s predominantly Navy. One byproduct of the

new command structure was the establishment of the JCS “executive agent” system,
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using the Service chiefs as go-betweens. Thus, in relaying orders and other communi-
cations, Marshall dealt directly with MacArthur and King with Nimitz.”

From the outset, the two original commands conducted separate and different
types of wars. MacArthur’s principal aim was to redeem his reputation and liberate
the Philippines, where he had suffered an ignominious defeat early in 1942. Promising
“I shall return,” he launched an ambitious campaign, first to contain, then to roll back
the Japanese in the Southwest Pacific. With aircraft carriers in short supply, he turned
to Lieutenant General George C. Kenney, commander of the Fifth Air Force, to sup-
ply the bulk of his combat air support from a motley force of land-based fighters and
bombers, many of them cast-offs from other theaters.® For naval support he relied on
Vice Admiral Thomas C. Kinkaid, commander of the Seventh Fleet. Working with
limited resources and in a hostile climate where tropical diseases could be as lethal as
the Japanese, MacArthur developed a leap-frog strategy that took him up the north-
eastern coast of New Guinea and eventually back to the Philippines.Nimitz’s concept
of the war centered on the interdiction of Japanese shipping and the destruction of
the Japanese fleet as the keys to victory. Cautious and reserved by nature, he was ini-
tially skeptical of the idea—pressed upon him by King after the Casablanca Confer-
ence—that the Navy should, in effect, revive the old War Plan Orange and concen-
trate its efforts on strategic objectives in the Central Pacific. Seeking a war-winning
strategy, King proposed a thrust through the Marshalls and Marianas, spearheaded by
fast carrier task forces and Marine Corps amphibious assault units. Though Nimitz
went along with the idea, he and his planning staff at Pear] Harbor insisted on refine-
ments that included recapturing and holding the Aleutian Islands and neutralizing the
Gilberts to give U.S. warships the benefit of land-based air protection.® As it turned
out, Nimitz moved more slowly than King originally envisioned, chiefly because he
synchronized his advance to progress more or less in unison with MacArthur’s march
up through New Guinea and Admiral William E Halsey’s campaign in the Solomon
Islands, thereby optimizing his assets and assuring the protection of his western flank."

King assured Nimitz as he embarked upon the Central Pacific strategy that he
would enjoy substantial numerical superiority over the Japanese fleet. Indeed, a crit-
ical factor in King’s advocacy of the plan was his knowledge that the Navy would
soon have a “new” fleet in the Pacific, the product of a naval construction program
inaugurated in 1940 and hurried along after Pearl Harbor.™ Among the first of
these ships to take up station in the Pacific during the second half of 1943 were a
half-dozen of the new 27,000-ton Essex-class attack carriers. Built to accommodate
nearly a hundred planes each, these ships gave Nimitz the capability of launching

carrier bombing strikes comparable to land-based aviation. By the end of the year,
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he had a force of over 700 carrier-based aircraft, many of them improved models,
and a growing fleet of ships, half of them built since the beginning of the war.”
Additional support for Nimitz’s push into the Central Pacific came from the
Army Air Forces (AAF), who saw an opportunity to use island bases in the Marianas
to launch B—29 attacks against Japan. Until mid-1943, the Air Staff had concen-
trated on China as the primary staging area for its B—29s, which were new high-
altitude, long-distance, very heavy bombers that the AAF expected to deploy in
large numbers against Japan during the second half of 1944. Owing to problems of
supplying bases in China and protecting them against expected Japanese counterat-
tacks, however, Air Staff planners began to look elsewhere. With the emergence of
Nimitz’s Central Pacific strategy, they refocused their efforts there.”*Although the
Joint Chiefs tried from time to time to develop an overall war plan for the Pacific,
the divided command in the theater made it virtually impossible. Invariably, the de-
cisions that emerged from Washington represented compromises, resulting in “an ad
hoc approach to Pacific strategy”’™ Friction between MacArthur and Nimitz was en-
demic to the Pacific theater and required frequent intervention from Marshall and
King. At the same time, in CCS meetings with the British, King often pursued what
amounted to a separate agenda. Technically, the CCS exercised no responsibility
for the Pacific, but because the demands of the various theaters regularly impinged
on each other, the Combined Chiefs took it upon themselves to review plans for
Asia and the Pacific while developing strategy for Europe and the Mediterranean.
At the wartime summit conferences and in routine contacts in Washington, King’s
blatant Anglophobia and persistence in promoting the Navy’s interests in the Pacific
became practically legendary. Of the Americans they dealt with, King was by far
the most unpopular with the British.Yet he also proved remarkably effective at get-
ting what he wanted. In Grace Person Hayes’s estimation, he was clearly “the JCS
member whose influence upon the course of events in the Pacific was greatest.””
In contrast to other aspects of the war, there were relatively few sharp dis-
agreements among the JCS over the merits of one course of strategy in the Pacific
over another. Marshall had no objection to the Navy’s Central Pacific strategy as
long as it was logistically feasible and did not crowd MacArthur out of the pic-

® Moreover, none of the chiefs wanted to see a stalemate develop that could

ture.
prolong the Pacific conflict into 1947 or 1948 and lead to war-weariness at home.
By 1943, the JCS agreed that a predominantly defensive posture in the Pacific was
incompatible with American interests and that the tide had turned sufficiently to
allow for the transition to an “offensive-defensive” philosophy. As the arrival of the
many new ships and planes in the Pacific suggested, increased industrial production
at home was finally making a difference by offering a broader range of options on

the battle front.”” These matters came to a head at the first Quebec Conference
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(QUADRANT) in mid-August 1943. Though the chiefs’ number-one goal at First
Quebec was to firm up the British commitment to Overlord, stepping up the war
in the Pacific was a close second. Applying a mathematical formula approach (a
technique he enjoyed using), King proposed a worldwide boost in the allocation
of resources from 15 to 20 percent in the Pacific, a § percent increase that would
translate into one-third more available resources and only a 6 percent drop in sup-
plies to Europe.™ The British knew that, as a rule, the Joint Chiefs used exceedingly
conservative production and supply estimates, so that in all likelihood an increase
in the allocation to the Pacific would mean little or no change elsewhere. Though
the CCS never officially approved King’s formula, the British members were well
aware that there was not much they could do if the Americans elected to abide by it.
Turning to an alternative approach, the conference wound up approving an Ameri-
can plan increasing the tempo of operations in the Pacific at such a rate as to assure
the defeat of Japan within 12 months of Germany’s surrender or collapse.” Thus, by
mid to late 1943, though not exactly on a par with the war in Europe, the war in the
Pacific was steadily gathering momentum and recognition that the outcome there
was no less important than victory in Europe.The chiefs knew that long, drawn-out
wars tended to sap morale at home and have unforeseen political side-effects. Con-
sequently, they hoped to lay the groundwork for the defeat of Japan well in advance
and make it happen as quickly as possible once Germany surrendered. The chiefs as-
sumed that, to carry out this strategy, they would need to move troops from Europe
to the Pacific as fast as possible and mass forces on an unprecedented scale. Little did
they realize that, when that moment arrived, they would have in their hands a new
weapon—the atomic bomb—that would not only facilitate Japan’s surrender more

abruptly than anyone realized, but usher in a new era in warfare at the same time.

THE CHINA-BURMA-INDIA THEATER

With Europe and the Pacific commanding most of the attention and resources, prob-
lems in the China-Burma-India Theater (CBI) took a distinctly secondary place in
the Joint Chiefs’ strategic calculations. Under the division of responsibility adopted by
the Combined Chiefs of Staff in March 1942, the United States provided military co-
ordination with the government of China, while Britain saw to the defense of Burma
and India. The only American combat formations assigned to the CBI during the
war were the Galahad commando unit (Merrill’s Marauders) formed near the end of
1943, and the XX Bomber Command, consisting of four B—29 groups that operated
mainly from Chengtu in southwest China in 1944—1945. Otherwise, the U.S. presence
consisted of noncombat personnel involved in construction projects, training and ad-

visory functions, and logistical support for China under the lend-lease aid program.
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China’s need for assistance had grown steadily since the outbreak of its unde-
clared war with Japan in 1937. Forced by the invading Japanese to abandon its capital
at Nanking, the Chinese Nationalist government of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek
had relocated to the interior. Operating out of Chongqing, Chiang had used his well-
established political connections in Washington to mobilize American public opinion
and congressional support for his cause. Prohibited under the 1937 Neutrality Act from
providing direct military assistance, the Roosevelt administration arranged several large
loans that allowed Chiang to buy arms and equipment to bolster his military capa-
bilities. But with graft and corruption permeating Chiang’s government, much of the
financial help from Washington was wasted. By the time the United States entered the
war in December 1941, Chiang’s regime was near collapse. At the AR CADIA Confer-
ence, with Japanese forces moving practically at will across East Asia and the Pacific,
Roosevelt and Churchill sought to boost Chiang’s morale and shore up his resistance
by inviting him to become supreme commander of a new China Theater. Inclusion
of nonwhite, non-Christian China in the Grand Alliance helped the Western Allies
undercut Japanese propaganda about “Asia for the Asiatics” and reduced the chances of
‘World War II being seen as a racial conflict.” The offer carried with it no promise of
additional assistance or immediate support, but it struck Roosevelt as a logical first step
toward realizing his vision that China should emerge from the war as “a great power.”
Chiang promptly accepted and, to seal the deal, asked the United States to appoint an
American officer to be his chief of staff, in effect his military second in command.”"

To assist Chiang as his chief of staft, Marshall and Secretary of War Stimson even-
tually settled on Lieutenant General Joseph W. Stilwell, an “Old China Hand” whom
Marshall had once described as “qualified for any command in peace or war.”>* Gifted
in learning languages, Stilwell was fluent in Mandarin Chinese, which he mastered
during his numerous tours of duty in the Far East, dating from 19171, and intensive
language training in the 1920s. But he had a prickly personality and soon grew con-
temptuous of Chiang, whom he regarded as an ineffectual political leader and inept
as a general. As the military attaché to the U.S. Embassy in China from 1935 to 1939,
Stilwell had deplored Chiang’s lack of preparedness for dealing with the Japanese
and had developed a tempered respect for Chiang’s Communist rivals, led by Mao
Zedong, who seemed determined to mount resistance to the Japanese with whatever
limited resources they could from their power base in the countryside.”

Stilwell embarked on his mission with virtually no strategic or operational
guidance. His only instructions were a generalized set of orders issued by the War
Department early in February 1942. While the Army General Staff and the JCS
routinely affirmed the importance of the CBI, they consistently treated it as a low

priority. Preoccupied with Europe and the Pacific, the JCS had little inclination and
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even fewer resources for waging a war on the China mainland. Only Marshall and
Arnold took a personal interest in Chinese affairs—Marshall because he had spent
3 years in China during the interwar period and was a personal friend of Stilwell’s,
and Arnold because of the AAF’s heavy commitment of men and equipment for
supply operations and planned B—29 deployments. The most important military
uses the JCS could see for China were as a base for future air operations against
Japan and as a source of manpower for confronting and holding down large seg-
ments of the Japanese army. But it was unlikely that the AAF would make much use
of China as a base of operations until the Navy completed its advance across the
Pacific and could provide secure lines of supply and communications. Until then,
as the senior American officer in the CBI, Stilwell was to oversee the distribution
of American lend-lease assistance, train the Chinese army, and wage war against the
Japanese with whatever U.S. and Chinese forces might be assigned to him.*

Stilwell arrived in Asia in April 1942, just as the military situation was going
from bad to worse. The success of four Japanese divisions in attacking Burma, rout-
ing the British-led defenders and forcing them back into India, effectively cut the
last remaining overland access route—the Burma Road—to China. For nearly the
remainder of the war, from June 1942 until January 1945, China was virtually iso-
lated from the rest of the world except via air. Though Stilwell had a replacement
route known as the Ledo Road (renamed the Stilwell Road in 1945) under con-
struction by the end of the year, it took over 2 years of arduous work in a torturous
climate and terrain to complete. Of the 15,000 U.S. Servicemen who helped to
build the Ledo Road, about 60 percent were African-Americans.” Meantime, sup-
plies and equipment had to be flown into China from bases in India over the Hima-
layas (the “Hump”) at considerable risk and cost. Eventually, the effort diverted so
many American transport aircraft that, in General Marshall’s opinion, it significantly
prolonged the Allied campaigns in Italy and France.*

Logistics were only one of Stilwell’s problems. Most difficult of all was establish-
ing a working relationship with the Generalissimo, whose autocratic ways, intricate
political connections, and lofty expectations clashed with Stilwell’s coarse manner and
business-like determination. Stilwell may have been the wrong choice for the job,
but whether anyone else could have done better is open to question. Never a great
admirer of Chiang to begin with, Stilwell became even less so as the war progressed.
Rarely did he acknowledge the extraordinary political pressures under which Chiang
operated or what some Chinese scholars now see as Chiang’s accomplishments in the
strategic management of his forces.”” In Stilwell’s private diary, published after the war,
the full depth of his contempt for Chiang became apparent in his numerous references

to the Generalissimo by the nickname “Peanut.” In fact, Stilwell and Chiang rarely saw
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one another. Stilwell spent most of his time in India training Chinese troops, while
Chiang stayed in Chongqing.

The number one task that Stilwell and the JCS faced in China was to develop a
capability to fight the Japanese; for Chiang the situation was more complex. Though he
held the titles of president and generalissimo, he exercised limited authority over a group
of independently minded generals, politicians, and war lords. Apart from the threat posed
by the invaders, he also faced the likelihood of a showdown after the war with his arch-
rival, Mao Zedong, leader of the Chinese Communists, who styled themselves as being
in the forefront of the resistance to Japanese aggression. In fact, Nationalist forces put
up as much if not more resistance to the Japanese than the Communists and suffered
significantly heavier casualties. But on balance, it was Mao who emerged as most com-
mitted to the war. Saving his best troops for the postwar period, Chiang often ignored
Stilwell’s military advice and listened instead to an American expatriate and former cap-
tain in the Army Air Corps, Claire L. Chennault, who convinced Chiang that airpower
could defeat the Japanese. An innovator in tactical aviation during the interwar years,
Chennault led a flamboyant group of American volunteer aviators known as the “Flying
Tigers.” Recalled to active duty in April 1942, Chennault was eventually promoted to
major general. Meanwhile, the Flying Tigers were absorbed into the Army Air Forces,
becoming part of the Fourteenth Air Force in 1943. Though technically subordinate
to Stilwell, Chennault often used his close connections with Chiang and his personal
friendship with President Roosevelt to bypass Stilwell’s authority.”

Despite the frustration and setbacks, Stilwell achieved some remarkable results. His
most notable accomplishment was establishing the Ramgarh Training Center in India’s
Bihar Province, which served as the hub of his efforts to train and modernize the Chi-
nese army. At Ramgarh, Stilwell initiated practices and policies that the JCS adopted as
standard procedure for U.S. military advisory and assistance programs in the postwar
period. By placing American commanders and staff officers with Chinese units, creating
Service training schools, and indoctrinating Chinese forces in the use of U.S. arms and
tactics, Stilwell helped to bring a new degree of professionalism to the Chinese Nation-
alist army. In the process, he created a system that saw extensive use in Korea,Vietnam,
and other countries in later years. By the time Stilwell was recalled in 1944, he had
trained five Chinese divisions that he considered to be on a par with those in the Japa-
nese army, and was in the process of producing more, both at Ramgarh and in China.”

At the first Quebec Conference in August 1943, the Combined Chiefs of Staff
agreed the time had come to make plans for liberating Burma (thereby reopen-
ing the Burma Road to China) and the other parts of Southeast Asia the Japanese
had conquered the year before. To organize the campaign, the CCS established
a Southeast Asia Command (SEAC), with Lord Louis Mountbatten as supreme
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commander. Earlier, when asked to contribute forces to the operation, Chiang had
indicated that he would never allow a British officer to command Chinese troops.
To get around this problem, the CCS named Stilwell as Mountbatten’s deputy, thus
adding yet another layer of responsibility to his difficult mission.** With the decision
to launch the Burma offensive, the Joint Chiefs, through the CCS, became more
actively and directly engaged in CBI affairs than at any time to that point in the war.
Even so, the British chiefs left no doubt that they were determined to have their
way in Southeast Asia, just as the JCS insisted on running the war in the Pacific.”
Propping up Chiang, whose importance and role in the war Churchill dismissed as
“minor,” did not fit the British agenda. At the Cairo Conference (SEXTANT) in
November 1943, Mountbatten and the British chiefs apprised Chiang of a change of
plans for the Burma operation that would lessen the role of Chinese forces and thus
reduce his projected allocation of shipments over the Hump.?* To assuage Chiang’s
disappointment, Roosevelt promised to equip and train 9o Chinese divisions, but
avoided setting specific dates for initiating and completing the project.’ Around this
same time, the Air Staff became convinced that bomber bases in China would be
too vulnerable and difficult to maintain, and began eyeing Formosa or the Marianas
as alternate staging sites for their B—29s. While the deployment of B—29s to China
(Operation Matterhorn) went ahead in April 1944 as planned, the JCS cut the force
in half, from eight bombardment groups to four, due to supply limitations.**

Coupled with the actions approved earlier at SEXTANT, the chiefs’ decision
curbing B—29 deployments confirmed China’s fate as a secondary theater of the war.
Bitter and indignant, Chiang became ever more critical of Stilwell and insisted—to
Stilwell’s and the Joint Chiefs’ dismay—on micromanaging Chinese military opera-
tions in East China and Burma. Reverses followed on practically every front. At
the same time, Chiang remained intent on preserving his authority and refused to
listen when Stilwell proposed opening contacts with Mao and diverting lend-lease
aid to Chinese Communist forces fighting the Japanese north of the Yellow River.®
By then, Roosevelt was also having second thoughts about Chiang’s leadership.
At Marshall’s instigation, the President urged Chiang in September 1944 to give
Stilwell “unrestricted command” of all Chinese forces.** Though Chiang acknowl-
edged that he might be willing to make concessions, he refused to have anything
more to do with Stilwell and demanded his recall. Seeing no alternative, R oosevelt
reluctantly acquiesced and in October 1944, Stilwell’s mission ended.?”

Following Stilwell’s departure, the Joint Chiefs made no attempt to find a succes-
sor and decided to abolish the CBI. In its place they created two new commands: the
China Theater, which they placed under Lieutenant General Albert C. Wedemeyer,
Mountbatten’s deputy chief of staff; and the India-Burma Theater, which went to
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Lieutenant General David I. Sultan, formerly Stilwell’s second in command.The deci-
sion to break up the CBI was supposed to make Wedemeyer’s task easier, but in reality
it did no such thing. Though Wedemeyer served as the Generalissimo’s chief of staff,
the cooperation he received from Chiang was only marginally better than Stilwell
had gotten. Revised instructions issued by the Joint Chiefs on October 24, 1944, were
largely the product of Marshall’s hand and implicitly urged Wedemeyer to exercise
utmost caution. Barred from exercising direct command over Chinese forces, he could
only “advise and assist” the Generalissimo in the conduct of military operations.*
Marshall correctly surmised that the wartime problems Stilwell and the Joint
Chiefs experienced with Chiang Kai-shek were only a foretaste of the future. Roo-
sevelt’s desire to make China a great power and Chiang’s eagerness to assume the
leadership role fueled expectations that could never be fulfilled. Chiang’s regime
was too weak politically and too corrupt to play such a part. Preoccupied with
preparing for the expected postwar showdown with his Communist rivals, Chi-
ang hoarded his resources rather than trying to defeat the Japanese. The JCS were
as interested as anyone in seeing a stable and unified China emerge from the war,
but they were averse to making commitments and expending resources that might
jeopardize operations elsewhere. China, meanwhile, remained a strategic backwater.
‘While some American planners, Marshall foremost among them, hoped for better

to come after Japan surrendered, they were not overly optimistic as a group.

POSTWAR PLANNING BEGINS

Despite setbacks in Asia and the steady but slow progress in pushing the Japanese back
across the Pacific, the Joint Chiefs detected definite signs by mid-1943 that the global
tide of battle was turning in the Allies’ favor and that victory over the Axis would soon
be in sight. Assuming a successful landing on the northern French coast in the spring
of 1944, the Combined Chiefs of Staff at the QUADRANT Conference had estimat-
ed for planning purposes that the war in Europe would be over by October 1944.%
While this proved to be an overly optimistic prediction, it did help draw attention to
issues that the Joint Chiefs thus far had largely ignored: the need for policies and plans
on the postwar size, composition, and organization of the country’s Armed Forces, and
similar actions on postwar security and other political-military arrangements.
Preoccupied with the war, the Joint Chiefs were averse to firm postwar com-
mitments until they had a clearer idea of the outcome. A case in point was their reti-
cence concerning the postwar organization and composition of the Armed Forces,
an issue they knew was bound to provoke inter-Service friction and sharp debate.

In the aftermath of Pearl Harbor and the other setbacks early in the war, there was a
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growing sense within the military and the public at large that a return to the prewar
separateness of the Services was out of the question and that the postwar defense
establishment should be both bigger and better prepared for emergencies. In assess-
ing postwar requirements, the Joint Chiefs agreed that the country needed a larger,
more flexible, and more effective standing force. Where differences arose was over its
size, the assignment of roles and missions to its various components, and its overall
structure—in short the fundamental issues that differentiated each Service.*

The Joint Chiefs of Staff discussed these issues from time to time during the
war but made little headway in the absence of a consensus on postwar defense
organization and the possibility that the Armed Forces might adopt a system of
universal military training (UMT).# In consequence, JCS planning to determine
the optimum size, composition, and capabilities of the postwar force amounted to
a compilation of requirements generated by the Services themselves, based on their
own perceived needs and assessments. These uncoordinated estimates projected a
permanent peacetime military establishment of 1.6 million officers and enlisted
personnel organized into an Army of 25 active and Reserve divisions, a 70-group
Air Force emphasizing long-range strategic bombardment, a Navy of 321 combat-
ant vessels in the active fleet, including 15 attack carriers and 3,600 aircraft, and a
Marine Corps of 100,000 officers and enlisted personnel.*

Whether the Services would achieve these goals depended, among other
things, on the kind of defense establishment that would emerge after the war. The
most outspoken on the need for postwar organizational reform—and the first to
propose a course of action—was General Marshall, whose strong views grew out
of his experiences with the hasty and chaotic demobilization that followed World
War I and the Army’s chronic underfunding during the interwar years. Expecting
money to be tight again after the war, Marshall foresaw the return to a relatively
small standing army and endorsed UMT as a means of expanding it rapidly in an
emergency. To make better use of available funds, he also urged improved manage-
ment of the Armed Forces, and in November 1943 he tendered a plan for JCS
consideration to create a single unified department of war. Arguing that the current
JCS-CCS committee structure was cumbersome and inefficient, Marshall proposed
more streamlined arrangements stressing centralized administration, “amalgama-
tion” of the Services, and unity of command.* Arnold and King were lukewarm
toward the idea and favored tabling the matter until after the war. While Arnold
agreed with Marshall on the need for postwar reorganization, his first priority was
to turn the Army Air Forces into a separate coequal service. At King’s suggestion,
the chiefs sidestepped the issues Marshall had raised by referring them to the Joint

Strategic Survey Committee for study “as soon as practicable.”**
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By the spring of 1944, emerging congressional interest in postwar military or-
ganization compelled the JCS to revisit the issue sooner than they wanted to. At the
suggestion of the Joint Strategic Survey Committee, the chiefs appointed an inter-
Service fact-finding panel chaired by Admiral James O. Richardson to carry out an
in-depth appraisal.* In April 1945, after a ro-month investigation conducted largely
through interviews, the committee overwhelmingly endorsed unifying the Armed
Forces under a single department of national defense. Though composed of separate
military branches for land, sea, and air warfare, the unified Department would have a
single civilian secretary. A uniformed chief of staff would oversee military affairs and
act as the Department’s liaison with the President, performing a role similar to Ad-
miral Leahy’s. The committee’s lone dissenter was its chairman, Admiral Richardson.
As a harbinger of the bitter debates to come, he proclaimed the plan “unacceptable”
on the grounds that a single department was likely to be dominated by the Army
and the Air Force and could end up short-changing the Navy and stripping it of
its air component. Arguing essentially for the status quo, Richardson urged restraint
until the “lessons” of the recent war had been “thoroughly digested.” Until then, he
favored preserving the Joint Chiefs of Staff and their committee structure in their
current form and using that as the basis for expanding inter-Service coordination
after the war.*

Even though the Joint Chiefs had authorized the Richardson Committee
study, they could reach no consensus on its findings. Rather than resolving differ-
ences, the study had exacerbated them, revealing a sharp cleavage between the War
Department members (Marshall and Arnold), who favored the single department
approach, and the Navy members (Leahy and King), who preferred the current
system. Unable to come up with a unanimous recommendation, the JCS agreed to
disagree and on October 16, 1945, sent their “split” opinions to the White House.
‘While the debate over Service unification was far from over, the JCS took no fur-
ther part in it as a corporate body.*

A similar sense of trepidation characterized the Joint Chiefs’ approach to political-
military affairs. Initially, Admiral Leahy, the President’s military Chief of Staft, believed
it inappropriate for officers in the armed Services to offer opinions on matters outside
their realm of professional expertise. Convinced that the JCS should tread caretully, he
objected as a rule to military involvement in “political” matters.** Actually, Leahy’s posi-
tion at the White House drew him into daily contact with military issues having politi-
cal and diplomatic impact, as had his recent assignment as Ambassador to Vichy, France.
Nonetheless, Leahy’s outlook was fairly typical of military officers of his generation,
whose mindsets were rooted in a professional ethos and concept of civil-military rela-

th

tions dating from the late 19" century. Once in place, this attitude was hard to dislodge.*
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The Joint Chiefs became caught up in political-military affairs not because they
wanted to, but because they had no choice. Like his military advisors, President Roo-
sevelt put the needs of the war first and preferred to relegate postwar issues relating
to a peace settlement and other political matters to the back burner. This approach
worked for a while, but by the Tehran Conference of November 1943, the pressure
was beginning to build for the administration to clarify its position on a growing
number of subjects. As an overall solution, Roosevelt put his faith in the creation of
a new international security organization—the United Nations (UN)—to sort out
postwar problems. But there were many issues that would need attention before the
UN was up and running. At the same time, Roosevelt’s deteriorating health—care-
fully shielded from the public—left him with less and less stamina, so that by the
spring of 1944, his workdays were down to 4 hours or less.* In those circumstances,
it was often up to the Joint Chiefs of Staft to help fill the void by contributing to the
postwar planning process.For most of the war, the Joint Chiefs had neither their own
organization for political-military affairs nor ready access to interagency machinery
tor handling such matters. At the outset of the war, the only formal mechanism for in-
terdepartmental coordination was the Standing Liaison Committee, composed of the
Army Chief of Staff, the Chief of Naval Operations, and the Undersecretary of State.
Established in 1938, the Standing Liaison Committee operated under a vague charter
that gave it broad authority to bring foreign policy and military plans into harmony.
Its main contribution was to give the military chiefs an opportunity to learn trends in
State Department thinking, and vice versa. Rarely did it deal with anything other than
political and military relationships in the Western Hemisphere. After Pearl Harbor, it
met infrequently, finally going out of business in mid-1943."

In the absence of formal channels, coordination between the Joint Chiefs and
the foreign policy community became haphazard. To help bridge the gap, the JCS
accepted an invitation from the State Department to establish and maintain liai-
son through the Joint Strategic Survey Committee, initially to further the work
of State’s Postwar Foreign Policy Advisory Committee.’> Seeking to expand these
contacts, the Joint War Plans Committee recommended in late May 1943 that the
State Department designate a part-time representative to advise the joint staff, argu-
ing that it was “impossible entirely to divorce political considerations from strategic
planning” Going a step further, Brigadier General Wedemeyer, a key figure in the
Army’s planning staff, thought State should have an associate member on the Joint
Staff Planners who could also participate in JCS meetings “when papers concerned
with national and foreign policies are on the agenda.”s?

Nothing immediately came of these proposals. But by spring 1944, the chiefs

found themselves taking a closer look at the question of political-military consultation.
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Their first concerns were to provide guidance to the European Advisory Commission
(EAC), an ambassadorial-level inter-Allied committee operating from London, with a
mandate to make recommendations on the termination of hostilities, and to help settle
a growing list of disputes between the Western powers and the Soviet Union over the
future political status of Eastern Europe. In assessing the prospects for a durable peace,
the Joint Chiefs cautioned the State Department in May 1944 that the “phenomenal”
wartime surge in Soviet military and economic power could make for trouble in devis-
ing effective security policies in the postwar period. In particular, the chiefs saw a high
probability of friction between London and Moscow that could require U.S. interven-
tion and mediation. While the chiefs downplayed the likelihood of a conflict between
the Soviet Union and the West, they acknowledged that should one erupt, “we would
find ourselves engaged in a war which we could not win even though the United
States would be in no danger of defeat and occupation.” Far more preferable, in the
chiefs’ view, would be the maintenance of““the solidarity of the three great powers” and
the creation of postwar conditions “to assure a long period of peace.”’**

With growing awareness that postwar problems would require a greater measure
of attention, the Joint Chiefs in June 1944 created the Joint Post-War Committee
(JPWC) under the Joint Strategic Survey Committee, to work with State and the
EAC on surrender terms for Germany and to prepare studies and recommendations
on postwar plans, policies, and other problems as the need arose.” The JPWC proved a
disappointment, however, due to its inability to process recommendations in a timely
manner.” The problem was especially acute with respect to the development of a co-
herent policy on the postwar treatment of Germany, an issue brought to the fore by
rumors of Germany’s impending collapse in the early fall of 1944 and the intervention
in the policy process of the President’s close personal friend, Secretary of the Trea-
sury Henry Morgenthau, Jr. Lest Germany rise again to threaten the peace of Europe,
Morgenthau proposed severely restricting its postwar industrial base, and at the second
Quebec Conference (OCTAGON), in September 1944, he persuaded Roosevelt and
Churchill to embrace a plan calling for Germany to be converted into a country
“primarily agricultural and pastoral in its character.”’’ There followed a lengthy debate,
with Secretary of War Stimson leading the opposition to the Morgenthau plan, that
left the policy toward Germany in limbo for the next 6 months. Eventually, a watered-
down version of the Morgenthau plan prevailed, in part because its hands-oft approach
toward the postwar German economy appealed to the JCS and civil affairs officers in
the War Department as the easiest and most expeditious policy to administer in light of
requirements for redeploying U.S. forces from Europe to the Pacific.®

To help break the impasse over the treatment of Germany and to avoid similar

bottlenecks in the future, the Secretaries of State, War, and Navy created a committee
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of key subordinates to oversee political-military affairs. Activated in December 1944,
the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWINCC) operated at the assistant
secretary level and resembled an interagency clearinghouse. By January 1945, it had
functioning subcommittees on Europe, the Far East, Latin America, and the Near
and Middle East. An Informal Policy Committee on Germany (IPCOG), organized
separately to accommodate the Treasury’s participation, handled German affairs. To
simplify administration, SWNCC and IPCOG shared the same secretariat.” Though
the JCS played little part in the policy debate over Germany, their command and
control responsibilities gave them authority over the U.S. military occupation, which
was run under a JCS directive (JCS 1067).

The postwar treatment of Germany was only one of a growing list of political-
military issues involving the JCS as the war wound down. By the time of the second
BigThree conference atYalta, in February 1945, the only military-strategic issue of con-
sequence on the chiefs’ agenda was the timing of the Soviet entry into the war against
Japan. Otherwise, as the chiefs’ pre-conference briefing papers suggest, JCS attention fo-
cused either on immediate operational matters growing out of strategic decisions taken
earlier, or pending administrative, political, and diplomatic issues that were expected
to arise from Germany’s surrender, the allocation of postwar zones of occupation in
Germany and Austria, shipping requirements for the redeployment of Allied forces, and
disarming the Axis. Less than 6 months later, when the Big Three resumed their delib-
erations at Potsdam, their third and final wartime summit conference, political and dip-
lomatic issues clearly dwarfed military and strategic matters. JCS planners, in preparing
for the conference, were hard pressed to find enough topics to fill the Combined Chiefs
of Staff expected agenda, not to mention a meeting with the Soviet military chiefs.”

Throughout most of World War 1II, the Joint Chiefs viewed themselves as, first
and foremost, a military planning and advisory body to the President. But as they
prepared to enter the postwar era, they found their mandate changing to encompass
not only military plans and strategy, but also related issues with definite political and
diplomatic implications. To be sure, as the postwar era beckoned, the Joint Chiefs
still had an abundance of military and related security matters before them. Never
again, however, would military policy and foreign policy be the separate and distinct

entities they had seemed to be when the war began.

ENDING THE WAR WITH JAPAN

‘While addressing problems of the coming peace, the Joint Chiefs of Staff still faced dif-
ficult wartime decisions, none more momentous than those affecting the final stages

of the war in the Pacific. Since the early days of the war, the Joint Chiefs had pursued a
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double-barreled strategy against Japan that allowed MacArthur to conduct operations
in New Guinea and the Bismarck Islands, while Nimitz rolled back the Japanese in
the Central Pacific. Under the agreed worldwide allocation of shipping and landing
craft set by the CCS, Nimitz’s operations had a prior claim over MacArthur’s when-
ever there were conflicts over timing of operations and the allocation of resources. But
by early 1944, as the two campaigns began to converge, a debate developed on how
and where to conduct future operations. At issue was whether to follow MacArthur’s
advice and make the liberation of the Philippines the primary objective in the year
ahead, or to follow a plan favored by Nimitz of bypassing the Philippines for the most
part and concentrating on the Marianas as a stepping stone toward seizing Formosa,
from which U.S. forces could link up with the Chinese for the final assault on Japan.®

Of the options on the table, the Joint Chiefs considered the Formosa strategy
the most likely to succeed in bringing U.S. forces closer to Japan and shortening
the war.® To carry it out effectively, however, they would have to reconsider the
dual command arrangements that had prevailed since the start of the war and to
adopt a single, comprehensive Pacific strategy, something that neither MacArthur
nor Nimitz was yet ready to accept. Most intransigent of all was MacArthur. Treat-
ing the Formosa operation as a diversion, MacArthur insisted that the liberation of
the Philippines was a “national obligation.” With a strong personal interest in the
outcome, he was determined to see the expulsion of the Japanese from the entire
Philippine archipelago through to the end.*

In July 1944, President Roosevelt paid a personal visit to Pearl Harbor for
face-to-face meetings with MacArthur and Nimitz “to determine the next phase of
action against Japan.” The only JCS member to accompany him was Admiral Leahy,
whose part in the deliberations was minor. In fact, the discussions were inconclusive;
by the time they ended, President Roosevelt seemed inclined to support MacAr-
thur’s position. Nimitz took the hint and, shortly after the conference adjourned, he
directed his staff to take a closer look at attacking Okinawa as a substitute for invad-
ing Formosa.” While King and Leahy continued to hold out for Formosa, a short-
age of support troops and the prospects of a lengthy campaign there persuaded the
Joint Staft Planners by late summer 1944 that the prudent course was to postpone a
final decision on Formosa pending the outcome of initial operations in the south-
ern Philippines.® This became, in the absence of the Joint Chiefs’ ability to settle on
a better solution, the accepted course of action and more or less assured MacArthur
that he could move on to liberate the rest of the Philippines in due course.The coup
de grace was Nimitz’s decision, which he conveyed to King at a face-to-face meet-
ing in San Francisco in September 1944, to shelve plans for a Formosa invasion and

to focus on taking Okinawa. With this, the die was cast and on October 3, 1944, the
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JCS approved a directive to MacArthur setting December 20 as the target date for
invading Luzon and marching on to Manila.”

Clearly, in this instance, the views of the theater commanders had prevailed
over those of the Joint Chiefs, an increasingly common phenomenon in the latter
stages of the war and a preview of the influential role that combatant commanders
would play in the postwar era. Left unresolved and somewhat obscured by the Phil-
ippines-versus-Formosa imbroglio was the final strategy for the defeat of Japan and
whether to plan a full-scale invasion of the Japanese home islands. Initial discussion
of these issues dated from the summer of 1944 when, in response to a preliminary
review of options by the Joint War Plans Committee, Admiral Leahy mentioned the
possibility of bringing about Japan’s surrender through intensive naval and air action
rather than through a landing of troops.*® Over the following months, as MacArthur
moved up the Philippines and Nimitz prepared his attack against Okinawa, Japan’s
situation steadily deteriorated. By late 1944—early 1945, with the home islands now
within reach of Twentieth Air Force’s B—29s operating from the Marianas and with
the Navy conducting an unrelenting war at sea and a naval blockade, the outcome
of the conflict was no longer in doubt. Though Japan’s armed forces could still
mount tenacious resistance, they were clearly engaged in a losing cause.

As the pressure on Japan mounted, so did conjecture within the joint staff
about the means of achieving victory. Prodded by their superiors, Navy planners
were especially reluctant to consider an invasion inevitable until air and naval at-
tacks and the blockade had run their course.To Leahy, King, and Nimitz, it seemed
“that the defeat of Japan could be accomplished by sea and air power alone, without
the necessity of actual invasion of the Japanese home islands by ground troops.”®
Weighing the pros and cons, the Joint Staff Planners acknowledged in late April
1945 that while a case could indeed be made for a strategy of blockade and satura-
tion bombardment, prudence dictated moving ahead with preparations for an inva-
sion as the most likely course of action to assure Japan’s unconditional surrender.”

On May 10, 1945, the Joint Chiefs gave the go-ahead for planning to continue
for the invasion, while noting several objections and reservations raised by Admiral
King.” The overall concept (code-named DOWNFALL) was a collaborative effort
between the joint staff and the major Pacific commands. It called for the attack to
take place in two stages: an initial invasion of southern Kyushu (Operation Olympic)
toward the end of 1945, followed by a landing in the spring of 1946 on Honshu (Op-
eration Coronet) in the vicinity of the Tokyo (Kanto) Plain, once reinforcements ar-
rived from Europe. Still to be decided were final command arrangements, which the
JCS had neatly sidestepped during the Philippines-versus-Formosa debate. Avoiding

the issue once again, the chiefs in early April 1945 approved an interim assignment
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of responsibilities, under which MacArthur would serve as commander in chief of all
Army land forces while Nimitz commanded all theater naval forces. Strategic air assets
would remain essentially as they were since the creation of the Twentieth Air Force
a year earlier, under the strategic direction of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, with General
Arnold as executive agent, but available to General MacArthur as needed.” The Joint
Chiefs expected the looming invasion of Japan to be their biggest operation of the
war, dwarfing the D-Day invasion of Europe. Anticipating strong resistance, Operation
Olympic proposed a 12-division assault force, with 8 divisions in reserve. Coronet would
be even bigger, with 14 divisions in the initial invasion and 11 more in following ech-
elons. By comparison, the D-Day landings at Normandy had involved an initial assault
force of eight divisions—five American, two British, and one Canadian. Altogether,
Olympic and Coronet would require more than a million ground troops, 3,300 aircraft,
and over 1,000 Navy combatant vessels.”

Missing from these plans were hard estimates of U.S. casualties. Those under
consideration at the time were extrapolated from earlier Pacific campaigns by the
Joint War Plans Committee, which predicted U.S. losses ranging from 25,000 killed
and 105,000 wounded for an invasion of Kyushu alone, to 46,000 dead and 170,000
wounded for attacks on Kyushu and the Tokyo Plain combined.” To draw off de-
fenders, the joint staff in May—June 1945 put together a deception plan (Broadaxe) to
convince the Japanese that there would be no invasion prior to 1946, or until U.S.
forces had consolidated control of Formosa, the China coast, and Indochina, and the
British had liberated Sumatra.” Yet even if the deception worked, Admiral King be-
lieved that an invasion of the home islands would still meet stronger resistance than
any previously encountered and that the joint staff should calculate its casualty fig-

7% In view of the methodological problem Admiral King raised, the

ures accordingly.
Joint Staff Planners decided to withhold an estimate of casualties, stating only that
losses were “not subject to accurate estimate” but would be at least on a par with

those elsewhere in the Pacific Theater, which tended to be higher than in Europe.”

DAWN OF THE ATOMIC AGE

Also absent from U.S. invasion plans was an assessment of the impact of the atomic
bomb, still a super-secret project outside the purview of the joint staff. Launched in
October 1939, the atomic bomb program had come about as insurance against re-
search being done in Nazi Germany, where scientists a year earlier had demonstrat-
ed a process known as “nuclear fission.” While the Germans were apparently slow to
grasp the full importance of what they had achieved, their colleagues elsewhere in

Europe and the United States speculated that, under properly controlled conditions,
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nuclear fission could produce enormous explosive power. Among those alarmed by
the German breakthrough were Leo Szilard, a Hungarian expatriate, and Enrico
Fermi, a refugee from Mussolini’s Fascist Italy, both living in the United States. Un-
able to interest the Navy Department in a program of stepped-up nuclear research,
they persuaded Albert Einstein, the celebrated physicist, to send a letter (written by
Szilard) to President Roosevelt, drawing attention to the German experiment and
suggesting the possibility of “extremely powerful bombs of a new type.” Roosevelt
agreed that the United States needed to act, and from that point forward the pro-
gram grew steadily to become the Manhattan Engineer District (MED), with the
War Department covertly funding and overseeing the effort.”

The Joint Chiefs of Staff learned of the atomic bomb project individually, at
different times during the course of the war. The first to be brought in on the secret
was General Marshall, who became involved in 1941 as a member of the President’s
Top Advisory Group, which was nominally responsible for overseeing the program.”
Marshall told Admiral King about the project late in 1943, but according to King, the
subject was still too sensitive to be placed on the chiefs’ agenda or discussed at meet-
ings.* General Arnold had suspected for some time that something was afoot, and
received confirmation from the MED director, Brigadier General Leslie R. Groves,
in July 1943. Toward the end of March 1944, Groves gave Arnold a more in-depth
description of the project and a list of tentative requirements.” The last to learn about
the bomb was Admiral Leahy, who was not apprised until September 1944 when he
attended the second Quebec Conference. Afterwards, he received a full briefing at the
President’s home in Hyde Park, New York, by Vannevar Bush, Director of the Office
of Scientific Research and Development and scientific coordinator of the project.®

‘Whether the Manhattan Project would yield a workable weapon was an open
question for much of the war. Convinced that the project had merit, Bush assured
President Roosevelt as early as July 1941 that the explosive potential of an atomic bomb
would be “thousands of times more powerful” than any conventional weapon and that
its use “might be determining.”** Leahy, on the other hand, scoffed at Bush’s claims and
thought the effort would never amount to much. “The bomb will never go off,” he
insisted, “and I speak as an expert in munitions.”* Even though the other members
of the JCS appeared not to share Leahy’s skepticism, they were still cautious and knew
better than to incorporate a nonexistent weapon into their strategic calculations. Nor
was it clear, even if the bomb worked, exactly when it would be available and in what
quantities. According to Groves, the earliest date for a prototype was around August 1,
1945, with a second bomb to follow § months later.® As it turned out, the first atomic
test took place July 16, 1945, 2 months after Germany’s capitulation and well into the

planning cycle for the invasion of Japan. Until then, lacking confirmation of the bomb’s
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capability, the JCS could count on nothing more than an expensive program wrapped
in secrecy that might or might not change the course of history.

Despite JCS uncertainty over whether the bomb would work, preparations
for its possible use received top priority from March 1944 onward, when Groves
briefed Arnold on the project. Expecting the bomb to be of considerable size and
weight, Groves speculated that, for delivery purposes, it might be necessary to use a
British Lancaster heavy bomber, the largest plane of its kind in the Allied inventory,
which could carry a payload of up to 22,000 pounds. Arnold strenuously objected
to using a British plane and insisted that the AAF could provide a suitable delivery
platform from a modified B—29. From this discussion emerged Project SILVER -
PLATE, which produced the 14 specially configured B—29s that made up 313th
Bombardment Wing of sogth Composite Group, the unit that carried out the at-
tacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945.%

Composed of carefully selected top-rated pilots and crews, s09th was the most
elite unit in the Army Air Forces. Eventually it became part of the Twentieth Air
Force, though for all practical purposes it operated independently and was responsible
to Groves and the MED. As a composite group, s09th carried with it most of its own
logistical support and was by design a stand-alone organization. Training began in ear-
ly September 1944 in utmost secrecy at Wendover Field, an isolated air base in western
Utah within easy reach of the MED’ weapons research laboratory at Los Alamos,
New Mexico. Crews concentrated on learning to drop two different weapons—a cy-
lindrical uranium bomb called “Little Boy” and a rotund plutonium bomb called “Fat
Man.” The initial plan was to use nuclear bombs against Germany. But as it became
apparent that the war in Europe might end before they were ready, sogth turned its
attention to the Pacific in December 1944 and spent the next 2 months conducting
test flights over Cuba to familiarize crews with terrain similar to Japan’s. In May 1945,
advance elements of the s09th began arriving at their staging base on Tinian, one of
the Marianas, to dig the pits from which the bombs would be hoisted into the planes.
Pilots and crews arrived soon thereafter and by late July were executing combat test
strikes over Japan with high-explosive projectiles of the Fat Man design.*

Roosevelts death on April 12, 1945, left the fate of the Manhattan Project in
the hands of his successor, Harry S.Truman. Though a bomb had yet to be manu-
factured and tested, the project was far enough along that Truman was reasonably
certain it would succeed.What remained to be seen was how powerful the explosive
device would be. In early May, on Secretary of War Stimson’s initiative, Truman au-
thorized the War Department to create an interdepartmental Interim Committee to
recommend policies and plans for using the bomb and related issues.” Separately, a

committee of technical experts chaired by Groves began to assemble a list of targets.
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Omitted from both groups was any formal JCS representation, though Marshall re-
ceived regular updates from Stimson on the Interim Committee’s progress and even
attended one of its meetings on May 31, 1945. How much, if any, of this information
Marshall conveyed to the other chiefs is unknown. According to Groves, the omis-
sion of the Joint Chiefs was intentional, to preserve security and, no less important,
to avoid having to deal with Leahy’s negative views.*

With the atomic bomb still in gestation and blanketed in secrecy, the Joint
Chiefs continued to ignore it in their plans for ending the war with Japan. Meeting
with the new President and the Service Secretaries on June 18, 1945, they described
in some detail the preparations for the invasion, discussed the probability of heavy
casualties, and agreed that Soviet intervention would be desirable but not essential
for winning the war. Characterizing Japan’s situation as “hopeless,” the JCS estimat-
ed that it would only worsen under the continuing onslaught of the blockade and
accompanying air and naval bombardment. In Marshall’s opinion, however, air and
sea attacks would not suffice to bring about a Japanese surrender, a view in which
Admiral King now grudgingly concurred. What caused King to come around is not
apparent from the official record, but it may have been recent ULTRA radio inter-
cepts, to which all at the meeting had access. These indicated an accelerated buildup
of Japanese forces on Kyushu and a feverish determination by the Japanese high
command to mount a last-ditch stand using heavily dug-in forces and suicide air
attacks.” Despite sending out peace feelers, the Japanese showed no sign of giving
up. Instead, the military leaders appeared intent on inflicting such heavy damage and
casualties on the United States that it would see the futility of further fighting and
seek a negotiated peace. Even skeptics like King seemed to agree that an invasion
was the only viable option for obtaining Japan’s surrender. Truman was visibly dis-
traught over the prospects of a bloodbath, but by the time the meeting broke up he
saw no other choice and ordered planning for the Kyushu operation to proceed.”

Whether the use of nuclear weapons as a possible alternative to an invasion was
discussed at this meeting is unclear. While the formal minutes make no mention
of the atomic bomb, they indicate an interest on Stimson’s part in finding a politi-
cal solution for ending the war and an off-the-record discussion of “certain other
matters.””> Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy, who accompanied Stimson,
recalled raising the issue of sending the Japanese an ultimatum, urging them to sur-
render or be subjected to a “terrifyingly destructive weapon.” McCloy remembered
that the JCS were “somewhat annoyed” by his interference and veiled reference to
the bomb, but that President Truman “welcomed it” and directed that such a politi-

cal initiative be set in motion. However, Secretary of the Navy James V. Forrestal,
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who was also present, had no recollection of McCloy’s remarks and reckoned that
the discussion McCloy had in mind took place at another time.

Planning for military action against Japan now followed a two-track course, one
along the lines laid out by the Joint Chiefs in preparation for an invasion, the other
driven by the gathering momentum of the Manhattan Project. Both came together
at the Potsdam Conference (TERMINAL) in July—August 1945, where Truman and
the JCS received word of the successtul test shot held near Alamogordo, New Mexico.
By then, Truman had also received the recommendations of the Interim Committee,
which favored using the bomb if the experiment succeeded. The expense of having
developed the bomb in the first place, the potential diplomatic leverage it offered
in dealing with the Russians, and last but not least the elimination of the need for
a bloody invasion, all doubtless weighed heavily on Truman’s mind. Once he had
confirmation that the bomb would work, the decision to use it became almost auto-
matic.”* Looking back, Leahy and King strongly disagreed with the President’s choice.
Insisting that the enemy’s collapse was only a matter of time, they considered attacks
with atomic weapons excessive and unnecessary. Still, there is no evidence that either
stepped forward to propose a different course. If Leahy and King objected at the time,
they kept their reservations to themselves.*

The only JCS member who seriously considered an alternative course of action
was Marshall. Like King and Leahy, Marshall hoped the Japanese would see the light and
surrender, making use of the atomic bomb unnecessary. The difficulty arose in finding
a way of bringing the Japanese around. During the Interim Committee’s deliberations
prior to Potsdam, Marshall and Stimson discussed the possibility of issuing an explicit
warning before dropping the bomb or of confining its use to a demonstration over
uninhabited terrain. But they could see no practical way of assuring that the Japanese
would be sufficiently awed by either a warning or a demonstration shot to draw the

96

logical conclusion and concede defeat.” According to his biographer, Forrest C. Pogue,
Marshall’s main concern was to wind up the war quickly with as few casualties as pos-
sible to either side; on this basis he came to the conclusion that if the test at Alamogordo
turned out to be a success, the bomb should be used against targets in Japan.””

The attacks that followed, destroying Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, with the
Little Boy gun-type uranium bomb and Nagasaki, 3 days later, with the Fat Man plu-
tonium implosion bomb, forced Japanese military leaders to acknowledge that they
had no countermeasures to the Americans’ new weapons. In between these attacks, on
August 8, 1945, the Soviet Union declared war on Japan and invaded Manchuria. For
years, historians debated whether the atomic bombs were decisive in bringing the war
to an end. Recently, however, a Japanese scholar has conjectured that while it was the

atom bomb that convinced the Japanese high command that the war was lost, it was
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not until the Soviets invaded Manchuria that Japan’s civilian leadership came to the
same conclusion, since without the USSR there was no one left to mediate an end
of the war. In other words, a convergence of events—the atomic bombing of Japan
and the Soviet Union’s entry into the war at the same time—provided the catalyst for
Japan’s surrender.”® Yet of these two sets of events, it was the use of the atomic bomb
that produced the most lasting impressions—tens of thousands killed and injured, two
cities destroyed, and an entire nation lying at the mercy of another. Without question,
the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki confirmed the predictions of Stimson, Groves,
and others associated with the Manhattan Project that atomic weapons were indeed
more awesome in their destructive power than any existing weapon. Whether they
would revolutionize warfare and produce, as Stimson predicted,“a new relationship of
man to the universe,” was another matter.”

Shortly after the attacks, at the chiefs’ request, the Joint Strategic Survey Com-
mittee presented its assessment of the atomic bomb’s military and strategic impact.
At issue was whether, as some military analysts were beginning to speculate, atom-
ic weapons would preclude the need for sizable conventional forces after the war.
Though duly impressed with the atomic bomb’s destructive power, the committee
pointed out that these weapons were as yet too few in number, too expensive and
difficult to produce, and too hard to deliver to be used in anything other than spe-
cial circumstances. In view of these unique characteristics, the committee doubted
whether atomic weapons would render conventional land, sea, and air forces obsolete,
though they might change the “relative importance and strength of various military
components.” Any immediate changes were apt to be minor, however, as long as the
United States enjoyed a monopoly on the bomb. This situation could change if other
industrialized countries—the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union—wanted to
devote the time and resources to developing nuclear weapons. The most dangerous
and destabilizing situation that the Joint Strategic Survey Committee could foresee
was if the Soviet Union acquired the bomb. Even so, the committee downplayed the
likelihood of a dramatic transformation in modern warfare resulting from the prolif-
eration of nuclear technology. It pointed out that the development of “new weapons”
had been continuous throughout history and that the advent of one new weapon
invariably produced something equally effective to counter it.'”°

Thus, as the war drew to a close, the Joint Chiefs found themselves entering the
uncharted realm of atomic war, somewhat reassured that the apocalypse predicted
by Stimson and likeminded others had been postponed, yet cautious and uneasy at
the same time. No less unsettling was the Joint Chiefs’ own uncertain future as an
organization. At the outset of World War II, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had not existed.
By 1945, they were an established fixture atop the largest, most powerful military
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machine in history. Despite inter-Service friction and competition, the JCS had

found that working together produced better results than working separately. A cor-

porate advisory and planning body, they reported directly to the President and were

at the center of decision throughout the conflict. Operating without a formal charter,

the Joint Chiefs were at liberty to conduct business as needed to meet the require-

ments of the war. With the onset of peace, this free-wheeling style was sure to change.

Still, few seriously contemplated a postwar defense establishment in which the Joint

Chiefs of Staff, or some comparable organization, did not loom large.
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Chapter 3

PEACETIME
CHALLENGES

‘World War II confirmed that high-level strategic advice and direction of the Armed
Forces were indispensable to success in modern warfare. These accomplishments,
however, did not assure the Joint Chiefs of Staff a permanent place in the country’s
defense establishment. Indeed, as the war ended, the demobilization of the Armed
Forces and the country’s return to peacetime pursuits pointed to a shift in priorities
that diminished the chiefs’ role and importance.Yet even though the JCS may have
been shorn of some of the power and prestige they enjoyed during the conflict, they
remained a formidable organization, served by some of the best talent in the Armed
Forces, and thus a key element in the immediate postwar development of national
security policy.

The postwar fate of the Joint Chiefs of Staff initially rested in the hands of one
individual: President Harry S. Truman. A sharp contrast in style and work habits
to his patrician predecessor, Truman was the epitome of down-to-earth Middle
America. Born and raised in northwest Missouri, he had served as the captain of a
National Guard artillery unit in World War 1. After the war, he returned to Missouri,
tried his hand in the haberdashery business, failed, and turned to politics, becoming
a fringe part of the notorious Pendergast “machine” of Kansas City. Elected to the
U.S. Senate in 1934, he worked hard and developed a reputation as a fiscal conserva-
tive, ever protective of the taxpayers’ money. When Roosevelt decided to drop Vice
President Henry A. Wallace from the ticket in 1944, he turned to Truman to be his
running mate, even though the two barely knew one another. After the election,
they rarely met or conversed by phone.’

As Commander in Chief, Truman was almost the antithesis to Roosevelt. Pre-
ferring a structured working environment, he conducted business with the Joint
Chiefs on a more formal basis and usually met with them in the presence of the
Service Secretaries or, later, the Secretary of Defense. As a rule, he got along better
with Army and Air Force officers than Navy officers. His béte noire was the Ma-

rine Corps, which he once accused as having “a propaganda machine that is almost
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the equal of Stalin’s””> Once the wartime emergency was over, Truman found his
time and attention increasingly taken up with domestic chores, which reduced his
contacts with the chiefs. Still, he had the utmost respect for members of the Armed
Forces and often named retired or former military officers to what were normally
considered civilian positions.” Highest of all in Truman’s estimation was General
George C. Marshall, to whom he turned repeatedly for help as his special represen-
tative to China from 1945 to 1946, as Secretary of State from 1947 to 1949, and as
Secretary of Defense from 1950 to 1951. But he tempered the military’s influence
with close control of the defense budget and a strong emphasis on civilian authority
in key areas such as atomic energy.

Truman had no intention of keeping the Joint Chiefs of Staff in existence
any longer than it took Congress to enact legislation unifying the armed Services.
Throwing his support behind a War Department proposal drawn up to Marshall’s
specifications toward the end of the war, Truman favored replacing the JCS with a
uniformed chief of staff presiding over an “advisory body” of senior military officers
who would be part of a single military department.* The idea had mixed appeal in
Congress, however, where several leading members complained that it could lead
to a “Prussian-style general staff” and dilute civilian control of the military. Increas-
ingly popular on Capitol Hill was a competing proposal sponsored by Secretary of
the Navy James Forrestal. Under the Navy plan, the JCS would remain intact and
form part of a network of interlocking committees promoting cooperation and
coordination for national security on a government-wide scale.’ Pending resolution
of the unification debate, Truman opted for the status quo.

Thus, the Joint Chiefs continued to operate much as they had during the war,
though at a reduced level of activity, with fewer personnel in the organization and
with new membership. Having accomplished their job, most of the wartime members
elected to retire soon after the war. Their successors were officers who had held sig-
nificant U.S. or Allied commands. The first to leave was General of the Army Marshall,
who stepped down as Chief of Staft in November 1945 to make way for General of
the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower, leader of the D-Day invasion of Normandy and Su-
preme Allied Commander in Europe. A month later, Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz
succeeded Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King as Chief of Naval Operations. And in March
1946, General Carl Spaatz, Commander of the Eighth and Twentieth Air Forces and
a key architect of the strategic bombing campaigns against Germany and Japan, suc-
ceeded General of the Army Henry H. Arnold as Commanding General, Army Air
Forces. The only hold-over was Fleet Admiral William D. Leahy, who continued to
serve until illness forced his retirement in March 1949, at which time the position he

occupied as Chief of Staff to the Commander in Chief lapsed.
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PEACETIME CHALLENGES

DEFENSE POLICY IN TRANSITION

At the outset of the postwar era in 1945, the Joint Chiefs of Staft viewed the prospects
for an enduring peace with growing apprehension. Even though Germany and Japan
were no longer a threat, a new danger arose from the Soviet Union, now the lead-
ing power on the Eurasian landmass, whose “phenomenal” increase in military and
economic strength gave the JCS cause for concern.® Never an overly close partner-
ship, the Grand Alliance began dissolving even before the war was over. Factors that
made the future uncertain in the Joint Chiefs’ eyes included an uneasy modus vivendi
over the postwar treatment of Germany and Soviet insistence on German reparations,
the spread of Communist control in Eastern Europe, disputes over Venezia Giulia at
the northern end of the Adriatic, political instability in Greece, Soviet demands for
political and territorial concessions from Turkey and Iran, and the impasse over the
control of atomic energy. None of these issues alone need have caused undue alarm.
Taken together, however, they formed an ominous pattern that suggested to the chiefs
a fundamental divergence of interests that could result in an adversarial relationship.”

Unsettled relations with the Soviet Union reinforced what the Joint Chiefs of
Staff had been saying for some time about the need for a strong postwar defense
posture. But in the immediate aftermath of the war, the trend was in the opposite
direction, as the country embarked on one of the most rapid and thorough demobi-
lizations in history. Bowing to strong public and congressional pressure to “bring the
boys home,” the War and Navy Departments discharged veterans pell-mell, shrink-
ing the Armed Forces from 12 million in June 1945 to 1.5 million 2 years later. Op-
erating on a conservative economic philosophy that gave priority to balancing the
budget and reducing debt, President Truman ordered sharp reductions in Federal
spending that included the wholesale cancellation of war-related contracts, curbs on
military outlays, and strict ceilings on future military expenditures.®

While cutting deeply into the effective combat capabilities of the Armed Forc-
es, the posthaste demobilization and limitations on military spending left the JCS
uneasy over the country’s defense posture. To be sure, the chiefs recognized that
funding for defense would be tight after the war. Convinced, however, that the
United States had been woefully unprepared prior to Pearl Harbor, the JCS be-
lieved that Congress and the American public should be willing to support a level
of military readiness well above that of the interwar period. Under a broad blueprint
of postwar requirements, the JCS argued that U.S. forces should have the resources
to carry out their increased peacetime responsibilities and to respond effectively
during the initial stages of a future war.” Some, like General Marshall, saw universal

military training as the solution to the country’s long-term defense needs. But after
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Hiroshima and Nagasaki, UMT steadily lost ground to more technologically-ori-
ented solutions, with reliance on airpower and “new weapons” like the atomic
bomb foremost among them. Whether that reliance should be on land-based air-
power or carrier-based aviation or both became one of the most contentious de-
fense issues of the immediate postwar period.

At the center of the emerging postwar debate over military policy was the
atomic bomb, a weapon of awesome proven destructive power but uncertain pros-
pects. Despite the enormous wartime eftort to develop the bomb, production of fis-
sionable materials (uranium-23s and plutonium) dropped quickly once the war was
over, as most of the scientists and technicians recruited for the Manhattan Project
returned to their civilian pursuits. Refinements in weapon design virtually ceased
and bomb production slowed to a snail’s pace. Sketchy and incomplete records sug-
gest that by the latter part of 1946 there were between six and nine nuclear cores
in the atomic stockpile—an exceedingly small arsenal by later standards but still a
sufficient number, President Truman believed, “to win a war.”*

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, the Truman administration had no
incentive to keep the atomic bomb program at its wartime level of production and
efficiency. As the war ended, the prevailing belief in many quarters was that atomic
energy would be taken out of the hands of the military and that nuclear weapons
would be banned, just as poison gas was after World War I. The notion of civilian
control had an appealing ring and gave rise to legislation in 1946 establishing the
Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). A civilian body appointed by the President
with the advice and consent of the Senate, the AEC acquired complete author-
ity over the Nation’s nuclear program, from the production of fissionable material
and the manufacture of bombs to the custody and control of finished weapons. In
support of the commission’s activities, Congress also established a nine-member
General Advisory Committee to provide scientific and technical guidance, and a
Military Liaison Committee (MLC), to assure coordination between the commis-
sion and the Armed Forces."

In contrast, the movement to ban the bomb, or at least to place it under some
form of international supervision, produced far less definitive results. Intense policy
debates, starting in the autumn of 1945, extended into the following spring. The
outcome was the Baruch Plan, placed before the United Nations in June 1946, un-
der which the United States offered to give up its nuclear monopoly in exchange
for a stringent regime of international controls and inspections. A magnanimous
gesture, the Baruch Plan was too intrusive to suit the Soviets, who declared it un-
acceptable “either as a whole or in [its] separate parts.” As an alternative, Moscow

proposed a flat prohibition on nuclear weapons with a vague promise of inspections
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sometime in the future. A UN special committee voted overwhelmingly to ac-
cept the Baruch Plan, but the Soviet Union and Communist-controlled Poland
abstained, leaving the plan’s fate up in the air.”

Throughout the deliberations leading to announcement of the Baruch Plan,
the Joint Chiefs maintained a guarded attitude that endorsed international controls
in principle as a desirable long-term goal, but with strong reservations attached to
giving up any atomic secrets until outstanding international issues had been fully
vetted and resolved.” This line of reasoning remained the JCS core position on arms
control and disarmament for the duration of the Cold War. But in 1945, the chances
of overcoming the chiefs’ objections and of enlisting their support for a stringent
regime of international control were probably better than they ever were again. Re-
garded by the JCS as a special weapon with limited applications, the atomic bomb
had yet to acquire a permanent niche in their military planning and was in many
ways a disruptive presence that the chiefs could have done without. Later, as the
Services launched expensive acquisition and training programs to integrate nuclear
weapons into their equipment inventories, and as national policy came to rely heav-
ily on a strategy of nuclear deterrence, the chances of making sweeping changes in
the JCS position faded. But until then, the chiefs were actually more flexible and
open-minded than most critics gave them credit.

While awaiting the outcome of the international control debate, the Joint
Chiefs sought a clearer picture of the atomic bomb’s military potential. Having
seen from the results of Hiroshima and Nagasaki what nuclear weapons could do
to targets on land, they obtained President Truman’s approval in January 1946 to
explore the atomic bomb’s effect on targets at sea.™ Planning and preparations for
Operation Crossroads took place under the auspices of the Joint Staff Planners, who
named a six-member ad hoc inter-Service subcommittee headed by Lieutenant
General Curtis E. LeMay to coordinate the effort. Almost immediately, quarrels
erupted between AAF and Navy representatives over the placement of the target
ships and other details, turning Crossroads into yet another arena of inter-Service
strife. A joint task force led by Vice Admiral William H.P. Blandy eventually carried
out the operation, but like the LeMay committee, it had to contend with a good
deal of inter-Service bickering and competition.'s

The Crossroads tests were unique in several respects. First, they were the only
nuclear experiments organized and conducted under the authority of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff; and second, they received an extraordinarily high level of publicity,
in sharp contrast to the restricted nature of subsequent nuclear experiments car-
ried out by the AEC. Despite strong political pressure to cancel the tests lest they

interfere with the debate in the UN, President Truman refused, citing the waste of
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$100 million if they failed to proceed. The ensuing experiments, involving 42,000
Servicemen, took place in July 1946 at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific and rendered
mixed results. The first weapon, an air-dropped, Nagasaki-type bomb, missed the
aim point by 1,500 yards. Sinking only a few of the ships in the target area, it did
relatively minor damage to the rest. But a second bomb, detonated under water, was
more impressive and left the members of a JCS evaluation board convinced that
atomic weapons had the potential for achieving decisive results in future wars. “If
used in numbers,” the board found, “atomic bombs not only can nullify any nation’s
military effort, but can demolish its social and economic structure and prevent their
reestablishment for long periods of time.”*

Still, the Crossroads tests had little immediate impact on JCS plans or military
policy. Although the Joint Chiefs recognized that atomic bombs, like other new
weapons (e.g., jet aircraft and long-range guided missiles), could have a significant
bearing on the conduct of future wars, the ongoing deliberations in the UN over
international controls, coupled with the limited availability of fissionable materials,
effectively ruled out a defense posture resting to any great extent, if at all, on nuclear
weapons. This did not stop the Army Air Forces, acting on their own, from making
informal arrangements in the summer of 1946 with the British to modify bases in
England for air-atomic missions (the Spaatz-Tedder Agreement).” Nor did it deter
the Navy from commissioning design studies for a new generation of flush-deck
“super carriers” dedicated to nuclear warfare.” But in looking ahead, the Joint
Chiefs and their Joint Staff Planners clung to the view that wars of the future would
be much like the one they had just finished, engaging large conventional armies,
navies, and air forces. The only major difference the JCS could see was that the next

time, the enemy would probably be the Soviet Union.”

REORGANIZATION AND REFORM

Foremost among the issues needing to be addressed in framing a postwar defense
policy was the reorganization of the Armed Forces, including a settlement of the
controversial unification issue, a clarification of command arrangements, and a re-
articulation of Service roles and missions. Unable to arrive at an agreed position on
unification, the Joint Chiefs told President Truman in October 1945 that they had
no corporate wisdom to offer and would defer to Congress and the administration
to make the necessary adjustments.*® As the senior officers of their respective Ser-
vices, however, all JCS members remained actively engaged in the debate. Even
Admiral Leahy, who had no Service responsibilities and who viewed himself as

above the fray, took a position from time to time, invariably in support of the Navy.
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In consequence, it was almost impossible for tensions generated by the unification
quarrel not to spill over into JCS deliberations on other matters.

Though the Joint Chiefs sidestepped involvement in the unification contro-
versy, they could not avoid two related matters—the establishment of a unified
command plan, and the redefinition of Service functions in light of the experience
of World War II, new technologies, and the changing nature of modern warfare.
In addressing the first, the chiefs overcame their differences to establish a flexible
command structure which, while far from perfect, proved remarkably adaptable to
the tests of time. But in dealing with the roles and missions issue, they made little
headway and eventually ceded this pivotal responsibility to others.

The unified command plan was the outgrowth of the extensive and generally
successful use of joint and combined “supreme commands” in World War II, and the
realization that, with the occupation of Germany and Japan and other responsibili-
ties, the United States would have joint military obligations abroad for the indefi-
nite future. Even before the war ended, the Joint Chiefs envisioned retention of the
unified command system in peacetime, and by June 1945 they were taking steps to
transform General Eisenhower’s combined headquarters in Europe into a unified
U.S. command, a relatively easy task since most of the forces involved were ground
and air units under the War Department.”’

The picture was more complex in the Pacific. There, the impetus for change
came early in 1946 from the Navy, which sought to consolidate what were at the
time far-flung command arrangements. Adopted by the JCS the previous April as
an interim measure, the existing setup adhered to MacArthur’s dictum that “neither
service fights willingly on a major scale under the command of the other.”*> Hence,
in allocating command functions, the JCS divided responsibilities between an Army
command for all land forces in the theater, and a Navy command for forces at sea.
Characterizing these divided command arrangements as “ambiguous” and “unsatis-
factory,” Admiral Nimitz wanted the JCS to establish a single command for the Pa-
cific encompassing all forces in the area, excluding China, Korea, and Japan.* What
prompted Nimitz to raise the issue is unclear, though it may have been intended to
complement draft legislation submitted by Secretary of the Navy Forrestal asking
for an increase in the peacetime authorized strength of the Navy and the Marine
Corps. A merger of the two commands would have given the Service in charge a
strong claim to a larger budget share. Since the Navy had the predominant interest
in the Pacific, Nimitz thought it only logical that the new command should be in
Navy hands. Seeing the proposed merger as a blatant power grab, MacArthur, from
his headquarters in Tokyo, warned the War Department that it would render Army
or AAF units in the area “merely adjuncts” of the Navy.*
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Hoping to avoid a fractious debate, the Joint Chiefs referred the CNO’s pro-
posal to the Joint Staft’ Planners, whose efforts soon ran aground. The Army and
Army Air Forces members insisted on unity of command by the forces involved,
while the Navy member urged unity of command by area.” Eventually, it took pres-
sure from Congress, which wanted to avoid anything resembling the divided com-
mand that existed at Pearl Harbor in 19471, and the direct intervention of Admiral
Nimitz and General Eisenhower to settle the matter. All the same, the compromise
thus achieved did little more than paper over inter-Service differences that later
reappeared. Accepting the Navy’s basic premise that unity of command should be
by area, Eisenhower proposed extending the system worldwide, to include not only
the Pacific but other regions where the United States had significant military assets
or military interests. With further fine-tuning by Nimitz, this became the Unified
Command Plan (UCP), approved by President Truman in December 1946.2

Initially, the UCP called for seven geographic commands and one functional
command (known after 1951 as a “specified” command).”” Implicit in this ar-
rangement was that a senior officer representing the Service with the predomi-
nant interest in a particular region or functional activity should head the com-
mand. Thus, in Europe the accepted practice (until 2003) came to be that an Army
or Air Force officer should exercise command of the theater, while in the Pacific
a Navy officer was invariably in charge. The sole functional command recognized
in the UCP was the Strategic Air Command (SAC), created by order of General
Spaatz in March 1946. SAC comprised the strategic assets of Eighth and Fifteenth
Air Forces, s09th Composite Group with its air-atomic capability, and air bom-
bardment units not otherwise assigned. Like Twentieth Air Force in World War
II, SAC reported directly to the Joint Chiefs of Staff through the Commanding
General, Army Air Forces (later the Chief of Staff of the Air Force), who acted as
their executive agent.”

The Services could compromise on the UCP because each gave up very little
in exchange for official confirmation of their existing geographical equities. Unfor-
tunately, this approach was infeasible when defining overlapping Service functions
and sorting out the impact of new technologies on traditional roles and missions. An
integral part of the unification debate, the assignment of functions was also highly
instrumental in determining the allocation of budget shares among the Services. It
seemed only logical, as the successor organization to the Joint Board, which had
overseen the assignment of Service functions prior to World War II, that the Joint
Chiefs should carry on this task. But with the changes in warfare that had taken
place during the war, the traditional formula used by the Joint Board for deter-

mining and assigning functions, more or less by the medium in which a Service
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operated, no longer applied. Quite simply, neat distinctions between land, sea, and
air warfare had ceased to exist. But even though the JCS agreed that the old as-
signments were frayed and outmoded, they were hard-pressed to come up with
something better.

The event that brought the roles and missions controversy to a boil was a
report by the Joint Strategic Survey Committee to the JCS in February 1946. In-
tended as a new statement of Service functions, the JSSC report became instead the
catalyst for a prolonged and inconclusive debate among the chiefs. Like the Joint
Board, the JSSC proposed an assignment of functions organized primarily around
the major element in which each Service operated. Where Service functions in-
tersected, however, the committee was often unable to provide unanimous advice.
The most contentious points were the Army Air Force’s insistence on full control
of air transport; the Navy’s claim on access to land-based aviation for antisubmarine
warfare, as it had in World War II; and the Marine Corps’s objections to the Army’s
efforts to bring amphibious operations under its aegis.* The quarreling became
so acrimonious and divisive that the Joint Chiefs in June 1946 felt it advisable to
suspend their deliberations on roles and missions until such time as “Presidential or
legislative action requires that consideration be revived.”*

Despite the impasse, the Joint Chiefs remained under heavy pressure to com-
pose their differences in order to expedite consideration of a unification bill. Ac-
cordingly, in July 1946 they asked the Operations Deputies—Major General Otto
P.Weyland of the Army, Major General Lauris Norstad of the Army Air Forces, and
Vice Admiral Forrest P. Sherman—to explore a solution.’ Initially slow work, the
pace quickened following a breakthrough meeting at Secretary of the Navy For-
restal’s home on November 12, 1946, where Assistant Secretary of War for Air W.
Stuart Symington and Vice Admiral Arthur W. Radford, Deputy Chief of Naval
Operations (Air), reached a tentative modus vivendi. Based on the discussion that
afternoon, Norstad and Sherman agreed to develop a fresh formulation of Service
functions and a statement of agreed principles to help jump-start approval of a
unification bill that had stalled in Congress. In January 1947, Norstad and Sher-
man submitted their recommendations to Forrestal and Secretary of War Robert P.
Patterson, who then conveyed them to President Truman. Passage of the National
Security Act of 1947 followed in July, at which time the President issued an accom-
panying Executive order delineating Service roles and missions.*

The National Security Act was a legislative compromise that combined ma-
jor elements of the centralized organization the War Department favored, and the
decentralized coordinating system the Navy recommended. To unify the armed

Services, Congress created a hybrid organization known as the National Military
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Establishment (NME) composed of three coequal Service departments (Army,
Navy, and Air Force) and a presiding civilian Secretary of Defense, who had a sup-
port staff limited to three special assistants. Under the Secretary’s authority fell vari-
ous coordinating bodies: the Research and Development Board (RDB) to advise
and assist the Services with policies on scientific research and technology; the Mu-
nitions Board (MB) to coordinate production and supply; and the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. Now endowed with statutory standing, the Joint Chiefs also acquired a list of
assigned functions similar to those in the unused charter of 1943.The law effectively
eliminated the role the JCS played in World War II as the country’s de facto high
command and redefined their mission as a strategic and logistical planning and
advisory organization to the President and the Secretary of Defense. Recognizing
the chiefs’ need for permanent support, Congress authorized a full-time Joint Staft’
of one hundred officers, drawn in approximately equal number from each Service.
President Truman had wanted to replace the JCS with a single military head, but
opposition in Congress forced him to drop the idea. The law also created a Cabi-
net-level National Security Council (NSC) to advise the President on foreign and
defense policy, a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) for the collection, analysis, and
distribution of intelligence, and a National Security Resources Board (NSRB) to

oversee national mobilization in emergencies.*
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The Executive order (EO 9877) that accompanied the National Security Act
was virtually the same statement of Service functions recommended in January by
Norstad and Sherman. Where roles and missions overlapped, EO 9877 called on the
Services to coordinate their efforts with one another to the greatest extent pos-
sible.’* Between the drafting of the Executive order in January and the passage of the
National Security Act in July, however, Congress inserted language into the law that
guaranteed the Navy access to “land-based naval aviation” and the Marine Corps a
role in amphibious warfare. The net effect was to render key parts of EO 9877 ob-
solete, opening the door to renewed inter-Service bickering. Secretary of the Navy
Forrestal, who became the first Secretary of Defense in September 1947, recognized
the problem immediately but needed two contentious conferences with the Joint
Chiefs—one at Key West, Florida, in March 1948, and a second at Newport, Rhode
Island, the following August—to resolve the problem. These conferences also reaf-
firmed the practice dating from World War II of allowing the Joint Chiefs to des-
ignate one of their members as executive agent for a unified command, a function
that effectively preserved the JCS in the chain of command. Drawing on Forrestal’s
frustrating experience, future Secretaries of Defense relied less on JCS guidance in
sorting out roles and missions, and more on the Services to take the necessary steps

to reconcile and adjust their differences.”

WAR PLANS, BUDGETS, AND THE MARCH CRISIS OF 1948

The National Security Act came into effect on September 18, 1947, a time of es-
calating tensions with the Soviet Union and dramatic change in American for-
eign policy. The previous March, in response to the Communist-led insurgency in
Greece and Soviet pressure on Turkey, the Truman administration had launched the
Greek-Turkish aid program, in the President’s words, to prevent “the extension of
the iron curtain across the eastern Mediterranean.”’ The following June, Secretary
of State Marshall proposed the European Recovery Program (ERP), a large-scale
assistance effort aimed at the broader problem of arresting the deteriorating eco-
nomic and social conditions in Western and Central Europe that were playing into
the hands of Communist agitators and Soviet sympathizers. Commenting pub-
licly on these initiatives and the escalation of tensions between Washington and
Moscow, journalist Walter Lippmann proclaimed the onset of a “Cold War” between
East and West.?

As he sought to stem the spread of Communism abroad, President Truman
also ordered major changes in the U.S. atomic energy program. Frustrated by the
impasse in the United Nations over the Baruch Plan, the President directed the new

Atomic Energy Commission in early April 1947 to restore production facilities and
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to resume the manufacture of nuclear weapons. The President’s decision had the
strong endorsement of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who agreed that the time had passed
for international control and that the only choice was to resume the production
of atomic bombs. Procedures in effect at the time called for the JCS to conduct an
annual review of nuclear stockpile requirements and to convey their recommenda-
tions, through the Military Liaison Committee, to the AEC.The chiefs tailored their
military requirements, stated in numbers of bomb cores, to be roughly commen-
surate with the AEC’s estimate of its annual production capabilities, the standard
practice for fixing the size of the nuclear stockpile for the next several years.*

With the emerging “strategy of containment” toward the Soviet Union came
a sense of unease among the Joint Chiefs over the deterioration of the Nation’s
military capabilities. Other than resuming the production of nuclear weapons, lit-
tle had been done since World War II to modernize U.S. forces or improve their
effectiveness. The American Military Establishment had shrunk dramatically since the
war, and the forces that remained by 1947 were generally understrength, indifferently
equipped and trained, and scattered around the globe. Soviet military power, in con-
trast, was concentrated on the Eurasian landmass and appeared to be largely intact and
organized around an estimated ground force of 175 divisions, a figure derived from the
order of battle pieced together by German intelligence in World War I1.¥ Long-range
threat projections developed by the Joint Intelligence Committee between late-1946
and mid-1947 credited the Soviet Union with possessing an overwhelming numerical
superiority in conventional forces and the capacity for acquiring nuclear weapons by
the early 1950s, if not before. Some in the scientific community thought it would take
longer for the Soviets to duplicate the American achievement in atomic energy, but by
and large the emerging consensus was that the Soviets were determined to become a
nuclear power and that sooner or later they would realize their goal.*

Despite the danger signs, the Truman administration initially downplayed the
possibility that growing East-West antagonisms and steps taken by Washington to
curb Communist expansion might escalate into a military confrontation. The reign-
ing expert on the Soviet threat immediately following World War II was George E
Kennan, a Foreign Service Officer with long experience in the Soviet Union and
Director of the State Department’s elite Policy Planning Staff. It was Kennan whose
1947 article in Foreign Affairs,” The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” had given rise to the
term “containment” to describe what the administration was trying to achieve vis-
a-vis the Soviet Union. Kennan believed that if the United States exerted sufficient
economic, political, and diplomatic pressure, it would elicit significant improve-
ments in Soviet behavior. Though Kennan acknowledged that military forces were

a vital diplomatic tool, he doubted whether the United States and the Soviet Union
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would ever go to war. Warning against excessive reliance on armed strength, he pre-
ferred small, mobile strike forces that could intervene quickly in crisis situations. For
sizing purposes, he favored a defense establishment that could operate effectively
in two separate theaters simultaneously, a rule of thumb that would influence U.S.
force requirements for decades to come.*

Given the Truman administration’s preference for nonmilitary solutions and
the limited military assets available at the time, the Joint Chiefs saw no urgent need
for approving a strategic plan of action against the Soviet Union. During the latter
part of World War II, in considering the hypothetical possibility of a future East-
West conflict, the Joint Chiefs had concluded that while there was little chance
the United States would lose such a war, the likelihood of winning it was exceed-
ingly remote.* Acting on its own initiative, the Joint War Plans Committee (JWPC)
launched a series of studies code-named PINCHER late in 1945 to explore the
problems of waging a war against the Soviet Union. The first fruit of this exercise
appeared on March 2, 1946, when the JWPC forwarded a broad concept of opera-
tions to the Joint Staft Planners. With refinement, this became the basic concept
of operations around which strategic planning revolved for the next several years.
Dealing only with the opening stages of a conflict, PINCHER envisioned war
breaking out in the eastern Mediterranean or Near East and spreading rapidly across
Europe.* Arguing that it would be futile for the United States and its allies to try to
match Soviet strength on the ground, the JWPC favored a strategic response “more
in consonance with our military capabilities and in which we can exploit our su-
periority in modern scientific warfare methods.” Even if such a response failed to
defeat the Soviet Union, it would buy time for the United States to mobilize forces,
check the Soviet advance, and mount counterattacks.*

The first Secretary of Defense, James Forrestal, was an ardent proponent of the
new get-tough policy toward the Soviet Union and wanted to give it as much mili-
tary support as possible. But he was under orders from President Truman to hold the
line on defense spending.* Hoping to satisty both requirements, Forrestal looked
to the Joint Chiefs to provide an integrated statement of Service requirements for
meeting essential national security objectives and an agreed strategic concept, tai-
lored to fit within approved spending limits, to justify those forces.** In Forrestal’s
view, the JCS were the key to the successtul implementation of the new unification
law, for it was primarily through them that he intended to extend his authority as
Secretary of Defense down into the Services.

While it looked good on paper, Forrestal’s reliance on the Joint Chiefs proved
flawed in practice. Even though the JCS organization had a reputation for highly
proficient planning, it had lost much of its edge and efficiency by 1947 through
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the attrition of veteran personnel and a dwindling pool of suitable replacements.
Though the JCS were less affected than other joint agencies (i.e., the MB and
the RDB), many able officers were averse to joint duty in Washington lest it cost
them command experience in their Services and derail their careers.*® Limited
by law to one hundred officers, the once-mighty Joint Staft now operated at a
reduced pace through three groups—the Joint Intelligence Group, Joint Logistics
Group, and Joint Strategic Plans Group (formerly the Joint War Plans Committee).
With an enormous backlog of business and new requests coming in almost daily
from Forrestal’s office, the Joint Staft soon found itselt with more taskings than it
could handle. To augment the Joint Staff, the JCS continued to rely on part-time
inter-Service committees of senior officers—the Joint Strategic Plans Committee
(which replaced the Joint Staff Planners), the Joint Logistics Committee, the Joint
Intelligence Committee, and the Joint Strategic Survey Committee. At Forrestal’s
urging, Congress increased the size of the Joint Staff from 100 to 210 officers when
it amended the National Security Act in 1949. But despite the increase, there always
seemed to be more work than the Joint Staff could handle.

The most serious flaw in Forrestal’s system lay in the chiefs themselves, whose
internal disagreements sapped their cohesion and effectiveness. Some of their quar-
rels were carryovers from the unification debate or earlier disagreements, like the
ongoing battle between the Army and the Marine Corps over amphibious opera-
tions. But by far the most visible and contentious issues were those between the Air
Force and the Navy over whether long-range, land-based bombers or carrier-based
aviation should serve as the country’s first line of defense. Now that the production
of nuclear weapons had resumed, it seemed clear that the atomic bomb would play
a growing role in strategic planning and that the Service with the nuclear mission
would get the lion’s share of the defense budget. Some, including key figures in
Congress and the members of the Finletter Commission, a fact-finding body set up
by the White House in 1947 to report on the future of military aviation, assumed
that the Air Force had the job sewn up.* In fact, the issue was far from settled. While
the Air Force had a nuclear-delivery system derived from the SILVERPLATE B—
29s of World War I1, its capabilities were limited to a handful of planes; thus, its posi-
tion was not immune to challenge by the Navy.5°

These disputes were precisely the kinds of quarrels Forrestal had hoped to stifle
with an integrated budget process keyed to the development of joint strategic plans.
Yet they were practically unavoidable, given the strict spending limits Truman had
imposed and Forrestal’s reluctance to test his powers as Secretary of Defense against
the Joint Chiefs. As Secretary of the Navy, Forrestal had been in the vanguard of

those who opposed a closely unified defense establishment. As Secretary of Defense,

72



PEACETIME CHALLENGES

he found himself in the awkward position of implementing a compromise law he
helped to craft but only half-heartedly believed in. Initially, he described himself as
a “coordinator” and, in the interests of promoting harmony among the Services,
promised to make changes through “evolution, not revolution.” He probably never
should have taken the job of Secretary of Defense, but when Truman offered it (after
Secretary of War Patterson turned it down for personal reasons), he felt duty-bound
to accept.’’

Based on his discussions with the Joint Chiefs and his personal assessments of
the international situation, Forrestal became convinced that the President’s bud-
get ceilings were too low to fund essential military requirements and to provide a
credible defense posture. During his 18 months as Secretary of Defense, he asked
Truman twice for more money—in the spring of 1948 and, again, toward the end
of the year. On the first occasion, with the help of a crisis atmosphere abroad, he
was successful in persuading Truman to lift the ceiling; on the second, despite con-
tinuing tensions in Europe, he failed, thereby inadvertently undermining his own
authority and credibility.

The immediate occasion that prompted Forrestal’s first request for more
money was the “March Crisis” of 1948 that followed the Soviet-directed coup
against the government of Czechoslovakia the month before. The only country
liberated by the Red army that had thus far remained democratic and independent
of Soviet domination, Czechoslovakia had tried to steer a course of nonalign-
ment but faced growing pressure from Moscow to curb its contacts with the West.
Not only did Czechoslovakia share a common border with the Ukraine; it was
also the principal source of high-grade uranium ore for the Soviet atomic bomb
project.” Beset with growing political turmoil and a general strike organized by
Communist-controlled unions, the Czech president, Eduard Bene$, had dismissed
his cabinet and turned over all important government posts to Communists, except
the foreign ministry, which remained under Jan Masaryk, a popular figure in the
West. Within a fortnight, on March 10, Masaryk’s body was found on the cement
courtyard of the foreign ministry beneath his office window. Czech authorities
promptly labeled his death a suicide, but the speculation in the West was that Soviet
agents murdered him.

Shortly after the Czech coup, rumors circulated that the Soviets would turn
their sights on occupied Germany and try to force the Allied powers out of their
enclaves in Berlin. Lending substance to these reports were ominous signs of Soviet
troop movements in eastern Germany suggesting a buildup for an invasion of the
West. Later, U.S. analysts concluded that these bellicose gestures were a ruse and that

there was no “reliable evidence” the Soviets intended military action. All the same,
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the Intelligence Community refused to rule out the possibility of “miscalculation”
by one side or the other leading to an incident that could spark a war.’*

Toward the end of February 1948, the Director of Army Intelligence, Lieuten-
ant General Stephen J. Chamberlin, paid an unexpected call on General Lucius D.
Clay, U.S. Military Governor of Germany, at his Berlin headquarters. Concerned
over recent events in Czechoslovakia and Soviet behavior in general, Chamberlin
urged Clay to use his considerable influence with the Joint Chiefs and others in
Washington to send a “strong message” to stimulate support in Congress for re-
instituting the draft and for bolstering other military programs. Clay replied that
he had no concrete evidence the Soviets were planning a move. But after sleep-
ing on the matter, he decided to act. On March s, 1948, he cabled Chamberlin
confirming that, while the signs were far from conclusive, he had detected “a
subtle change in Soviet attitudes which I cannot define but which now gives me
a feeling that [war| may come with dramatic suddenness.” Clay’s “war warning”
message soon leaked to the press, setting off a war scare that had Washington on
edge for several weeks.*

Based on the intelligence crossing his desk, Truman had known for some time
that the Soviets were up to something.’ Still, Clay’s war-warning message caught
the President oft guard and gave Forrestal and the Joint Chiefs the opportunity to
seek an increase in the military appropriations bills for Fiscal Year 1949 then pending
in Congress. By then, General Omar N. Bradley had replaced Eisenhower, General
Hoyt S.Vandenberg had been named to succeed Spaatz, and Admiral Louis Denfeld
had replaced Nimitz. But even with a fresh set of faces the quarreling continued,
with the size of the increase and the allocation of funds among the Services the
main points in dispute. Some in Congress wanted any additional money to be de-
voted exclusively to strengthening the Air Force’s strategic bombing capability. But
it was Forrestal’s and Truman’s view that the country should have a “balanced” force
posture in which all three Services participated on roughly equal terms.

The Joint Chiefs agreed that balanced forces were a laudable objective, but hav-
ing yet to agree on an integrated strategic concept, they had no basis for identifying
deficiencies or recommending an overall plan on how additional money should be
allocated. By default, they wound up recommending what each Service unilaterally
calculated it needed, a sum well in excess of anything the White House or the Bu-
reau of the Budget (BOB) found acceptable on economic grounds. With an election
looming in the fall, Truman was more afraid of inflation at home, fueled by increased
military spending, than he was of the Soviets. Nevertheless, the additions he eventu-
ally approved in May 1948 increased the military budget by nearly a third and showed
Forrestal and the JCS that the President’s budget ceilings were not so firm after all.’
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In addition to boosting the military budget, the March Crisis produced several
other outcomes. First, it heightened awareness both in Europe and the United States
that the Soviet Union was a potential military threat and needed to be addressed
accordingly. Until then, except for a limited military aid program to Greece and
Turkey, the Truman administration and Congress had relied on political, economic,
and diplomatic initiatives to contain communism and Soviet expansionism; but
with the March Crisis came the realization on both sides of the Atlantic that closer
military collaboration was a necessary accompaniment to the European Recovery
Program.’* Passed by Congress in May 1948, the Vandenberg Resolution urged the
administration to explore a collective security agreement with willing partners in
Europe, a process that culminated in April 1949 with the creation of the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization (NATO). A major departure from the nonentanglement
policy of the past, NATO would be a key element in the Joint Chiefs’ military as-
sessments and strategic planning throughout the Cold War and beyond.

The March Crisis also led the JCS to expedite completion of an integrated
strategic concept, a major step toward a unified defense budget. The agreed plan,
called HALFMOON (later renamed FLEETWOOD), was an outgrowth of the
PINCHER series and called for the Strategic Air Command to launch “a powerful
air offensive designed to exploit the destructive and psychological power of atomic
weapons against the vital elements of the Soviet war-making capacity”” Navy car-
riers would conduct a secondary air offensive from the eastern Mediterranean. But
with atomic bombs in short supply, there was no assurance that the Navy would
participate in the nuclear phase of the air offensive. Arguing that HALFMOON was
overly dependent on SAC’s ability to mount nuclear operations, the Navy accepted
it only on condition that the JCS treat it as an “emergency” war plan (EWP) and
not for long-term force planning beyond the next budget cycle.*

A key feature of HALFMOON was the need for overseas bases in Newfound-
land, the United Kingdom, and the Cairo-Khartoum area of Northeast Africa from
which to mount strikes against the Soviet Union. Keeping alive the “special relation-
ship” developed in World War 11, the Joint Chiefs hosted a meeting in Washington for
senior British and Canadian planners from April 12 to 21, 1948, to discuss U.S. access
to British and Canadian staging points.® An inevitable byproduct of U.S. planning,
these tripartite discussions were to some extent premature, since President Truman
had yet to consent to the HALFMOON plan, transfer the custody of any nuclear
weapons from the AEC to the military, or authorize their use. After receiving a JCS
briefing on the plan on May s, 1948, the President asked the Joint Chiefs to prepare
a nonnuclear alternative, code-named ERASER. But because of budgetary limita-

tions, Forrestal viewed ERASER as a low priority and later ordered work on it
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suspended.” Confirming the course of action previously discussed, a U.S. Air Force
mission of senior officers and planners visiting London later in May assured their
RATF colleagues that “all planning was to be based on the use of atomic bombs from
the outset including the use of the UK as a base for USAF carrying such bombs.”®

As the March Crisis wound down, the Joint Chiefs were gradually making
progress toward integrating their requirements and developing a strategic concept
to serve as the basis for a postwar defense policy. The emerging centerpiece of this
process was the atomic bomb, with the threat of strategic bombardment serving as
the country’s principal deterrent. While differences persisted among the Services
over how this strategy should be interpreted and applied, the overall thrust of what
would constitute the American response to Soviet aggression was no longer in
doubt. Given the limitations on weapons and equipment under which the Services
operated, the JCS were still a very long way from the “massive retaliation” doctrine

of the 1950s. Slowly but surely, however, they were moving in that direction.

THE DEFENSE BUDGET FOR FY 1950

Following President Truman’s approval of the supplemental defense increase in the
spring of 1948, Forrestal and the Joint Chiefs turned their attention to the military
budget for Fiscal Year 1950 (July 1, 1949, through June 30, 1950). As the first full set of
estimates to be developed since the passage of the National Security Act, the FY'so
budget would be a clear test of the chiefs’ ability to perform their assigned strategic
planning functions of producing an integrated defense plan within approved spending
limits.® At a meeting with Forrestal and the JCS in May 1948, Truman stated that he
wanted new obligational authority (i.e., cash and new contract authority) held under
$15 billion. Acknowledging that defense requirements could fluctuate, the President
told the chiefs that he would review the situation in September and again in Decem-
ber and make adjustments as needed.* At Forrestal’s request, Truman also authorized
the new National Security Council to develop a broad statement of national objec-
tives to assist the JCS in developing their estimate of military requirements.” But he
cautioned Forrestal against using NSC guidance to override spending limits. “It seems
to me,” Truman told him, “that the proper thing for you to do is to get the Army,
Navy and Air people together and establish a program within the budget limits which
have been allowed. It seems to me that is your responsibility.”*°

Whether the international situation would cooperate to hold down military
spending remained to be seen. Not only were the Soviets continuing to put pres-
sure on Berlin, but there were also problems in the Middle East that threatened to

embroil the United States in a conflict over Palestine, currently a British mandate.
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Zionists had long sought to create a Jewish homeland there, and survivors of the
Holocaust poured into the area by the thousands in the aftermath of World War II.
The partitioning of Palestine into separate Arab and Jewish states had strong popular
appeal in the United States and quickly became a crucial part of President Truman’s
campaign strategy for the 1948 election.” The Arab states of the Middle East, how-
ever, vowed to resist the Jewish influx with force. Fearing an anti-American back-
lash across the Arab world, the Joint Chiefs warned against U.S. support of partition
on the grounds that it could “gravely prejudice” future access to Middle Eastern oil
and compel the United States to wage “an oil-starved war.”%

For the Joint Chiefs, the issue of most immediate concern was the declared in-
tention of the British to end their mandate in Palestine prematurely and withdraw
their forces, which had been serving as a buffer between the Arabs and the Jews. If
the British withdrew, the JCS expected the United States to come under intense
pressure to intervene as part of a UN peacekeeping operation to prevent Arab armies
from slaughtering Jewish refugees and settlers. As it turned out, Jewish defense forces
proved more than able to hold their own in defending the new state of Israel. But in
the spring of 1948, the threat of another Holocaust appeared imminent.

In what would become a recurring theme for the next several decades, the
Joint Chiefs strenuously opposed practically any deepening of U.S. involvement in
the Middle East, especially if the United States appeared to be siding with Israel
against the Arab states. Based on the size of the British presence in Palestine, the
Joint Chiefs estimated that the UN would need to deploy a minimum peacekeeping
force of over 100,000 troops (about half from the United States), supported by ap-
propriate air and naval units. To raise the U.S. contribution to such a force, the chiefs
notified the President that he would need to seek supplemental appropriations, re-
introduce the draft, and order partial mobilization of the Reserves.” Suspecting that
the chiefs were overdramatizing the situation and inflating their estimates, President
Truman refused to rule out the possibility of U.S. intervention. But he took a cau-
tious approach which more or less validated the chiefs’ preference for avoiding
involvement in the increasingly sensitive Arab-Israeli conflict.”

‘While the situation in Palestine argued for a flexible defense posture resting on a
sound conventional base, persistent tensions in Central Europe played into the hands
of those who favored reliance on strategic airpower and atomic weapons. Unsuc-
cessful in exacting concessions from the Western powers or forcing their withdrawal
from Berlin during the March Crisis, the Soviets turned to more direct measures. On
June 19, 1948, they blockaded all access other than by air into the city. General Clay
immediately organized an airlift to keep the western sectors of the city in essential

supplies, but the longer the standoft went on, the more ominous it became.
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By the end of June, the consensus in Washington was that the Western occupy-
ing powers—DBritain, France, and the United States—should concert their efforts
around a show of force and buy time for negotiations backed by a military buildup.
Clay wanted to mount an armed convoy to test Soviet resolve, but the Joint Chiefs
assessed the risk as too high and Allied forces as too weak to prevail should the
Soviets resist.”” On the other hand, the JCS had no objection to British Foreign
Secretary Ernest Bevin’s suggestion of a visible reinforcement of American airpower
in Europe with B—29s.7> Approved by President Truman in July, the B—29 augmen-
tation would, in Forrestal’s view, give the Air Force much-needed experience and
make the presence of these planes “an accepted fixture” to the British public.”?
Encouraged by the success of the operation, Lieutenant General Lauris Norstad, the
Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations, visited Britain in September and
arranged to make the deployment permanent, with one B—29 group and one fight-
er group to be stationed in England at all times. Out of these discussions emerged a
tentative agreement by the Air Force to “loan” Britain’s Bomber Command an un-
specified number of B—29s, and Bomber Command’s pledge to place its assets “im-
mediately” under SAC’s coordination in the event of war with the Soviet Union.”

None of the SAC aircraft deployed to Europe during the Berlin blockade crisis
was equipped for atomic operations, a fact the Soviets could easily have deduced
from the appearance of the planes, which lacked the enlarged underbelly to ac-
commodate atomic bombs. Even so, it was well known that B—29s carried out the
attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The implied threat these planes represented
elevated nuclear weapons to a new level of importance in national policy. Here
in embryonic form was the doctrine of nuclear deterrence in practice for the first
time. Though the threat may have been hollow, it was sufficient to give the Soviets
pause before increasing the pressure and, as one senior Soviet officer later put it,
risking “suicide” over Berlin.”

Still, without direct access to or control over nuclear weapons, the Joint Chiefs
were apprehensive about what could happen if the Soviets called the American
bluff. As a result of the stepped-up production program the AEC had initiated the
year before, the atomic stockpile stood at around fifty nuclear cores by the summer
of 1948.7° Preliminary results of the recent SANDSTONE experiments, a series of
test explosions held at Eniwetok in the Pacific the previous April-May, suggested
the feasibility of new design techniques that could increase the size of the stockpile
faster than expected and vary the yield of weapons. By demonstrating the feasibility
of the “levitated” core, the SANDSTONE experiments confirmed the possibility
of yields up to two and a half times larger than the Nagasaki bomb, using less fis-

sionable material. The days of atomic scarcity and handmade bombs were drawing
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to a close. Thenceforth, the Joint Chiefs would have at their disposal a stockpile of
assembly line—produced weapons, more plentiful in number than previously esti-
mated and more varied in type and design.”

With U.S. war plans increasingly dependent on the early use of nuclear weap-
ons, the SANDSTONE tests provided the reassurance of a larger and more versatile
atomic arsenal than previously imagined. To make the most of the opportunity,
Forrestal and the Joint Chiefs became convinced that the time had come to change
the custody and control arrangements of nuclear weapons. But after a lengthy White
House meeting to examine the matter on July 21, 1948, Truman ruled that custody
of nuclear weapons would remain in the hands of the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion. A few days later, he told Forrestal that “political considerations” relating to
the upcoming Presidential election barred a change of policy at that time.” All the
same, Truman accepted Forrestal’s basic premise that eventually the Services would
need more direct access to weapons, and in September he raised no objection when
the National Security Council confirmed (NSC 30) that the Armed Forces should
expand their training for atomic warfare and integrate nuclear weapons into their
regular military planning.”

NSC 30 removed the final obstacle to making the air-atomic strategy the
centerpiece of postwar American defense policy. Now assured of increased access
to weapons and training for their personnel, the Air Force and the Navy moved
quickly to expand and refine their capabilities for atomic wartare. For the Navy, this
meant pressing ahead with plans for laying the keel of the first in a new generation
of super carriers; for the Air Force, it meant bolstering the Strategic Air Command,
which continued to have a monopoly on the nuclear mission. A critical factor in
preserving the Air Force’s dominant position was the appointment of a new SAC
commander, Lieutenant General Curtis E. LeMay, who took charge in October
1948, bringing with him a reputation for solving problems and getting results. The
architect of the devastating conventional “fire bomb raids” against Japan in World
War II, LeMay also had helped to coordinate the 1946 Crossroads tests in the Pa-
cific and had thus acquired a working familiarity with nuclear weapons. When he
assumed command, SAC had only about 20 atomic-modified B—29s fit for duty.
Concentrating on expanding SAC’s nuclear capability, LeMay set about eliminating
equipment deficiencies and training personnel one group at a time, starting with
restoring the so9th to its wartime level of efficiency.*

Meanwhile, the budget process for FY 1950 plodded along, with the Berlin
situation and the presumed intimidating power of the atomic bomb overshadowing
Palestine and other trouble spots where the need for conventional forces predomi-

nated. Forrestal continued to favor balanced capabilities, but a detailed analysis of

79



COUNCIL OF WAR

Service estimates by the Budget Advisory Committee, a tri-Service panel of senior
officers chaired by General Joseph T. McNarney, USAF revealed an enormous gap
between the requirements for a balanced force posture and the resources available
under the President’s budget ceiling.”” To narrow the difference, the Joint Chiefs
reduced the scale and scope of planned operations under the FLEETWOOD (for-
merly HALFMOON) strategy by eliminating certain Army and Air Force units and
deleting the naval air offensive in the eastern Mediterranean. No matter how they
priced it, however, the savings from these cuts failed to produce a military budget
within the President’s spending limit. Convinced that the chiefs had done their best
and realizing that they were deadlocked, Forrestal told them on October 15 that he
would entertain the proposal of an “intermediate” budget somewhat larger than the
President had said he would allow.*

To justify the increase, the Joint Chiefs hastily compiled a catalog of commit-
ments that the military budget would have to support. This list was the first in a long
line of such statements that the Joint Chiefs would routinely produce during the Cold
War to support Service requirements. While the chiefs amply documented the wide
range of military obligations the country faced, they fell short of providing a useful
framework for assessing military spending. At no point did they put a price tag on
U.S. commitments, attempt to link them directly to force requirements, or establish an
order of priority for military programs. Given these shortcomings, the chiefs’” catalog,
while informative, was not very useful as budgetary guidance. Later iterations of these
joint planning documents would be similarly defective and would come under sharp
criticism from the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and the White House for
failing to sort out and prioritize military requirements. But in view of the consensus-
oriented rules under which the JCS operated and the difficulties these procedures
posed in allocating resources, a better product was probably unattainable.®

A more practical tool for assessing Service requirements was the NSC’s evalu-
ation of national security policy (NSC 20/4), which appeared toward the end of
November 1948. Prepared mainly by Kennan and State’s Policy Planning Staff in re-
sponse to Forrestal’s request for guidance, NSC 20/4 predicted an indefinite period
of tension between the United States and the Soviet Union. Cautioning against
“excessive” U.S. armaments, the report urged “a level of military readiness which
can be maintained as long as necessary as a deterrent to Soviet aggression.” These
recommendations were not much help to Forrestal in evaluating the relative merits
of competing weapons systems or strategic concepts. But they left no doubt that a
defense establishment tailored for the long haul and a posture of deterrence would
be more in keeping with security needs than one with large, immediate increases

for fighting a war that might not materialize.*
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On December 1, 1948, Forrestal submitted his defense budget for FY 50. Actu-
ally, he submitted two budgets—one for $14.4 billion that fell within the President’s
spending ceiling; and a second for nearly $17 billion. (Forrestal dismissed as excessive
and unrealistic a third set of estimates, prepared by the JCS, totaling nearly $24 bil-
lion.) The first budget, Forrestal explained, would allow for a defense establishment
of 10 Regular Army divisions, 287 combatant ships in the Navy, and a 48-group Air
Force. The second, which the Secretary of Defense personally endorsed as prefer-
able for national security purposes, would support a defense establishment of 12 di-
visions, 319 combatant vessels, and 59 air groups. Forrestal added that he had shown
these figures to Secretary of State George C. Marshall, who concurred that the
larger budget would provide better support for the country’s foreign policy.% All the
same, Truman was unimpressed. Buoyed by his recent come-from-behind victory at
the polls, he told the Bureau of the Budget to ignore Forrestal’s larger submission. 1
don’t know why he sent two. The $14.4 billion budget is the one we will adopt.”*

Refusing to accept the President’s decision as final, Forrestal tendered an
amended request on December 20 that proposed adding $580 million to fund six
additional air bombardment groups in the Air Force. In line with the emerging reli-
ance on air-atomic power as the country’s first line of defense, Forrestal argued for
the money as the most practical way of addressing the threat posed by “our most
probable enemy.” Whether he agreed or not with Forrestal’s reasoning, Truman
continued to give fiscal considerations priority and turned down the Secretary’s
request without giving it a second thought.”” Early the following year, in testifying
to Congress on the President’s 1950 budget, the Joint Chiefs expressed skepticism
that it would assure proper readiness in an emergency, but declined to criticize the
President for his decision to hold down military spending for fiscal and economic
reasons. According to Admiral Denfeld, the budget was “the best division of funds

that we could agree on at the time.”®

THE STRATEGIC BOMBING CONTROVERSY

The strategy and budget debates of 1948 left no doubt that the United States was
moving toward a defense posture centered on strategic bombardment with nuclear
weapons. While Truman, Forrestal, and other senior administration figures contin-
ued to pay lip service to the need for balanced forces, the reality was quite different.
Not everyone agreed that reliance on strategic bombing was a sound course to
follow, certainly not the Navy, which had its own competing view of strategy and
weapons. But in practical terms, the air-atomic strategy had considerable appeal.

An intimidating threat, it seemed feasible within the limits of existing technology,
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had strong bipartisan support in Congress, and could be priced to fit virtually any
reasonable spending limit the White House might set. Assuming he had a mandate
to proceed, LeMay set about transforming the Strategic Air Command into an all-
atomic strike force that grew from a handful of atomic-capable aircraft when he
took over in October 1948 to more than 250 a year and a half later. Most of the
bombers in SAC’ inventory were medium-range B—29s or B—s50s (an upgraded
version of the B—29), which required overseas bases to reach Soviet targets. A grow-
ing number, however, were B—36s that could reach targets in the Soviet Union from
bases in the United States.®

Affirmation of the air-atomic strategy put major stresses on the JCS, revealing
vital shortcomings in their ability to function as a deliberative corporate body. In
assessing the chiefs’ performance, Forrestal believed a key weakness was the absence
of a presiding officer, or chairman, to steer the deliberations. As the only member
without Service responsibilities, Admiral Leahy had performed something approxi-
mating this function in World War II, but after the war his role and influence had
diminished as his health declined.To fill the void, Forrestal persuaded General of the
Army Dwight D. Eisenhower, the president of Columbia University in New York,
to return to Washington on a part-time basis as his “military consultant.” Eisen-
hower met off and on with the chiefs between mid-December 1948 and late June
1949 and devoted most of his time to war plans and budget matters.*

Eisenhower’s appointment was a stop-gap measure until Congress could cre-
ate a permanent position, one of a list of reforms that Forrestal deemed essential for
unification to succeed. In December 1948, declaring that his views had changed,
Forrestal came out strongly for giving the Secretary of Defense enhanced powers and
assistance. Among the measures he proposed was legislative authority to appoint a
“responsible head” of the JCS and to increase the size of the Joint Staff.”" The result-
ing amendments to the National Security Act took effect in August 1949 and con-
verted the NME into the Department of Defense. In the legislation, Congress added
a Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, and gave him “precedence” over all other officers
in the Armed Forces. His statutory responsibilities were to preside at JCS meetings,
set the agenda, and notify the Secretary of Defense of any disagreements. The Chair-
man could not vote in JCS deliberations nor could he command any military forces.
Clarifying the JCS role in the policy process, Congress designated the Chairman and
the Joint Chiefs of Staft collectively as the “principal military advisers” to the Presi-
dent, the Secretary of Defense, and the National Security Council.?

By the time the 1949 amendments became law, Forrestal was dead, the vic-
tim of an apparent suicide. Frustrated, overworked, and mentally exhausted, he had

reluctantly stepped down as Secretary of Defense in March 1949 to make way for
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his successor, Louis Johnson. A prominent West Virginia attorney, Johnson had been
Assistant Secretary of War in the Roosevelt administration and Truman’s principal
fund-raiser for the 1948 campaign. Johnson’s mandate from the President was to
bring order and discipline to the Pentagon and make the Services and the JCS toe
the line on military spending. Even without the 1949 amendments, Johnson felt he
had the power and authority to accomplish his mission. Using the Joint Chiefs less
and less, Johnson embraced budgetary procedures that relied more on his own staff
to make the tough decisions on military spending and the allocation of resources.”

Johnson’s first major action as Secretary of Defense came in April 1949, when
he cancelled the Navy’s new super carrier, the USS United States. Incorporating de-
sign features derived from the Crossroads tests, the United States was to be a 65,000-
ton, flush-deck carrier capable of accommodating aircraft carrying a 10,000-pound
payload, roughly the same as an atomic bomb. Though Johnson strongly endorsed
the air-atomic strategy, he acted on economic grounds and believed the Navy’s
super carrier needlessly duplicated the Air Force’s strategic bombing function. His
first and foremost aim was to hold down military spending, a goal that became all
the more imperative in the summer of 1949, when President Truman disclosed that
the defense budget for FY 51 would have to come down to $13 billion to help stave
off a recession. An escalation of the quarrel between the Air Force and the Navy
soon followed, producing charges and countercharges about the relative merits of
long-range bombers versus super carriers, and culminating in a highly publicized
congressional investigation. By the autumn of 1949, the senior echelons of the Navy
were in open revolt against Johnson’s policies and authority.**

While these controversies swirled in the public arena, the Joint Chiefs were
trying to develop a more rational framework for analyzing the strategic environ-
ment and the competing Service claims for rival weapons systems. The impetus
behind this effort came from a request by Forrestal in October 1948 for an analysis
of two issues: the chances of success of delivering the strategic air oftensive con-
templated in current war plans, and an evaluation of the effects of SAC’s planned
air offensive on the Soviet Union’s war eftort.” Forrestal hoped to use the results to
help defend his FY so budget submission to the President. But owing to the com-
plexity and sensitivity of the issues raised, the Joint Chiefs wanted more time to as-
sure thorough examinations. Initially, the JCS assigned the weapons effects study to
an ad hoc body that reported to the Joint Strategic Plans Committee, and the other
study, on the chances of success for the air offensive, to the Air Force. When the Air
Force replied in December 1948 with a highly generalized boilerplate response, the
JCS asked the Weapons Systems Evaluation Group (WSEG), a new technical sup-

port organization, to step in.”
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Lieutenant General Hubert R. Harmon, USAE a member of the U.S. military
staff to the United Nations, chaired the ad hoc weapons-eftects study group. A
classmate of Eisenhower’s and Bradley’s at West Point, Harmon had served briefly
as commander of Thirteenth Air Force in the South Pacific in World War II. Ex-
actly how or why Harmon came to chair the effort is unclear; however, he had a
reputation for being tactful and fair-minded that enhanced the study’s objectivity
and credibility. To assist him, Harmon assembled an inter-Service team of one Air
Force officer, two Navy officers, and two Army officers.”

The Harmon committee looked only at SAC’s role and the atomic phase of
the air offensive, which would take place at the outset of a war. It made no attempt
to evaluate the impact of a planned follow-on offensive with conventional bombs,
nor did it look at possible Navy contributions under the plan since there was no
assurance that the Navy would be allocated nuclear weapons or have the requisite
capabilities for delivering them.” The committee confirmed that SAC’ attacks un-
der the current JCS-approved emergency war plan (now code-named TROJAN)
would exact a heavy toll on the Soviet Union. SAC’s targets were 70 urban-indus-
trial complexes, with the destruction of Moscow and Leningrad the top priorities.
Should all planes and bombs reach their targets (an assumption the WSEG study had
yet to test), casualties from the initial attack would be in the vicinity of 2.7 million
killed and another 4 million injured. Life for the 28 million survivors in the target
areas would be “vastly complicated.” The Air Force estimated that the destruction
inflicted by the bombing would reduce Soviet industrial production for war-related
purposes by so percent, with the heaviest impact falling on the petroleum industry.
Based on its own separate assessments, the Harmon committee pared this estimate
to a drop in production of 30 to 40 percent.

The committee doubted whether the atomic offensive would “seriously im-
pair” ongoing Soviet operations in Western Europe, the Middle East, or the Far East.
Large stockpiles of war reserves would allow Soviet forces to operate for some time
before the effects of the disruptions to industry caused by the bombing reached the
battlefield. Nor was the committee convinced that the planned air attacks would
undermine the will and capacity of the Soviet population to resist, a key objective of
the EWP. Nevertheless, the committee concluded that the atomic bomb remained
“a major element of Allied military strength” and would constitute “the only means
of rapidly inflicting shock and serious damage to vital elements of the Soviet war-
making capacity.” Even if not initially decisive, the crippling effects of nuclear weap-
ons would tilt the balance sooner or later in favor of the West.*

Though the Joint Chiefs received the Harmon report in May 1949, they waited

until late July to give it to the Secretary of Defense. The reason for the delay was a
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disagreement over how to handle Air Force objections to the committee’s analysis of
collateral damage, which failed to consider the impact of fires started by the bomb-
ing. General Vandenberg, the Air Force Chiet of Staff, wanted the report amended
to address this and several other issues the Air Force had raised, whereas Admiral
Denteld thought it should go up the chain of authority as written. Eventually,
the Secretary of Defense received the report unchanged, but with a covering note
explaining the Air Force’s dissenting views.™

Only the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs, and their immediate aides saw
the Harmon report. President Truman never received a copy, though he knew of its
existence and expressed an interest in seeing it and the WSEG study as well.” While
Truman wanted economy in defense spending, he also remained a firm believer in
a balanced force posture. At this juncture, the President was uneasy over a proposed
reapportionment in the Air Force budget to free funds for the procurement of ad-
ditional B—36s, despite reports that the planes were experiencing significant engine
problems. Prodded by the Bureau of the Budget and by his White House naval aide,
Rear Admiral Robert L. Dennison, Truman inquired in April 1949 about the status
of these studies, telling his staff that he wanted to avoid “putting all of our eggs into
one basket.” Secretary of Defense Johnson assured the President that when the time
was right he would receive a full briefing, but that it could take up to a year for the
Pentagon to complete its evaluations.'

As Johnson’s response suggests, the WSEG study had fallen behind schedule ow-
ing to WSEGY start-up problems and disagreements between the Air Force and the
Navy over the intelligence data the study should use. WSEG was the brainchild of
Vannevar Bush, President Roosevelt’s chief scientific advisor on the atomic bomb in
World War II and first Chairman of the Research and Development Board (RDB)
when that agency acquired statutory status in 1947. According to his biographer, Bush
regarded WSEG “as the epitome of the professional partnership between soldiers and
scientists that he had tried to foster since 1940.”"% Having worked closely with the
JCS in World War II, Bush seriously doubted that they could detach themselves from
Service interests and responsibilities, act as a unitary body of strategic advisors, or
deal intelligently and effectively with scientific and technical matters. Advocating a
greater role for science and scientists in defense affairs, he called for “dispassionate,
cold-blooded analysis of facts and trends,” and persuaded Secretary Forrestal that there
should be “a centrally located, impartial and highly qualified group” to provide the
JCS with “objective and competent advice” on current and future weapons systems.**

Initially, the Joint Chiefs were concerned that the new organization Bush pro-
posed might infringe on their functions. The Joint Strategic Survey Committee

was especially uneasy and warned lest “technical evaluations” become “operational
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evaluations” that could encroach on JCS responsibilities.™ But after lengthy dis-
cussions with Forrestal and Bush, the JCS finally accepted the WSEG proposal at
the Newport Conference in August 1948. Even so, it took until December for the
JCS, Forrestal’s office, and the RDB to agree on a directive laying out the terms of
reference for the group’s work, and 6 months more for WSEG to recruit a mixed
military-civilian staff. WSEG took up offices in the Pentagon, within the secure
restricted area set aside for the Joint Staft and other JCS components on the second
level. Many of those who worked for WSEG were alumni of the Manhattan Project
in World War II, an indication of how the new organization viewed its mission and
where it expected to concentrate its efforts.”

Even though the strategic delivery study rated top priority on WSEG’s agenda,
it did not receive authorization to go forward until late August 1949, when the JCS
finally approved intelligence data for the study.™” At issue was the Air Force conten-
tion that Soviet air defenses were technologically substandard and spread too thin to
pose a significant obstacle to attacking U.S. bombers.™ Citing a “dearth of reliable
intelligence,” Admiral Denfeld challenged this notion and insisted that the Joint
Intelligence Committee (JIC) conduct a review.” The JIC’s preliminary analysis
concurred with Denfeld that the Air Force had oversimplified the situation. But in
a detailed follow-up report, the committee agreed with the Air Force that by and
large Soviet air defenses were second rate. Still, it also pointed to recent improve-
ments in air defense radars that suggested a more complex and effective Soviet air
defense environment than the Air Force was anticipating.'

In view of the uncertainties surrounding Soviet air defenses, WSEG leaned
toward the side of caution and produced a less than favorable report (WSEG R-1)
on the chances of success for the planned air offensive. Knowing President Truman’s
interest in the subject, Secretary Johnson arranged for the WSEG director, Lieuten-
ant General John E. Hull, USA, to hold a briefing at the White House on January
23, 1950, immediately prior to submitting R-1 to the JCS. While calculating that
70 to 85 percent of the attacking aircraft would reach their targets, Hull cited gaps
in intelligence and logistical deficiencies that would reduce the effectiveness of the
operation. Among SAC’s vulnerabilities were a limited aerial refueling capability,
competing demands for transport aircraft, and heavy dependence on overseas oper-
ating and staging bases. Overall, WSEG estimated that SAC could carry out its mis-
sion, but not to the full extent envisioned in current war plans without correcting
identifiable deficiencies.™”

Even though the Hull report presented a conservative view of the chances of
complete success for the air offensive, there was no immediate rush to overhaul U.S. war

plans or devise a new strategy. Developments on other fronts—the creation of NATO
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linking the security of Europe to the United States, the recent Communist victory in

China, and the discovery that the Soviets had acquired an atomic capability—were shift-

ing the debate on defense and military policy to broader global issues. In many respects,

the war plans the Joint Chiefs had so painstakingly developed and refined were becom-

ing irrelevant and obsolete. On the other hand, the preparation of these plans gave the

Joint Chiefs a better appreciation for the problems of waging war against the Soviet

Union and underscored yet again the critical importance of inter-Service cooperation.
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Chapter 4

MILITARIZING
THE COLD WAR

Between 1945 and 1950, relations between the United States and the Soviet Union
underwent a 180-degree transformation. Erstwhile allies in the war against Germa-
ny and Japan, they became antagonists in a new global rivalry marked by the omi-
nous expansion of Communist power and influence. While the Joint Chiefs of Staft’
repeatedly urged stronger military power to deal with this situation, their warnings
had had limited effect on the Truman administration’s fiscal or defense policies.
Exercising tight control over military spending, Truman preferred to address the
Communist challenge with political, economic, and diplomatic initiatives. Bow-
ing to these realities, the JCS fashioned a defense posture and war plans oriented
toward a single contingency—an all-out global conflict. Maintenance of balanced
conventional forces with flexible capabilities gave way to reliance on strategic bom-
bardment with nuclear weapons as the country’s principal deterrent and first line
of defense. Not everyone agreed that this was a sound course or that it adequately
addressed the country’s increasingly diverse security needs. But at the time, reliance
on strategic bombing with nuclear weapons was the country’s most practical, effec-

tive, and affordable form of defense.

PRESSURES FOR CHANGE

‘While nonmilitary responses to Soviet expansion had generally met with success,
the growing intensity of the Cold War by 1950 was steadily pushing the Truman
administration toward an expansion of U.S. military power. Despite its best efforts
to avoid it, the “militarization” of the Cold War loomed larger than ever as pressures
converged from three directions at roughly the same time: from Europe, where
the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty in April 1949 created a new transatlantic
community of security interests; from China, where the collapse of Chiang Kai-
shek’s Nationalist regime ushered in a Communist People’s Republic headed by

Mao Zedong with apparent designs on extending its power and influence across
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Asia; and from the Soviet Union, where the detonation of a nuclear device in late
August 1949 ended the American monopoly on the atomic bomb years ahead of
predictions. Any one of those events could have triggered substantial alterations in
American foreign and defense policy. Taken together, they were the catalysts for a
wholesale transformation that would, with the sudden outbreak of the Korea con-
flict in June 1950, interject military power into the forefront of American responses
to the escalating Cold War.

Prior to the Korean War, the administration’s only clear-cut commitment em-
bracing the possible use of military force to thwart Communist expansion was
the North Atlantic Treaty. During preliminary consideration of the Alliance in the
spring of 1948, the Joint Chiefs had endorsed the broad concept of a mutual se-
curity pact between Europe and the United States, but had warned against “major
military involvement” without adequate preparations.” The White House and State
Department noted the chiefs’ concerns, but as Undersecretary of State Robert A.
Lovett explained it, the Alliance’s primary function was consultation in support of
possible collective action. Like an insurance policy, its immediate role was to bolster
Europe’s confidence, expedite completion of the Economic Recovery Program,
and deter the Soviets.

The principal military component associated with the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) was the Mutual Defense Assistance Program (MDAP), a
companion measure enacted in October 1949 to help rearm the European allies.?
When the State Department unveiled the program, the Joint Chiefs balked out of
concern that the Services might have to pay for MDAP out of their own budgets.*
Though assured that assistance to NATO through MDAP would be a separate ap-
propriation, the JCS remained uneasy lest it quickly deplete the dwindling war
reserves left over from World War II and divert funding for routine military appro-
priations. In part to guard against NATO becoming a drain on American resources,
the Joint Chiefs proposed an elaborate structure of councils, committees, boards,
and regional planning groups to give the JCS detailed oversight powers of NATO’s
activities.’ Secretary of State Dean Acheson acknowledged that as NATO became
more established, pressures were bound to arise for a larger U.S. military role and a
more complex organization. But for the time being he saw no pressing need and ve-
toed the chiefs’ plan in preference for a simpler alliance structure that played down
direct American military involvement and responsibility.®

Meanwhile, the disintegration of Nationalist rule on the China mainland was re-
shaping the security situation in the Far East. Given the leadership problems and poor
performance of Nationalist Chinese forces during World War II, Chiang Kai-shek’s

collapse came as no surprise to the Joint Chiefs, who never had much confidence
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in the Generalissimo’s ability to lead China out of the war as a great power. But
because of China’s strategic location, large population, and latent military potential,
the JCS were also averse to a Communist takeover of the country and a loss of U.S.
influence. As a result, throughout the postwar period, they consistently supported
infusions of military aid to prop up the Generalissimo’s regime, even as Chiang’s
rule began to crumble.

Of the President’s various advisors, the most reluctant to come to Chiang’s
rescue was former Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall. In November
1945, President Truman had persuaded Marshall to go to China as his special repre-
sentative. Marshall had served in China in the 1920s as a junior officer, and during
‘World War IT he had suffered through Stilwell’s ordeal with Chiang. Like Stilwell, he
had little confidence in the Generalissimo’s leadership, reliability as an ally, or capac-
ity to make effective use of U.S. assistance. But as a loyal soldier he felt duty-bound
to accept the mission. Through Marshall’s good offices, Truman hoped to broker a
power-sharing agreement between Chiang and his Communist rival, Mao Zedong,
a nominal ally of the Soviet Union, that would buy time for Chiang to strengthen
his position and, with U.S. assistance and logistical support, move his troops into
positions where they could effectively confront Mao’s forces.” Chiang ignored Mar-
shall’s advice to seek a political compromise and sought to use his three-to-one
advantage in troop strength to achieve a military solution. Exuding confidence, he
overextended his forces into North China and Manchuria where they suffered one
setback after another.®

By 1949, Chiang’s military fortunes had declined to such an extent that he
was taking steps to relocate his regime from the mainland to the island of Taiwan
(Formosa) for what appeared to be a last stand. Short of massive U.S. intervention,
the Joint Chiefs saw nothing that might turn the tide. Though they hoped to keep
Taiwan (with or without Chiang there) from falling into Communist hands, they
did not consider it sufficiently important to merit large-scale military action. The
most they would recommend was the deployment of a few ships for deterrence
purposes and the use of diplomatic leverage.” Since the Nationalist regime had
strong political support in Washington, however, the JCS cautioned against aban-
doning Chiang altogether “at the eleventh hour” and urged the continuation of
military assistance as long as Nationalist armies offered organized resistance.” Above
all, they wanted to keep an American military presence on the China mainland and
fought a losing battle with the State Department and the White House to keep the
U.S. naval base at Qingdao (Tsingtao) open. Secretary of State Acheson thought the
United States should disengage from Chiang as soon as possible and direct its efforts

toward a rapprochement with Mao and the Communists. Counseled by the State
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Department’s “China Hands,” Acheson believed it feasible “to detach [China] from
subservience to Moscow and over a period of time encourage those vigorous influ-
ences which might modify it.”" But he faced an uphill battle convincing Congress
and overcoming the “China Lobby,” which wanted stronger measures to resist the
spread of communism in the Far East and additional support to save what remained

of Chiang’s regime.

THE H-BOMB DECISION AND NSC 68

The third and most fateful development that went into reshaping U.S. security per-
ceptions was the discovery, reported to President Truman on September 9, 1949, that
the Soviet Union had detonated a nuclear device similar in design to the implosion
bomb the United States dropped on Nagasaki 4 years earlier. Without warning, the
American nuclear monopoly had ended. The Intelligence Community later deter-
mined that the test—"Joe 1”—had taken place on August 29, 1949.” While analysts
at the Central Intelligence Agency had known for some time that the Soviet Union
had an atomic energy program, they miscalculated the Soviet Union’s capacity to
produce fissionable materials and failed to appreciate either the high priority Stalin
attached to acquiring nuclear weapons or the crucial role Soviet espionage played
in expediting the project.” As a result, they consistently underestimated both the
extent of the Soviet effort and when it would come to fruition. Prior to Joe 1, the
most recent interagency assessment of the Soviet program, dated July 1, 1949, placed
the “probable” date for a Soviet atomic capability in the mid-1953 range, with the
“possibility”” of a nuclear test as early as mid-1950. Weighing the evidence, the con-
sensus of the Intelligence Community was that the Soviet Union’s “first atomic
bomb cannot be completed before mid-1951.7"

While the White House downplayed the achievement, the danger posed by
growing Soviet military power was impossible to ignore. Up to that time, the Tru-
man administration had relied implicitly, if not explicitly, on its nuclear monopoly
to underwrite its policies. “As long as we can outproduce the world, can control the
sea and can strike inland with the atomic bomb,” Secretary of Defense Forrestal had
once observed, “we can assume certain risks otherwise unacceptable.”’s With that
formula now rendered suspect, it was no longer clear whether the United States
could continue to mount effective deterrence and containment of the Soviet Union
with the military capabilities it had on hand.

The most urgent need was to reassert the American lead in atomic energy. At
issue was whether the United States should embark on a “quantum jump” into the

unexplored realm of nuclear fusion and the development of “super” bombs based
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on hydrogen or thermonuclear design. Such weapons in theory could produce
yields a thousand times greater than fission bombs. In November 1949, seeking
advice on how to proceed, President Truman turned to the “Z Committee” of
the National Security Council (NSC), composed of Secretary of State Acheson,
Secretary of Defense Johnson, and the Chairman of the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion, David E. Lilienthal.”® As the committee’s military advisors, the Joint Chiefs
acknowledged that high-yield super bombs would be hard to deliver and therefore
would have limited military applications. All the same, the chiefs believed that for
political and psychological reasons, it was absolutely imperative to proceed with a
determination test. “Possession of a thermonuclear weapon by the USSR, the JCS
insisted, “without such possession by the United States would be intolerable.”"” Lil-
ienthal, however, harbored misgivings. Believing the H-bomb morally repugnant,
he found the military’s growing dependence on nuclear weapons deeply troubling
and became convinced that the United States needed increased conventional ca-
pabilities and a renewed commitment to obtaining international control of atomic
energy more than it needed thermonuclear weapons.™

On January 31, 1950, President Truman approved a compromise crafted by
Acheson. As the first step, the President directed the AEC to explore the feasibil-
ity of the H-bomb, thus setting in motion a research and development program
that would culminate on November 1, 1952, with the world’s first thermonuclear
explosion—a 10 megaton device that completely vaporized the Pacific atoll where
the test was held. Meanwhile, he instructed the State and Defense Departments
to review the country’s basic national security policy.” Acheson shared Lilienthal’s
concern over the military’s growing dependence on nuclear weapons, not least of
all because he felt it limited diplomatic flexibility. But he also thought the United
States had to have the H-bomb because “we do not have any other military pro-
gram which seems to offer over the short run promise of military effectiveness.”* In
recommending a review of basic policy, Acheson later explained, he hoped to find
some middle ground that would restore greater balance to the country’s military
posture and expand its ability to meet unforeseen contingencies.”'

The Joint Chiefs embarked on the review with no such preconceptions or
expectations. The previous November, Secretary of Defense Johnson had removed
Admiral Louis Denfeld as Chief of Naval Operations on grounds of insubordina-
tion for his role in the “Revolt of the Admirals,” which had challenged Johnson’s
authority through highly publicized attacks on his economy measures and the Air
Force’s strategic bombing capabilities.”* Since then, Johnson had further tightened
his control of the Defense Department and military spending. Confirming rumors

and press reports, Johnson notified the Joint Chiefs in late February 1950 that the
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military budget for FY 52 would remain at approximately the same level as that
projected for FY 51. Since the Secretary’s estimates made no allowance for inflation,
except for the Air Force, Johnson’s hold-the-line spending policy amounted to a net
decrease in programs for the Army and Navy. Using the Secretary’s budget guidance
as their frame of reference, the Joint Chiefs initially had to assume that any changes
the State-Defense review might recommend would be modest at best.*

State’s participants in the review had other ideas. Though ostensibly a collabor-
ative effort, the dominant influence throughout was the new director of the Policy
Planning Staff, Paul H. Nitze. A Wall Street bond trader before World War II, Nitze
was well versed in statistics, which, as Vice Chairman of the U.S. Strategic Bombing
Survey, he used to great effect in analyzing the results of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in
1945. Joining the State Department after the war, he had emerged as one of State’s
senior economic analysts and was instrumental in developing the Marshall Plan. A
pragmatist and problem-solver by nature, Nitze gave a higher priority to the role of
military power in foreign policy than his academically-minded predecessor, George
E Kennan, who had fallen out of favor with Acheson.*

JCS contributions to the review group’s work came via the Joint Strategic
Survey Committee (JSSC), represented by its Air Force member, Major General
Truman H. Landon. Nitze recalled that initially Landon presented modest propos-
als to correct minor deficiencies in the existing force posture. He soon realized,
however, “that we were serious about doing a basic strategic review and not just
writing some papers which would help people promote special projects of one kind
or another.” From the quick change in Landon’s outlook, Nitze detected that “there
was, in fact, a revolt from within” brewing at the Pentagon against Johnson’s fiscal
policies and strategic priorities.>

The review process stretched from mid-February to early April 1950, when the
State-Defense review group presented its findings (NSC 68) to the National Se-
curity Council. About a third of the report was a close analysis of the Soviet threat,
drawn from intelligence estimates that indicated an inordinately large investment by
the Soviet Union (up to 40 percent of its gross national product) in military pow-
er and war-supporting industries. By mid-1954—the “year of maximum danger”
in the report’s estimation—the Soviets would have a nuclear stockpile that could
threaten serious damage to the United States. Extrapolating motives from capabili-
ties, NSC 68 concluded that “the Soviet Union has one purpose and that is world
domination.” To frustrate the “Kremlin design,” the paper urged the adoption of “a
comprehensive and decisive program” resulting in “a rapid and sustained buildup
of the political, economic, and military strength of the free world.” While NSC 68

strongly endorsed the maintenance of effective nuclear capabilities for deterrence
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purposes, it also called for significant expansion of conventional air, ground, and sea
forces “to the point where we are militarily not so heavily dependent on atomic
weapons.”>’

Missing from NSC 68 were any cost estimates for the buildup or a projected al-
location of resources among the armed Services. Both omissions were intentional—
the first, in order not to frighten oft President Truman from accepting the report,
the second, to avoid provoking competition and friction within the Pentagon. Ac-
cording to one of his biographers, Acheson wanted to avoid overwhelming Truman
with “programmatic details” by offering him instead “a general analysis oriented
toward action.””” Privately, Nitze and others who worked on NSC 68 estimated that
it would require expenditures of $35 billion to $50 billion annually over the next 4
years. While Nitze made these calculations known to Acheson, there is no evidence
that the Secretary of State conveyed them to Truman. The report conceded that the
program would be “costly” and probably would require higher taxes to avoid deficit
budgets. But it did not dwell on these points.”

Truman, for his part, continued to treat costs as his uppermost concern. Im-
mediately after receiving NSC 68, he directed the creation of an ad hoc committee
of economic experts to go over its findings and recommendations.” The consen-
sus of this group was that, while the report’s proposed course of action would be
expensive, it would not place undue burdens on the economy as long as adequate
safeguards were in place.The lone dissenting view was from the Bureau of the Bud-
get, which saw adverse consequences for the economy should military spending
rise sharply.’® Truman agreed and said as much during a meeting with his budget
director, Frederick J. Lawton, on May 23, 1950. “The President indicated,” Lawton
noted in his minutes of the meeting, “that we were to continue to raise any ques-
tions that we had on this program and that it definitely was not as large in scope as
some of the people seemed to think.” Translating the President’s guidance into hard
numbers, the BOB projected NSC 68 increases of $1 billion to $3 billion annually
over the next 2 to 3 years.”

At the Pentagon, the Joint Chiefs were under similar pressure from Louis John-
son to curb expectations that NSC 68 would result in dramatic increases in military
spending. Though Johnson paid lip service to the report, he resented its implied con-
clusion that the country’s defense posture had become enfeebled under his trusteeship
and took offense at what he saw as Acheson’s unwarranted interference in Defense
Department business. Going through all the proper motions, he directed the JCS and
the Services to assemble estimates of the “general tasks and responsibilities” mandated
under NSC 68, but to bear in mind that until the President indicated otherwise,
guidelines and ceilings previously established for the FY 52 budget remained firmly in
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place.”” Confident that he had the matter in hand, Johnson left Washington on June
12, 1950, accompanied by Chairman of the Joint Chiefs (CJCS) General Omar N.
Bradley, USA, for a tour of the Far East to discuss security arrangements for a Japanese
peace treaty with General Douglas MacArthur, the theater commander.

On the eve of the Korean War, the fate of NSC 68 remained uncertain. Presi-
dent Truman had yet to approve the report and there were unmistakable signs that
it and when he did, it would produce a considerably smaller buildup than its au-
thors intended. The American defense establishment was already far larger and more
costly than any country had ever known in peacetime, and to propose significant
increases could have provoked a divisive national debate. Although NSC 68 offered
ample evidence that the Soviet Union posed a growing threat to Western security,
nothing in the report confirmed that spending three, four, or even ten times more
on defense would afford better insurance against a Soviet attack than the existing in-
vestment of resources. Only after the outbreak of the Korean War would it become

clear that the existing defense posture had failed to deter Communist aggression.

ONSET OF THE KOREAN WAR

Like the Soviet nuclear test the previous August, the North Korean invasion of
South Korea on June 25, 1950 (Korea time), caught official Washington off guard.
Even though NSC 68 had warned policymakers and military planners to be on the
alert, no one expected a blatant act of aggression so soon. With most of its limited
assets concentrated on Europe, the Intelligence Community had paid relatively little
attention to the Far East prior to the North Korean attack. As one Army intel-
ligence officer described the situation, “North Korea got lost in the shuffle and
nobody told us they were interested in what was going on north of the 38th paral-
lel.” If war broke out or if a Communist takeover occurred, intelligence analysts
expected Indochina rather than Korea to be the target.”

Gathering information on Korea posed special difficulties. Wary of outsiders,
MacArthur had banned the OSS from his theater in World War II and was suspi-
cious of allowing its successor, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), into his midst
after the war. Operating under severe restrictions, the Agency came up with gen-
eralized estimates that credited North Korea with limited capabilities for military
aggression. As late as June 19, 1950, the CIA predicted that the Communists would
confine their actions against the south to propaganda, infiltration, sabotage, and sub-
version.** An Army (G-2) intelligence report generated around this same time was
more precise in identifying signs of enemy troop movements and the like, but by the

time this information reached Washington, the war was in full swing.
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Carefully planned and executed, the North Korean invasion had Stalin’s bless-
ing and support and involved approximately 90,000 North Korean troops, armed
and trained by the Soviet Union. Early reports were vague, but as the fighting
intensified it was apparent that this was no mere border skirmish, as initial reports
suggested, but an all-out assault with the ultimate aim of destroying the American-
supported Republic of Korea (ROK) in the south and absorbing the Korean Pen-
insula into the Communist orbit.*

Despite the seriousness of the situation, the Joint Chiefs initially saw no grounds
for American military intervention, since at the time the United States had no for-
mal defense commitments with South Korea. Divided in 1945 as an expediency at
the 38th parallel to facilitate the disarming of Japanese troops by U.S. and Soviet
forces, Korea had evolved into two distinct political entities—a Communist regime
in the north headed by the Moscow-trained and Soviet-supported Kim Il-song, and
a more democratic, U.S.-backed government in the south led by Syngman Rhee.?”
‘While aware of South Korea’s vulnerability, the Joint Chiefs needed the occupation
forces stationed there for duty elsewhere and wanted to limit further U.S. involve-
ment. In September 1947, they declared the country to be of “little strategic interest”
to the United States, the first step toward withdrawing U.S. troops. Completed in
the spring of 1949, the withdrawal left behind large stockpiles of war materiel and
a soo-member U.S. Korean Military Advisory Group (KMAG) to train and equip
ROK forces against any threat from the north.”* A few days prior to the invasion,
during his trip to Tokyo in June 1950 with Secretary of Defense Johnson, General
Bradley discussed the situation with Brigadier General William L. Roberts, USA,
who had recently stepped down as KMAGY chief. “The ROK Army,” Roberts as-
sured the Chairman, “could meet any test the North Koreans imposed on it.”’¥

The Communist success in routing the ROK forces shattered these comfort-
able assumptions and forced a hasty rethinking of U.S. policy. Like his predecessor
during the early stages of World War II, President Truman met regularly with his top
advisors and took a hands-on approach to the crisis; but unlike Roosevelt, he turned
for advice more to civilians (in this case Secretary of State Dean Acheson) than to
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Owing to earlier decisions leading to the withdrawal of
U.S. forces and the downgrading of South Korea’s strategic importance, the JCS
had not given much thought to the possibility of military action on the Korean
Peninsula. When the crisis erupted, they lacked contingency plans for dealing with
the emergency and had to improvise with impromptu assessments, personal opin-
ions, and hastily drawn orders for mobilizing and moving forces.* Exactly why the
Joint Chiefs were so unprepared and slow to respond remains unclear, but it doubt-

less reflected to some extent their continuing indifference toward Korea’s strategic
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importance and the personnel ceiling under which the Joint Staftf operated at the
time. Even though the 1949 amendments had doubled the size of the Joint Staff, it
remained a relatively small organization with limited capabilities.

Acheson, in contrast, appeared at these meetings with the President fully
briefed and prepared, invariably bearing detailed memorandums and lists of recom-
mendations that reflected dedicated staff work. Within hours of the news of the
attack, he placed before the President proposals to expedite additional assistance
to the South Koreans, to establish a “protective zone” around South Korea with
U.S. air and naval forces, and to mobilize international opinion against the attack
through the United Nations. Over the next several days, Acheson offered more
recommendations, all moving inexorably toward large-scale U.S. military interven-
tion under UN auspices. Six months earlier, Acheson, like the JCS, had more or less
written off Korea and the rest of the East Asian mainland. But under the pressure
of new events and still smarting from Republican attacks that his policies had “lost”
China to the Communists, he had had a change of heart and saw the North Korean
attack as a test of American will. “To back away from this challenge, in view of our
capacity for meeting it,” he wrote in his memoirs, “would be highly destructive of
the power and prestige of the United States.”*'

The Joint Chiefs agreed that the North Korean attack challenged American
resolve. But they accepted the need for military intervention with the utmost re-
luctance and initially hoped that air and naval power would suffice. The most read-
ily available ground forces in the region were those of the Eighth Army, whose
four divisions were all below authorized strength and short of critical weapons and
equipment.** More aware than anyone of the constraints imposed by years of frugal
defense budgets, the JCS made no attempt to disguise their belief that all-out inter-
vention would be a highly risky business, requiring the mobilization of Reserve and
National Guard units and emergency appropriations at a minimum. Should the war
spread, warned the Air Force Chief of Staft, General Hoyt S.Vandenberg, the use of
nuclear weapons would be the next step, a view shared by other senior command-
ers. Above all, the JCS hoped to avoid committing U.S. ground troops but stopped
short of recommending against such a move. Later, in explaining to Congress how
the decision to send troops into Korea had come about, Louis Johnson observed
that he and the Joint Chiefs had “neither recommended it nor opposed it.”*

On Truman’s shoulders rested all final decisions. While accepting Acheson’s
advice that the United States needed to make a forceful stand in Korea, he moved
cautiously and intervened in incremental steps. Starting with the authorization of
air and sea operations below the 38th parallel on June 26 (Washington time), he

progressed to the commitment of U.S. ground forces 4 days later. Showing renewed
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interest in the fate of Taiwan, he ordered elements of the Seventh Fleet to take up
station in the Formosa Strait to deter a resumption of the conflict between Chiang
and the Chinese Communists.*

While accepting the need for action, Truman resisted the notion that the cur-
rent emergency might compel a military buildup on the scale proposed in NSC
68. Sidestepping the problem, he inadvertently trivialized the dangers of interven-
tion by publicly describing the North Korean attack as the work of “a bunch of
bandits” that a “police action” could handle.** His description made it appear the
United States could turn back the North Koreans and comfortably meet defense
obligations elsewhere. But with the situation continuing to deteriorate, the Presi-
dent notified Congress on July 19, 1950, that at the urging of his military advisors,
he was calling up units of the National Guard and would need additional military
appropriations and authority to remove the ceiling on the size of the Armed Forces.
Even so, he continued to defer action on adopting NSC 68 as administration policy
and asked the National Security Council to reassess the report’s requirements, with
a view to providing recommendations by the beginning of September. Despite the
ongoing conflict, he told the Bureau of the Budget that he did not want to place

“any more money than necessary at this time in the hands of the Military.”+

THE INCH’ON OPERATION

Truman believed that if the war in Korea could be contained and won quickly, he
might get by with relatively modest increases in defense spending and other secu-
rity programs. What he did not take into account was General Douglas MacArthur’s
penchant for independent and unpredictable behavior. American military policy
had traditionally given commanders in the field wide latitude to deal with situ-
ations as they deemed appropriate. In MacArthur’s case, however, there were in-
herent liabilities in extending this practice too far. During World War II, when
the JCS had functioned as a high command, they had been able to exercise a
degree of control over MacArthur through the allocation of resources and through
the powers they derived from their unique relationship with the President.
But from 1947 on, the JCS no longer had such sweeping authority. Meantime,
MacArthur operated from his headquarters in Tokyo with a lengthening list of
titles, including all-encompassing powers as head of the American occupation and
Commander in Chief, Far East (CINCFE), which gave him authority over U.S.
land, sea, and air forces throughout the theater. As of July 8, 1950, he also served as
the United Nations commander (CINCUNC) in accordance with a UN Security

Council resolution.*
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In Korea, MacArthur found himself waging a war heavy in political over-
tones which, despite his vast authority, imposed limits on his military flexibility.
He responded by treating the policy pronouncements and directives he received
from both Washington and the UN as advisory and thus subject to interpretation.
Seeking to stem the enemy advance, he ordered the destruction of North Korean
airfields a day before President Truman authorized it. By early August 1950, he had
antagonized the White House and the State Department with a trip to Taiwan
and public statements afterwards (including a proposed message to the Veterans of
Foreign Wars, later withdrawn at Truman’s insistence) suggesting the restoration of
military collaboration and a de facto alliance between Chiang Kai-shek’s regime
and the United States. His repeated requests for more U.S. combat troops to shore
up the South Koreans reflected not simply the gravity of the situation, but also his
longstanding contention that policymakers in Washington misunderstood the Far
East and underestimated its strategic significance. By and large, the Joint Chiefs were
in accord with MacArthur’s assessments. But they could sense a showdown coming
between MacArthur and the Commander in Chief and had no desire to be caught
in the middle.*

Despite their differences, Truman and MacArthur both saw the war in Korea
as a diversion from larger issues and wanted it brought to a swift conclusion. With
this end in mind, MacArthur proposed a counterattack involving a risky large-scale
amphibious landing in the enemy’s rear. After the contretemps over Taiwan, Truman
was so irritated with MacArthur that he gave “serious thought” to replacing him
with Bradley. But he dropped the idea because he thought the Chairman would
consider it a demotion.* Even though he disliked MacArthur personally, Truman
needed the general’s expertise to execute the counterattack. During World War 1I,
MacArthur had developed and perfected amphibious operations to a fine art, and he
proposed to apply his skills again to rout the North Korean People’s Army.

The most questionable part of the operation was MacArthur’s choice of
Inch’on, a port west of Seoul, as the landing site. While a successful invasion there
would put UN forces astride enemy supply lines and block a North Korean retreat,
extensive mud flats and tidal variations made landing conditions treacherous. I real-
ize,” MacArthur observed at one point while planning the operation, “that Inchon
is a 5,000 to 1 gamble, but I am used to taking such odds. We shall land at Inchon
and I shall crush them.”s In fact, the odds were better than MacArthur let on.
Thanks to a hastily arranged signals intelligence (SIGINT) intercept program, U.S.
code breakers in Washington had succeeded in penetrating North Korean commu-
nications in late July 1950. From that point on, MacArthur and the JCS had a fairly
tull picture of the North Korean order of battle and knew that after weeks of heavy
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fighting, the North Koreans were running low on replacements and supplies. Most
important of all, the intercepted messages disclosed that there were no large enemy
units in the Inch’on area to oppose a landing.*

Coordination between MacArthur and the JCS for the Inch’on operation was
haphazard. In early July 1950, the Joint Chiefs began hearing rumors that MacAr-
thur was planning a counterattack. Despite repeated requests for details, it was not
until July 23 that he apprised the JCS of his intentions.” MacArthur planned the
attack, code-named Chromite, for mid-September and needed additional reinforce-
ments which, if granted, would leave only the 82d Airborne Division in the strategic
reserve. There followed a succession of high-level conferences at the Pentagon and
the White House culminating in the decision to send a JCS delegation headed by
General J. Lawton Collins, Army Chief of Staff, and Admiral Forrest P. Sherman,
Chief of Naval Operations, to Tokyo to discuss the matter with MacArthur and his
staff. Reassured that the Inch’on landing was feasible, albeit risky, they returned to
‘Washington and persuaded their colleagues to agree to allocate the additional units
MacArthur wanted. On September 7, the JCS notified MacArthur that he had the
authority to proceed.’*

From this point on, citing operational security needs, MacArthur rarely com-
municated with the JCS until after the Inch’on operation on September 15, 1950.
With access to the same SIGINT that MacArthur and the JCS had, President Tru-
man later insisted that he was not in the least bothered by MacArthur’s behavior and
had the “greatest confidence” the landing would succeed. As a precaution, how-
ever, should the operation fail and a change of commanders become necessary, he
gave Bradley a fifth star, reaffirming his authority. At the same time, in a move that
many observers considered long overdue, he replaced Louis Johnson as Secretary of
Defense and named General George C. Marshall as his successor. An admirer and
personal friend of MacArthur’, Johnson was too closely identified with the general
for President Truman’s comfort, while his economy measures and disagreements
with Acheson had become a distinct liability. With the Inch’on operation looming,
the President used the occasion to put his house in order for the larger tasks that
lay ahead.*

As MacArthur predicted, Chromite was a stunning success that quickly turned
the tide of battle against the North Korean invaders. By the time the operation took
place, MacArthur had at his disposal a UN force of nearly 200,000 ground combat
troops, including 113,500 Americans, 81,500 South Koreans, and 3,000 British and
Filipinos. Within a week, his forces had driven to the outskirts of Seoul, the South
Korean capital. On September 27, they linked up with Lieutenant General Walton
H. Walker’s Eighth Army, which had pushed north from where it had taken up
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defensive positions near Pusan on the southeastern coast. Seoul fell to the United
Nations Command (UNC) on September 28, and the next day MacArthur restored
the government of President Syngman Rhee to its capital. By the end of the month,
the North Korean army had ceased to exist as an organized fighting force. Still, as
much as a third of the 90,000 North Koreans who had participated in the attack and
most of the North Korean high command made their way north across the border
and began to regroup. At great cost and effort, the UN coalition had thrown the

aggressors back, but it was in no position yet to declare total victory.’

POLICY IN FLUX

The greatest military triumphs of MacArthur’s long career, the Inch’on landing
and the ensuing rout of the North Koreans were also a huge relief to Truman and
the Joint Chiefs, who had thrown practically everything into the attack the United
States could muster on such short notice. The victory, however, left the cupboard
bare. Realizing that forces would need to be replenished and rebuilt, both to finish
the job in Korea and for general rearmament, President Truman on September 29
took the step he had long postponed—approving NSC 68 and referring it to the
Executive departments and agencies “as a statement of policy to be followed over
the next four or five years.”s*

Whether President Truman would actually implement NSC 68 to the full ex-
tent its authors envisioned remained to be seen. Prior to Inch’on, the Joint Chiefs
had assumed that there would probably be an extended conflict in Asia and an open-
ended emergency requiring large-scale augmentation elsewhere of the Armed forc-
es. To meet estimated requirements, they projected an active duty defense establish-
ment by the end of FY 54 of 3.2 million uniformed personnel (double the current
strength) organized into an Army of 18 divisions, a Navy of nearly 400 combatant
vessels (including 12 attack carriers), and an Air Force of 95 wings, with a third of
them dedicated to strategic bombardment.® But given the Inch’on success, Truman
began to doubt whether a defense establishment of such size was needed. When he
approved NSC 68, he told the National Security Council, with General Bradley
present representing the JCS, that “costs were not final” and that “there were certain
things that could be done right now, while others should be studied further.”*

Truman’s ambivalence reflected the continuing uncertainty surrounding the
situation in Korea and its impact on American defense obligations elsewhere, Eu-
rope especially. Even though MacArthur had the North Koreans on the run, his
failure to deliver the coup de grace meant that the conflict could go on indefinitely.

The Joint Chiefs had no desire to keep large numbers of U.S. forces tied down in
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Korea, but they did not want U.S. troops to leave until the campaign had run its
course. At issue was whether to seek modest objectives, such as restoration of the
status quo ante, or the complete destruction of the North Korean armed forces
and the reunification of Korea under UN authority. Anticipating that UN forces
would eventually regain the initiative, State and the JCS had debated this matter at
length during July and August 1950, but had been unable to come up with a defini-
tive answer. The best they could recommend was a wait-and-see policy. All agreed,
however, that the longer the fighting lasted, the greater the chances of Soviet or
Chinese intervention, that the risk would increase significantly if or when UN
forces approached the Chinese and Soviet borders, and that MacArthur should be
cautioned against launching major military operations north of the 38th parallel
without consulting the President.”

Inch’on and the ensuing rout of the North Korean army created opportuni-
ties that seemed too good to pass up. Toward the end of September 1950, Secretary
Marshall advised MacArthur to feel free to continue operations north of the 38th
parallel, with the implied objective of liquidating the remnants of the North Korean
army. A week later, on October 7, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution
reaffirming its desire to unify Korea. Nonetheless, Truman remained uneasy over
the possibility of Soviet or Chinese intervention. Unable to persuade MacArthur to
return to Washington for consultations, Truman agreed to fly to Wake Island in the
Pacific—a 15,000 mile trip—for a hastily arranged review of plans and strategy on
October 15. General Bradley was the only JCS member to accompany the President.

Though it lasted barely 2 hours, the Wake Island conference was perhaps the
most fateful meeting of the war. Despite SIGINT intercepts indicating a massing
of Chinese troops in Manchuria just north of the Yalu River, MacArthur dismissed
the possibility that the Chinese might intervene. Should they do so, he was confi-
dent that he could defeat them with airpower. “If the Chinese tried to get down to
Pyongyang,” he said, “there would be the greatest slaughter.” Bradley was skeptical,
but since the SIGINT intercepts were inconclusive on Chinese intentions, he had
no basis for challenging MacArthur’s analysis. Convinced that the North Koreans
were beaten, MacArthur predicted the end of organized resistance by Thanksgiving,
the withdrawal of the Eighth Army to Japan by Christmas, and the redeployment of
one of its divisions to Europe in January 1951, leaving two U.S. divisions in Korea
for security.”

Proclaiming the Wake Island meeting “successful,” Truman returned to Wash-
ington “highly pleased” with the outcome.® Despite its brevity and superficiality,
the meeting produced two important results. First, it gave MacArthur a green light

to proceed with military operations above the 38th parallel and, implicitly, to use his
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forces to reunify Korea. And second, it reassured Truman that he had made the right
decision to hold back on military spending in anticipation that the war would soon
be over. NSC 68 notwithstanding, Truman believed that the buildup had peaked
and that the time had come to level off. By early November 1950, the Office of the
Secretary of Defense was pressing the Joint Chiefs to reconsider their force-level
projections for FY 52 and to reduce manpower requirements to fit within “a realistic
military budget.”*

Meanwhile, MacArthur’s spectacular earlier successes were about to prove
short-lived. The first hint that he had underestimated the enemy threat came in
late October 1950 as UN armies approached the Manchurian border. In a sur-
prising new development, ROK units encountered Chinese forces that expertly
concealed their real strength. Based on prisoner interrogations, the Central In-
telligence Agency distributed findings in early November 1950 confirming that
the Chinese had begun infiltrating around mid-October and now had one and a

half or two divisions operating in Korea.%

(The correct figure was 18 divisions.)
MacArthur initially assumed that these troops were part of a limited covert in-
tervention, but within a few days came fresh evidence, as MacArthur character-
ized it, that the Chinese were “pouring across” the border from Manchuria into
North Korea.®

MacArthur wanted to isolate the invading Chinese by using U.S. B—29s to
bomb the bridges spanning the Yalu River, Korea’s frontier with China. In the view
of some critics, MacArthur’s intention was to expand the war and turn it into a cru-
sade against communism in the Far East. The Joint Chiefs never subscribed to this
thesis, but they did worry that an aggressive air campaign extending into Manchuria
might give the Soviets an excuse to intervene alongside the Chinese. Consequently,
even though the JCS gave MacArthur a free hand to bomb below the Yalu River,
they cautioned him to exercise “extreme care” to avoid hitting targets in Manchuria
or violating Chinese air space.”

‘While MacArthur and the JCS debated how to handle the Chinese, the UNC
advance continued, with some Allied units reaching the Yalu by November 21. Di-
saster struck 4 days later as the People’s Liberation Army unleashed a full-scale
offensive, inflicting heavy casualties. As General Bradley described the situation to
the President, the Chinese had “come in with both feet.”®® Seeing no other choice,
MacArthur ordered an immediate withdrawal back down the peninsula. On No-
vember 28, he notified the JCS that he now confronted as many as 200,000 Chinese
and 50,000 North Koreans and “an entirely new war.”® An easy march north to
destroy the remnants of the North Korean army and to reunify Korea now became

a headlong retreat south.
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IMPACT OF THE CHINESE INTERVENTION

The Chinese intervention changed everything. Almost overnight, JCS planners
found themselves scrapping plans to curtail the buildup and developing new ones
to accelerate the rearmament program and to expand its base. Instead of using
mid-1954 (NSC 68’ “year of maximum danger”) as their culmination point, the
Joint Chiefs, working with OSD and the National Security Council, moved the
date up to mid-1952 and reprogrammed manpower and force targets accordingly.
Truman, fearing that the costs would bankrupt the country and send the economy
into recession, hesitated to commit to a stepped-up effort. But by the end of No-
vember 1950, with the Communist onslaught in high gear, he acknowledged that
the situation required sweeping action. What was needed, he said, was a more rapid
expansion of military power, to “prevent all-out world war and [to] be prepared for
it if we can’t prevent it.”’7

The ensuing buildup became the largest “peacetime” rearmament in American
history up to that time, later surpassed only by the Reagan buildup of the 1980s.
From a FY 50 base of around $12 billion, defense outlays rose to $20 billion the fol-
lowing year, to $39 billion in FY 52, and to $43 billion in FY 53, the last budget en-
acted under the Truman administration. During this same period, Active-duty mili-
tary personnel increased from 1.4 million to 3.5 million, the Army expanded from
10 to 20 divisions, the Navy grew from 238 major combatant vessels to 401, and the
Air Force more than doubled in size from 48 to 98 wings. While the emphasis on
nuclear retaliation remained, significant improvements in conventional capabilities
signaled the return to a more robust, balanced force posture. In addition, the mili-
tary assistance program, atomic energy, foreign intelligence, the Voice of America,
and Radio Free Europe all received substantial funding increases. Overall, the allo-
cations for defense and related national security programs climbed from 5.1 percent
of the country’s gross national product (GNP) in FY 50 to 14.5 percent in FY'53.”

With greater resources becoming available, the JCS directed the Joint Staft to
step up the preparation of strategic plans that looked beyond the immediate budget
cycle in the annual Joint Outline Emergency War Plan JOEWP). These longer range
plans attempted to anticipate the scale of effort for a global war with the Soviet
Union and its allies years in advance. The most fully developed long-range plan,
known as DROPSHOT, was under consideration when the Korean War began
and projected a large-scale conventional mobilization for a war fought along World
War II lines in 1957. Never approved, DROPSHOT was withdrawn in February
1951 and superseded by REAPER, a mid-range plan that anticipated a war in 1954.

Among its innovations, REAPER attempted to incorporate an active defense of
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Europe and to take into account the impact of a nuclear exchange between the
United States and the Soviet Union. Inter-Service differences over the allocation of
assets, however, left REAPER s approval in limbo. Increased defense spending could
ease—but not eliminate—the inter-Service competition for funds and resources.”

Given the difficulties of reaching inter-Service agreement and the complexi-
ties of trying to develop individual plans to cover all contingencies, the Joint Chiefs
decided in July 1952 to phase in new procedures to meet their strategic planning
obligations. Under the new system, the JCS embraced a “family” of plans, each
updated annually: the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan (JSCP), which replaced the
JOEWP, indicating the disposition, employment, and support of existing forces
available to the unified and specified commanders to carry out their missions; the
Joint Strategic Objectives Plan (JSOP), estimating Service requirements for the next
3 years; and the Joint Long-Range Strategic Estimate (JLRSE), a s-year projection
of force requirements emphasizing research and development needs.” Though sub-
jected to frequent refinements and adjustments, these formats remained the joint
strategic planning system until the Goldwater-Nichols Defense R eorganization Act
of 1986 compelled a reassessment of planning procedures resulting in the adoption
in 1989 of new arrangements vesting sole responsibility for discharging JCS strate-
gic planning functions in the CJCS.”*

A further consequence of the Korean War buildup was to restore the Joint
Chiefs of Staff to a close approximation of the prestige and influence they had
enjoyed during and immediately following World War II. With a war in progress,
the President needed reliable military advice, and in the aftermath of the Chinese
intervention, as MacArthur’s views and recommendations became increasingly sus-
pect, Truman turned more and more to the JCS. In fact, the President had been
moving in this direction ever since approving a series of reforms in the summer
of 1950 to enhance the role of the National Security Council and to improve its
coordination with the JCS. Prior to these reforms, the Joint Chiefs had operated on
the Council’s periphery, with their role confined mainly to commenting on NSC
papers referred to them by the Secretary of Defense. Nor had Truman, who had
never wanted the NSC in the first place, made more than limited use of it.”> But
with the advent of NSC 68 and the expectation that it would generate additional
expenditures, the President decided to upgrade the NSC’s capabilities to assess and
coordinate programs.” In June—July 1950, he approved a reorganization of the NSC
staft that included naming former ambassador to Moscow W. Averell Harriman as
his special assistant for national security affairs and creating two new interdepart-
mental advisory bodies—the NSC Senior Staft and a mid-level support group, the
Staft Assistants—both with JCS representation. As a result, the Joint Chiefs gained
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direct access to the NSC’s inner workings and a regular voice in the development
of NSC products.”

Among the reforms that President Truman ordered were curbs on the number
of participants at NSC meetings. Convinced that the presence of too many subor-
dinates inhibited discussion, Truman confined attendance to the Council’s statutory
members and a handful of senior advisors. Rather than having all the chiefs (in-
cluding the Commandant of the Marine Corps who acquired limited participation
in JCS deliberations in 1952) present, Truman asked that only the CJCS, General
Bradley, attend on a regular basis.” This practice did not bar the Service chiefs from
attending as needed, but it did underscore the Chairman’s emerging role as their
spokesman and his importance as a key high-level advisor in his own right. Brad-
ley was initially uncomfortable addressing problems from anything other than “a
military point of view.” But according to Acheson, he gradually came to realize that
political, diplomatic, and military issues at the NSC level were often indistinguish-

able and needed to be dealt with accordingly.”

MACARTHUR’S DISMISSAL

Korea was the last war in which the Joint Chiefs were in the chain of command.
Under a practice initiated in World War II and reaffirmed by the 1948 Key West
agreement, the Service chiefs functioned as executive agents for the JCS. During
the Korean War, the Army Chief of Staff, General J. Lawton Collins, served as their
executive agent to the Far East Command. It was through him that MacArthur
received his orders. But after the Chinese intervention, communications between
MacArthur and the JCS became somewhat erratic, and the general’s reports were
less reliable, requiring Collins to play a more direct and personal role. Collins, soft-
spoken with a boyish appearance, was as serious as they came in discharging his
duties. A veteran combat commander who had fought in Europe and the Pacific in
World War II, Collins was not easily misled or swayed. He visited the theater fre-
quently, toured the battle front, and brought back sound and impartial analyses that
the other chiefs and senior policymakers usually found eminently more useful and
reliable than MacArthur’s often sketchy and slanted reports.

Based on Collins’s reports and other information reaching them, the JCS be-
came increasingly skeptical of MarAthur’s capacity to discharge his responsibilities.
Opverly confident after the stunning success of the Inch’on landing, MacArthur was
psychologically and militarily unprepared for the setbacks of November—December
1950 brought on by the Chinese intervention. Seeking a freer hand to retaliate, he

proposed to bomb targets in Manchuria and to impose a naval blockade against
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Communist China. The alternative, he argued, was evacuation of UN forces from
Korea. MacArthur never directly requested authority to use atomic weapons, but he
implicitly raised the possibility with the JCS on several occasions. He presumably
knew of President Truman’s decision in the summer of 1950 to stockpile nonnuclear
components (bombs minus their nuclear cores) on Guam. Under the current JO-
EWP, the JCS intended the Guam stockpile for attacks by the Strategic Air Com-
mand against Vladivostok and Irkutsk in the event of general war. But at the first
signs of Chinese intervention, the Army General Staff started exploring the tactical
use of these weapons in or around Korea and sounding out the State Department
on the diplomatic ramifications.*

The Joint Chiefs sympathized with MacArthur’s predicament and did what
they could to protect his freedom of action. But after the Chinese intervention,
they were under heavy pressure from the White House and the State Department
to localize the war and avoid escalating the conflict. Though they had studied the
use of nuclear weapons since the war began, they generally agreed that there were
too few targets and too few bombs to make a difference unless faced with a looming
“major disaster.”®" Furthermore, administration policy stressed international coop-
eration and collaboration through the UN, where opinion favored the reunification
of Korea, but not if it involved taking risks that could widen the war. The British
were especially uneasy, as evidenced by Prime Minister Clement R. Attlee’s hasty
visit to Washington in early December 1950 in response to rumors that the United
States was contemplating the use of nuclear weapons in Korea. Having only begun
to develop a nuclear capability, the British saw themselves as yet in no position to
take on the Soviets, even as part of an American-led effort.*> Denied permission to
launch operations outside the Korean Peninsula, MacArthur became progressively
more frustrated and outspoken, and told the press at one point that his orders from
the President and the Joint Chiefs were “an enormous handicap, without precedent
in military history.”®

By late January 1951, Lieutenant General Matthew B. Ridgway, USA, the new
commander of the Eighth Army, had reenergized UNC forces with a limited of-
fensive that was driving the enemy north. As of mid-March, UN armies were again
in possession of Seoul and had established a relatively stable line across Korea in the
vicinity of the 38th parallel. In view of the success of Ridgway’s campaign, MacAr-
thur became convinced that, despite their superior numbers, the Chinese were far
from invincible and could still be driven out of Korea. Acheson, however, saw the
situation differently and persuaded Truman that the time was ripe for negotia-
tions, with the aim of restoring the status quo ante.™ Around the end of March,

MacArthur effectively scuttled Acheson’s initiative by publicly issuing a virtual
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ultimatum that gave the Chinese the choice of an immediate ceasefire or a rapid
expansion of the conflict aimed at toppling their regime. MacArthur’s statement
violated administration policy across the board and set the stage for a showdown
with the President. But before the full impact could settle in, another incident oc-
curred—the release on April 5 by House Republican Leader Joseph W. Martin, Jr.,
of a letter he had recently received from MacArthur urging “maximum counter-
force” in Korea and a second front against the Communist Chinese launched from
Taiwan. The letter closed with MacArthur’s celebrated exhortation: “There is no
substitute for victory.”¥

Characterizing MacArthur’s letter as the “last straw,” Truman moved to relieve
him of command on grounds of insubordination.** On April 6, 19571, the President
met with Acheson, Marshall, Harriman, and Bradley to explore a course of action.
Harriman wanted MacArthur’s immediate dismissal. But Bradley, deeply distressed,
was skeptical whether MacArthur’s behavior constituted insubordination, as defined
in Army regulations. Buying time, he persuaded Truman to let him discuss the mat-
ter with his JCS colleagues as soon as the Army Chief of Staff, General Collins,
returned to town."

MacArthur’s conduct put the Joint Chiefs in a difficult position. All signs indi-
cated that Truman was going to sack MacArthur. If the chiefs recommended against
his relief, they would only be fueling the controversy. In fact, the JCS had lost con-
fidence in MacArthur’s leadership and judgment, and wherever feasible were taking
steps to work around him.Toward the end of March 1951, they received intelligence
that the Soviets had transferred three divisions to Manchuria and were massing
aircraft and submarines for a possible attack on Japan or Okinawa. Fearing a major
escalation of the war, the Joint Chiefs asked the President to transfer custody of
nine nuclear cores from the Atomic Energy Commission to the military for deploy-
ment to the western Pacific and to approve an order authorizing CINCEFE to carry
out retaliatory strikes against enemy air bases in Manchuria and China should the
Soviets attack. On April 6 (the same day he met with his senior advisors to discuss
MacArthur’s future), President Truman approved the draft order and the custody
transfer. But instead of placing the bombs under MacArthur’s control, he turned
them over to the Air Force Chief of Staff, General Hoyt S.Vandenberg. Ordinarily,
the JCS would have dispatched the retaliation order immediately to CINCFE. This
time, they elected to withhold it and to keep it secret out of concern, as Bradley put
it, that MacArthur might “make a premature decision in carrying it out.”™

The chiefs assembled on Sunday afternoon, April 8, in Bradley’s Pentagon
office rather than the “Tank” where they conducted official business. Though

informal, the proceedings resembled those of a court of inquiry. Weighing the
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evidence, they talked for 2 hours. In the end, they concluded that, while MacAr-
thur may have been guilty of poor judgment, the case against him for insubor-
dination did not stand up. Even so, they believed the President would be fully
within his rights as Commander in Chief to remove MacArthur in the interest
of upholding the principle of civilian control of the military. If the President
wanted to fire MacArthur, the JCS would not stand in the way. The next morning
Bradley and Secretary Marshall conveyed the chiefs’ views to the President. Two
days later, on April 11, the White House press office revealed that MacArthur was
being recalled and that Ridgway would replace him as CINCFE and commander
of UN forces.*

MacArthur at this time was still a popular and widely respected figure in the
United States—a national hero in some circles—and his firing provoked a good deal
of outrage. A congressional investigation ensued and for the second time in as many
years the Joint Chiefs found themselves explaining and defending their actions on
Capitol Hill. This time, however, the hearings were closed to the public. As the in-
quiry progressed and the substance of its proceedings became known through leaks
and edited transcripts, popular support for MacArthur began to sag. The Korean
War was dragging on longer than anyone expected and, with casualties and costs
continuing to mount, MacArthur’s repeated calls for “victory” envisioned sacrifices
that fewer and fewer Americans deemed worthwhile. More in line with majority
opinion was the administration’s determination to seek a negotiated settlement.
Attempting to put the matter in perspective, General Bradley told Congress that
MacArthur’s prescription for victory would have invited an open-ended conflict on
the Asian mainland. Had MacArthur’s advice prevailed, Bradley added, the United
States would have found itself in “the wrong war, at the wrong place, at the wrong

time, and with the wrong enemy.”*°

EUROPE—FIRST AGAIN

Following MacArthur’s dismissal, the Korean War gradually receded from the fore-
front of the Joint Chiefs’ agenda, where a backlog of other defense and security
problems, mainly relating to Europe, clamored for attention. More attuned to the
thinking in Washington than MacArthur had been, Ridgway knew that the Presi-
dent and the JCS wanted him to limit the conflict and avoid any actions that might
provoke “a worldwide conflagration.””" Abandoning the quest for Korean reunifica-
tion, the Joint Chiefs issued new orders on June 1, 1951, that essentially instructed
Ridgway to maintain the status quo. Though he remained free to mount opera-

tions to protect his forces and to keep pressure on the enemy, he was to restrict his
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activities to a defensive line in the vicinity of the 38th parallel while military talks
explored a ceasefire.”

The decision to settle for a stalemate in Korea reflected not only the realities of
a war gone sour, but also the deeply held belief of many in the Truman administra-
tion, Secretary of State Acheson foremost among them, that vital American interests
were more at jeopardy in Europe than in Asia. In Acheson’s view, the dynamics of
the Cold War centered in Europe; it followed that America’s “principal antagonist”
was the Soviet Union, not Communist China.” The Joint Chiefs believed that
Acheson’s assessment underestimated China’s potential threat and capabilities. But
they agreed that, owing to limited resources, the United States should not allow
Cold War conflicts in places like Korea and Indochina to become the catalysts for
a general war with China.”* Adopting a frame of reference much like the one that
had guided their predecessors in World War II, they accorded the defense of Europe
first priority.

Though it predated the Korean War, the European defense buildup had barely
begun when fighting broke out in Korea in June 1950. Bureaucratic delays in initi-
ating the Mutual Defense Assistance Program and prolonged debate over NATO’s
organizing defense plan had slowed European rearmament to a crawl. The basic
blueprint was a strategic concept (DC 6/1), adopted by NATO’s governing body,
the North Atlantic Council (NAC), in January 1950. Written to JCS specifications,
DC 6/1 was almost a mirror image of U.S. defense policy at the time, with strategic
bombardment provided by the Strategic Air Command (and augmented by British
Bomber Command) forming the first line of defense and retaliation. Though the
NAC decided against including any specific reference to nuclear weapons, their
use was clearly implied. In effect, NATO’s members now fell under the extended
deterrence protection of the American “nuclear umbrella.” The European members’
main contribution would be to supply the “hard core” of the Alliance’s conventional
ground, air, and coastal defense forces. Though the Europeans went along with this
division of labor, it was an arrangement that few particularly liked since it made
no allowance for them to participate in the command, control, or targeting of the
strategic forces that formed their primary protection. Not without justification,
some Europeans worried that they were now more than ever the potential target of
a Soviet nuclear attack.”

Before the Communist invasion of South Korea, the Joint Chiefs had neither
the inclination nor the resources to mount an active defense of Europe. Exploratory
efforts to incorporate such a defense into U.S. emergency war plans in the spring of
1949 resulted in such high projected costs that the JCS dropped the idea. The war
plan they later adopted (OFFTACKLE) called for the evacuation of the two U.S.
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divisions on occupation duty in Germany and Austria at the first sign of a large-
scale Soviet attack. Aware that the planned withdrawal undercut the U.S. commit-
ment to NATO, Army planners pressed for “retardation bombing” of advancing
Soviet forces as part of the strategic air offensive, to give the Europeans a better
chance of defending themselves and U.S. forces a better chance of getting out. Air
Force and Navy planners viewed the Army’s proposal as a diversion of resources
from the primary objective of destroying the Soviet Union’s war-making capabili-
ties. But through persistence, the Army’s position prevailed. Retardation bombing
was included, both in the OFFTACKLE plan and in a revised targeting scheme
adopted by the Joint Chiefs in August 1950. Even so, the immediate benefits for
NATO were uncertain. Retardation bombing remained at the bottom of the JCS
priorities list and, because planes and bombs were limited, SAC balked at allocating
the necessary assets to anything other than strategic objectives. Bombing military-
industrial targets in the Soviet Union, SAC planners insisted, would in the long run
retard the Soviet advance as much as anything.*

After the outbreak of the Korean War, as funding constraints eased, the JCS
reassessed their position and agreed not only to expand the scale and scope of SAC’s
operations in Europe, but also to bolster NATO’s conventional posture by enlarging
the U.S. commitment in Germany by up to four divisions. In July 1950, at the same
time he ordered the deployment of nonnuclear components to Guam, President
Truman approved a similar deployment to facilities in the United Kingdom and
accepted a JCS recommendation to send two additional B—29 wings to the UK, tri-
pling the size of the in-country medium bomber force. A secret agreement reached
earlier, in April 1950, between the U.S. ambassador to the United Kingdom and
Britain’s Air Ministry cleared the way for the deployment.”” By January 1951, JCS
planners had earmarked 60 nuclear bombs for NATO retardation purposes. How-
ever, SAC commanders winced at even this limited allocation of assets. As one put
it, SAC was “not designed for close or general support of ground forces.” Rather, it
was an organization dedicated to delivering “an atomic offensive against the heart
of an enemy wherever that may happen to be.”*

Having established broad criteria for target selection, the Joint Chiefs left it
up to the new NATO Supreme Allied Commander, Europe (SACEUR)), General
Dwight D. Eisenhower, USA, and his air deputy, General Lauris Norstad, USAE to
develop a working arrangement with the Strategic Air Command. A veteran of the
roles and missions quarrels after World War II, Norstad easily perceived that unless
the Air Force paid closer attention to retardation bombing and other nonstrategic
missions, it would open opportunities for the Army and the Navy to develop their

own “tactical” nuclear capabilities and challenge the Air Force’s dominant position
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in atomic warfare. Eventually persuaded to cooperate, the SAC commander, Gen-
eral Curtis E. LeMay, met in late 1951 with Eisenhower and Norstad in Europe to
coordinate their respective roles in “retardation operations.” The agreement reached
allowed SACEUR to determine the military significance and priority of targets,
but vested command and control of operations in a new Air Force headquarters
element in Europe known as SAC ZEBRA, which dealt only with Norstad and
designated U.S. officers. Based on this accord, the Joint Chiefs authorized Eisen-
hower to prepare atomic annexes for NATO war plans and to carry out indepen-
dent exercises simulating the use of atomic weapons in support of NATO strategy.
In May 1953, SACEUR and SAC conducted the first combined test of their ability
to coordinate an atomic operation.”

Equally, if not more, frustrating for the Joint Chiefs were the difficulties they
encountered in trying to shore up NATO’s conventional strength. While atomic
weapons and strategic airpower were still the West’s most formidable means of re-
taliation, U.S. nuclear capabilities were as yet too limited to protect Western Europe
from an all-out Soviet invasion. As General Bradley put it, “We don’t have enough
atomic weapons to plaster all of Europe.” The initial (pre-Korean) NATO war
plan was DC 13, the Medium Term Defense Plan (MTDP), built on the principles
in the NAC-approved strategic concept. An ambitious 4-year effort, the MTDP re-
ceived official sanction in the spring of 1950 and called for the creation of a largely
European army of 9o Active and Reserve divisions whose job would be to hold
attacking Soviet forces as far to the east as possible in Central Europe. Skeptical
whether the plan was economically feasible, the Joint Chiefs urged NATO planners
to take a closer look at their requirements and to explore a “radical revision down-
ward” of force goals. But since few NATO leaders took these numbers seriously,
treating them instead as a “first approximation,” there was little discernible incen-
tive for a more realistic assessment. Planning and preparations for a NATO buildup
proceeded at a leisurely pace.”

Concern that the Communist attack against Korea might be the prelude to
a similar invasion of Western Europe finally prompted a reevaluation of NATO
plans and timetables. Not only did it galvanize the European Allies—DBritain and
France, especially—into stepping up the tempo of their rearmament programs, but
it also led them to make new requests for additional military assistance, an increase
in U.S. troop strength in Europe, and the creation of an integrated high command.
A condition of key importance to the Joint Chiefs in acting on these measures was
that the Europeans in return accept the rearmament of West Germany, which the
JCS had been studying for some time. Though fully aware that German rearma-

ment was bound to be controversial, the chiefs had come to the conclusion that a
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German contribution was unavoidable if NATO was to fill the gaps in its Medium
Term Defense Plan and confront the Soviets with a credible defense in Central
Europe. Anticipating European resistance, the State Department proposed a North
Atlantic or European defense force incorporating German forces under direct
Allied command.™

Insisting on an all-or-nothing approach, the Joint Chiefs persuaded Secretary
of State Acheson to adopt a “one package” negotiating stand that linked the creation
of the combined command and increases in U.S. troop strength to European accep-
tance of German rearmament and progress toward meeting MTDP force goals. Pre-
sented to the NAC in September 1950, the U.S. package provoked a livid reaction
from the French, who were as irritated by the rigidity of the American proposal as
by its contents.”” Given NATO’s need for manpower and materials, German rear-
mament was only a matter of time. But for many (if not most) Europeans, it was too
soon after the War to accept such a prospect. While the French showed a flicker of
interest in State’s European army concept, the idea needed to gestate and over the
next several years it reappeared in several guises, the most well-known being the
French-sponsored Pleven Plan, which eventually gave rise to the European Defence
Community (EDC). Meanwhile, the only large-scale effort to put Germans back in
uniform and under arms was that initiated by the Soviets in the eastern zone.

Unable to achieve a breakthrough on German rearmament, the Joint Chiefs
bided their time and turned their attention to the appointment of a supreme Allied
commander and the creation of an international command structure. Authorized
at the September 1950 NAC meeting, these measures were the first concrete steps
toward transforming NATO from a paper alliance into a functioning military or-
ganization. The key to the entire enterprise was Eisenhower’s willingness to serve
as NATO’s military head, with Britain’s Field-Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery
as his deputy. Recommended by the Joint Chiefs in October 1950 and announced
that December, Eisenhower’s appointment as SACEUR placed him back in a job
comparable in many ways to the one he held in World War II, but without the same
sweeping authority or resources. From offices hastily constructed on the outskirts of
Paris, Eisenhower presided over the Supreme Headquarters, Allied Powers Europe
(SHAPE), a multinational headquarters staft charged with planning and coordinat-
ing the land and air defense of Western Europe. Though Eisenhower took his orders
from the NATO Military Committee via the Standing Group, a select interallied
body of senior officers, he also communicated regularly with the Joint Chiefs of
Staff and the Secretary of Defense."*

Based in Norfolk,Virginia, a separate supreme Allied commander, SACLANT,
handled naval planning for the North Atlantic. Though authorized by the NAC in
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December 1950, the Atlantic Command did not become active until nearly a year
and a half later owing to a bitter contest for control between the British Chiefs of
Staff and the JCS. The resolution of this issue in favor of the JCS position was as
much a reflection of Britain’s demise as a world power as it was NATO’s heavy de-
pendence on the United States. Clearly, it was a blow to British pride that needed
assuaging. Awarding the Channel Command (ACCHAN) overseeing air and naval
operations in the English Channel to the British in February 1952 was meant to
serve this purpose. In 1953, the British also received the NATO Mediterranean
Command (CINCAFMED), headquartered at Malta. Established as part of SHAPE
and not, as the British hoped, as a third supreme command, CINCAFMED had
limited assets and authority and exercised no control over the U.S. Sixth Fleet, the
most powerful naval force in the area.'*

Under Eisenhower’s guidance and energizing presence, the NATO buildup
in Europe gathered momentum quickly. From a force of 15 divisions (in varying
degrees of readiness) and fewer than 1,000 aircraft in April 1951, NATO grew to 35
active and reserve divisions and nearly 3,000 planes by the end of the year. During
the same time, Congress increased funding for military aid, training for European
forces improved, and there were combined field maneuvers to test coordination.™
Perhaps most important of all, in April 1951, following the “Great Debate” on
Capitol Hill, the Senate adopted a resolution sanctioning the deployment of four
additional U.S. divisions to Europe, in effect sealing the American commitment
under the “transatlantic bargain.” Eisenhower had hoped for an infusion of up to
20 American divisions and seemed let down when neither Secretary of Defense
Marshall nor the Joint Chiefs would support his request. Aware of Eisenhower’s
disappointment, the JCS advised him in May 1951 that they were working on plans
to make up to 14 divisions available to NATO in an emergency, but cautioned that
these numbers were for planning purposes and did not constitute an allocation
to SHAPE."”

Equally important to NATO’s future were Eisenhower’s efforts to develop a
more coherent strategy for Europe’s defense. During his tenure as acting JCS Chair-
man in 1949, Eisenhower had discussed this problem at length with the Joint Chiefs
and, since then, had steadily refined his views. The plan he proposed—a “forward
strategy” designated MC 14/1 when formally adopted in December 1952—aimed
at blocking invading Soviet forces and stabilizing military ground action as far to
the east as possible with a strong conventional defense. NATO’s last line of defense
would be along the Rhine-Ijssel. Air and naval forces operating from the North Sea
and Mediterranean would then hit the invaders “awfully hard from both flanks.”

The admission into NATO in 1952 of Greece and Turkey—two countries with
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little in common other than their geographic proximity and antipathy for one an-
other—was meant in large part to bolster this strategy.®

The main difference between NATO’s initial strategic concept of 1949—1950
and Eisenhower’s forward strategy was the increased emphasis on defense by con-
ventional means. Though Eisenhower would not rule out the use of nuclear weap-
ons to augment NATO firepower and delay Soviet forces from advancing, it was
well known within the Alliance that the smaller members (Denmark, Norway, and
the Benelux countries) were extremely uneasy over the prospect of being caught
in a nuclear exchange between the United States and the Soviet Union. For those
countries, a war involving the use of nuclear weapons on their territory could mean
annihilation. By stressing the role of conventional forces and each country’s contri-
butions, Eisenhower sought to ease those anxieties and give the Allies a united frame
of reference and stronger sense of common purpose.'

In assessing NATO’s prospects for implementing the forward strategy, the Joint
Chiefs believed that Alliance members possessed adequate actual and potential re-
sources “to discourage, if not deter, aggression in Western Europe.”"® They were less
sure, however, whether the Europeans had the political will to support and sustain a
rearmament effort much beyond the current level. Studies by various NATO fact-
finding and advisory bodies raised similar questions, giving rise to speculation that
the Europeans put their economic welfare ahead of security. As a result, the JCS
were uneasy over the chances of a successtul defense, and toward the end of 1951
they adopted contingency plans separate from NATO’ that made provision for a
possible retreat by U.S. forces from the Rhine to the Pyrenees and evacuation to
the United Kingdom via Cotentin-Cherbourg in the event of a NATO collapse.
Though Eisenhower was privy to these plans, the JCS insisted that they not be
shown to anyone at SHAPE other than U.S. personnel since they clearly conflicted
with NATO strategy.™

Whether the Joint Chiefs seriously intended to carry through with the evacu-
ation of U.S. forces in an emergency is unclear. The logistics alone were daunting,
and it was unclear what would happen to U.S. dependents. More than likely, these
plans were meant to “leak” and serve notice to the Europeans in a subtle yet con-
vincing way that they should not take the United States for granted and expect U.S.
forces to carry the main burden of defending Europe. The JCS wanted the Euro-
peans to understand that they needed to shoulder more responsibility for their own
security by stepping up their rearmament and by accepting a German contribution
to NATO.

Gaining the cooperation of the French was hardest of all. Of France’s 15 army

divisions, 10 were tied down fighting the Communist Viet Minh insurgency in
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Indochina. Implying that what American military planners wanted was excessive,
the French government suggested a deal: cooperation on German rearmament in
exchange for increased American aid to cover more of the cost of the Indochina
war and to guarantee France a military force in Europe on a par with Germany’s.
Eventually, Washington’s acceptance of this offer would lead to a huge jump in U.S.
security support assistance to France and additional aid underwriting over half the
French war effort against the Viet Minh. But it was a price the Joint Chiefs and the
Truman administration were happy to pay if it would bring the German rearma-
ment question to a favorable resolution and bolster the U.S. strategic position in the
Far East at the same time."”

Matters came to a head in late February 1952 at the North Atlantic Council’s
Lisbon meeting, which resulted in three major actions: the admission of Greece
and Turkey into NATO, thus potentially increasing the conventional force base; the
affirmation of NATO force-level objectives for 1954 comparable to those in the
MTDP; and a breakthrough in negotiations on a continental European Defense
Community under NATO command, with a German contribution of 12 divisions.
To ease the financial strain of the buildup, the NAC agreed that less expensive re-
serve units could make up the bulk of NATO’s divisions.Yet even with these relaxed
requirements and German rearmament, the Joint Chiefs remained skeptical about
the Alliance’s capacity to meet its objectives. Within the Office of the Secretary of
Defense and the Joint Staff, the operating assumption was that NATO would do
well to achieve 80 percent of the Lisbon force goals.™

An important postscript to the Lisbon Conference was the signing of the ill-
fated Treaty of Paris in May 1952. Symbolic of the evolving Franco-German rap-
prochement, the treaty’s stated purpose was to pave the way for creation of the EDC
and, within it, a rearmed West Germany."* Though the JCS regarded the treaty as
a step in the right direction, they found it to be of no immediate help for filling
the gaps in NATO’s defenses, which only seemed to widen as the year progressed.
Faced with balance of payments deficits, declining industrial production, and rising
unemployment, the Europeans treated their economic difficulties as far more urgent
and worrisome than falling behind on their defense obligations.

A further blow to NATO’s fortunes was Eisenhower’s departure as SACEUR
in April 1952, and the arrival of his successor, General Matthew B. Ridgway, a month
later. Ridgway was the first American officer to serve in what became a routine dual
capacity—as the military head of NATO through his role as SACEUR, and as the
U.S. Commander in Chief, Europe (USCINCEUR). Though highly regarded as
a battlefield commander, Ridgway lacked not only Eisenhower’s prestige but also
his tact and feel for coalition diplomacy. At SHAPE, he alienated many Europeans
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by surrounding himself with a mostly American staff. With Eisenhower’s departure,
Field Marshal Montgomery recalled: “The crusading spirit disappeared. There was
the sensation, difficult to describe, of a machine which was running down.”™™

NATO, in brief, was at a crossroads. Despite signs of substantial progress since
the Korean War erupted, much remained to be done if the Alliance were to become
a credible and effective bulwark against the Soviet Union. According to General
Hastings Ismay, NATO’s first Secretary General, the Alliance still had only 18 ready
divisions by late 1953, half the number called for in the Lisbon goals, facing an es-
timated 30 Russian divisions in Eastern Europe.™ Thus far, the burden had fallen
most heavily on the United States to provide much of the military power and arms
aid to give NATO substance, and to show leadership to set the Alliance on course.
While the Joint Chiefs had considerable experience with coalition warfare in World
‘War II, they never had to deal with such problems in peacetime or under an alliance
system comprised of so many diverse interests as they faced in NATO. Adjusting
took time and would, in fact, prove to be one of the most difficult and continuing
Cold War challenges the JCS faced.

The Korean War period was a crucial turning point for the Joint Chiefs of
Staft. While it confirmed and strengthened their high-level advisory duties, it also
resulted in institutional changes, at the NSC especially, that thrust them and their
organization into the mainstream of the policy process. Though not as powerful and
influential as they were in World War 11, the Joint Chiefs were again at the center of
decision. Most important of all was the emergence of the CJCS as their principal
representative and spokesman. Functioning in a de facto role that went beyond his
official job description, he was a key advisor to the Secretary of Defense, the Presi-
dent, and the NSC in his own right. Much of the enhanced authority and influ-
ence that the Chairman—and by extension, the entire Joint Chiefs of Staft—came
to enjoy during the Korean War years was the result of General Bradley’s presence.
Quiet and thoughtful, he projected a common sense approach to problems and a
thoroughly professional image that helped overcome the chiefs’ reputation for petty
quarreling and parochialism in the aftermath of World War I1.

Above all, the Joint Chiefs had begun to find their niche and to create for
themselves a new institutional role more adapted to Cold War realities. No longer
the architects of grand strategy as they had been in World War II, the JCS were part
of an interdepartmental “team,” functioning within a policy process increasingly
dominated by interagency deliberations through the various mechanisms of the
National Security Council. Driven by the Soviet A-bomb and the war in Korea,
a new consensus had emerged, both at home and abroad, that the containment of

communism required a heavier investment in military forces and related programs
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than anyone had imagined. Not the most efficient organization for dealing with

these problems, the Joint Chiefs as a rule worked well enough together, overcoming

or papering over their differences as the need arose to keep the military buildup on

track. Whether the chiefs would continue to perform at this level once the pressure

relaxed and a more “peacetime” atmosphere returned remained to be seen.
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Chapter s

EISENHOWER AND
THE NEW LOOK

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s election in November 1952 presented the Joint Chiefs of
Staff with the prospect of the most radical changes in American defense policy since
‘World War II. A fiscal conservative, Eisenhower saw the heavy military expenditures
of the Truman years bankrupting the country. Assuming that the Cold War might
go on indefinitely, he sought to develop a sound, yet cheaper, defense posture the
United States could maintain over the long haul. The result was a strategic con-
cept known as the “New Look,” which incorporated a broader than ever reliance
on nuclear weapons and nuclear technology. Indeed, by the time Eisenhower was
finished, military policy and nuclear weapons policy were practically synonymous.
Some called it simply “more bang for the buck.”

The first military professional to occupy the White House since Ulysses S.
Grant, Eisenhower was, like Grant, a national hero. Commander of the Allied force
that had invaded France and defeated Nazi Germany on the western front in World
War 11, he had served after the War as Army Chief of Staff, president of Columbia
University, unofficial Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and NATO Supreme
Commander in Europe.To many Americans, he seemed the natural leader to guide
them through the increasingly dense thicket of the Cold War.

Eisenhower’s advent had a larger and more lasting impact on the JCS than any
Commander in Chief until Ronald Reagan in the 1980s. Entering office with un-
rivaled experience in military affairs and the advantage of personally knowing how
the JCS system operated, he knew first-hand how inter-Service competition and
parochial interests could thwart agreement among the chiefs on common military
policies. Internal differences, he later observed, “tended to neutralize the advisory
influence they should have enjoyed as a body””" While the JCS had pulled them-
selves together and worked fairly well as a team during the Korean War, they had
functioned more or less as their predecessors had done in World War II—with elas-
tic budgets and under the pressure of events that concealed their internal rivalries

and frictions. Anticipating an end to the hostilities in Korea, Eisenhower foresaw a
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postwar transition period of spending cuts and changes in strategy and force struc-

ture leading to renewed inter-Service strife and competition.

THE 1953 REORGANIZATION

In Eisenhower’s view, revising the Nation’s defense strategy and improving the ef-
fectiveness and efficiency of the Joint Chiefs went hand in hand. Knowing that
rapid and radical changes could cost him the cooperation of the chiefs and of their
supporters on Capitol Hill, he started slowly with modest adjustments. The blue-
print he used was a Defense-wide reorganization derived from suggestions offered
by former Secretary of Defense Robert A. Lovett and the recommendations of an
advisory panel headed by Nelson A. Rockefeller, Eisenhower’s protégé. Presented
to Congress in April 1953, these changes, known as Reorganization Plan Number
6, took effect under an Executive order in June and required no further legislative
action in the absence of congressional objections.

One of Eisenhower’s principal objectives was to strengthen the powers of the
Chairman, whose de facto role and authority increasingly outweighed the statu-
tory description of his duties. To bring theory and reality more into line, the 1953
reorganization gave the CJCS the beginnings of his own power base by conferring
on him authority to manage the work of the Joint Staff and to approve the selec-
tion of its members. To get the JCS to concentrate on their advisory and planning
functions, the President removed the JCS from the operational chain of command
by ending the practice, sanctioned under the 1948 Key West Agreement, that had
allowed the Joint Chiefs to name one of their members as the executive agent for
each unified or specified command. Henceforth, it would be up to the Service Sec-
retaries to designate these executive agents. The President said that in taking these
actions he intended to “fix responsibility along a definite channel of accountable
civilian officials as intended by the National Security Act.” Eisenhower would have
gone further in reforming the JCS, but he recognized that the attempt would have
aroused vigorous opposition on Capitol Hill, where the prospect of a more power-
ful Chairman and a stronger, more independent Joint Staff continued to conjure
images of a “Prussian general staff.”

The appointment of a new set of Service chiefs and a new Chairman accom-
panied these structural changes. The “old” chiefs who were in place at the end of
the Truman years—DBradley, Army Chief of Staff J. Lawton Collins, Chief of Naval
Operations William M. Fechteler, and Air Force Chief of Staft Hoyt S. Vanden-
berg—were all either close personal friends of Eisenhower or well known to him by

reputation. Many of the President’s key political supporters, however, accused them
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of having aided and abetted a no-win strategy in Asia and run-away defense spend-
ing at home. Since most of their terms expired in the spring and summer of 1953, it
was easy for the President to make a nearly clean sweep.The “new” chiefs included
Admiral Arthur W. Radford, previously Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC),
as Chairman, General Nathan E Twining as Air Force Chief of Staff, General Mat-
thew B. Ridgway, Eisenhower’s successor at SHAPE, as Army Chief of Staft, and
Admiral Robert B. Carney, formerly the commander of NATO forces in Southern
Europe, as Chief of Naval Operations. The only holdover was General Lemuel C.
Shepherd, Jr., Commandant of the Marine Corps, who served on the JCS in a
limited capacity under legislation enacted in June 1952 allowing the Commandant
to participate in JCS deliberations when matters of direct concern to the Marine
Corps were under consideration.’

Radford’s appointment as Chairman sent a powerful political message intend-
ed to promote inter-Service unity and cooperation. A naval aviator, Radford had
opposed Service unification after World War II and spoken out repeatedly against
Louis Johnson’s defense policies during the 1949 “Revolt of the Admirals.” While
selecting a one-time opponent of unification raised more than a few eyebrows,
Radford assured the President that his views on defense organization had changed
and that he was now fully behind the aims of the National Security Act. Beyond
this, he and Eisenhower shared a similar concern for the long-term effects of exces-
sive military spending. Radford’s familiarity with the Far East was a further asset at
a time when that part of the world seemed to produce one major foreign-policy
problem after another. To make the Joint Chiefs into a more effective corporate
body, free of Service biases, Eisenhower admonished the admiral to lead the way
by divorcing himself “from exclusive identification with the Navy” As an incentive,
Eisenhower promised that Radford would have clearer responsibilities and greater
authority than his predecessor, General Omar Bradley. Radford would have pre-
ferred to be Chief of Naval Operations, and at times he likened his role as CJCS to
that of “a committee chairman,” as if it were a demotion. But he worked hard on
the President’s behalf, got along well with Eisenhower’s other senior advisors, and
did a commendable job of rising above Service interests.*

Less successful were Radford’s efforts to instill these virtues in his JCS col-
leagues and forge a consensus among them on basic plans embodying administra-
tion policies. During the Indochina and Quemoy-Matsu crises of 1954—1955, he
tried to steer the JCS in the direction of military responses that conformed to
declared White House positions on the use of nuclear weapons; for his efforts, he
wound up being cast in the awkward guise of “party whip.”s Despite the increased

authority the Chairman exercised under Eisenhower, Radford actually had limited
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influence and control over strategic planning, the Joint Chiefs’ key function, which
remained a corporate responsibility. Integral to the allocation of resources, strategic
planning was a continuing source of inter-Service rivalry. Interminable haggling
over phraseology as well as the “force tabs” attached to war plans to lay out the size
and composition of forces needed to carry out missions became commonplace.

Unable to agree on a single unified strategy, the JCS resorted to compro-
mises built on broad statements of tasks and objectives that gave something to each
Service. Out of this process (known derisively as “log-rolling”) the Joint Strategic
Capabilities Plan (JSCP) emerged as little more than a yearly inventory of forces
available to each joint command in an emergency, while the mid-range Joint Strate-
gic Objectives Plan (JSOP) resembled a compilation of individual Service require-
ments, assembled in no order of priority. Intended to help the Secretary of Defense
and the President project future budgetary needs, the JSOP routinely fell short of its
goal and quickly acquired the reputation of being a “wish list” of Service require-
ments. Occasionally, in this and other areas, Admiral Radford was successful in inter-
vening to mend “splits.” But by and large, his most effective weapon in overcoming
Service differences was to digest the views of his colleagues and convey them to the
President in his own interpretation of JCS advice.’

In view of his background and experience, Eisenhower did not hesitate to
take matters into his own hands, behaving as Secretary of Defense, Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs, and National Security Advisor all in one. Aware of JCS limitations,
he frequently took over military planning and issued detailed guidance and direc-
tion as the situation warranted. All signs are that he enjoyed these tasks. Yet he still
looked to his Secretaries of Defense to attend to day-to-day Pentagon chores and
expressed irritation when they failed to measure up.” The three who served under
him as Secretary of Defense—Charles E. Wilson, Neil H. McElroy, and Thomas S.
Gates, Jr—were business executives in private life and more adept at administration
and fiscal management than military affairs. With the exception of Gates, who was
Under Secretary and Secretary of the Navy before becoming Secretary of Defense
in 1959, their experience in defense matters was exceedingly limited. Wilson, the
first, had the hardest time. Formerly the head of General Motors, he was unfamiliar
with the ways of the Pentagon and struggled to carry out the President’s policies,
many of which involved unpopular budget cuts. With Wilson obviously needing
help, Eisenhower spent an inordinate amount of time on defense matters to help
shore up the Secretary’s position, and in the process established a pattern of hands-
on involvement that lasted throughout his Presidency.®

The Joint Chiefs’ most frequent contacts with the President were through

the National Security Council, which Eisenhower used as his principal forum for
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debating and deciding high-level policy. As such, the NSC was a convenient mecha-
nism for double-checking the Chiefs’ advice and requirements. The practice that
had developed during the Truman years of filtering JCS recommendations through
the NSC remained in effect under Eisenhower and became even further insti-
tutionalized with the creation of new coordinating mechanisms—an interagency
Planning Board, similar to the NSC Senior Staff of Truman’s day but with broader
powers to review and refine actions going up the “policy hill” to the President and
the NSC; and an Operations Coordinating Board (OCB), to deal with intelligence
operations and assure the implementation of NSC decisions. All functioned under
the discreet and watchful eye of a Special Assistant for National Security Affairs who
reported directly to the President. The net effect was a highly structured system of
integrated policy review and collective decisionmaking that subjected JCS and Ser-
vice requests and recommendations to minute scrutiny.’

Over time, the Joint Chiefs became highly proficient at working within this
system and making it serve their needs. One benefit for them was that it provided
reliable lines of communication with other government agencies, especially the
State Department. Extremely useful to the chiefs was the administration’s practice
of conducting annual reviews of basic national security policy, resulting in com-
prehensive statements of policy that established guidelines and priorities for the
development of military and related programs. Exceedingly detailed, these national
policy papers emerged only after lengthy discussion and negotiation, with signifi-
cant inputs from the Treasury and Bureau of the Budget. After laying out the ad-
ministration’s overall policy objectives, these papers virtually guaranteed that once a
Service program was adopted, it would enjoy indefinite funding and political sup-
port. A major criticism of this system was that it allowed little flexibility in the face
of changing international conditions and defense needs. But it suited the Services
and the Joint Chiefs by providing them with a predictable platform for assessing

requirements and a viable rationale for justifying their claims on resources.

ENDING THE KOREAN WAR

Eisenhower’s first order of business as President was to fulfill his campaign promise
and bring the Korean War to a swift and honorable conclusion. Stalemated since
mid-195T1, the war was a growing drain on troops, resources, and the patience of the
American people. For the Truman administration, it had become an onerous politi-
cal liability. Lest the effects linger, Eisenhower wanted an expeditious settlement that
would allow the United States to withdraw some, if not most, of its forces. Out of

the ensuing efforts to develop a strategy for ending the war emerged many of the
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key policy strands for the new administration’s subsequent basic national security
policy—the “New Look.”

When Eisenhower took office in January 1953, the principal obstacle to an
armistice was the prisoner of war issue. Even though the 1949 Geneva Conven-
tion called for mandatory repatriation of POWs, the Truman administration, acting
on JCS advice, had embraced a nonforcible repatriation policy. Behind this policy
was the chiefs’ desire to avoid repeating the unpleasant experience after World War
IT when the Western allies forcibly repatriated sizable numbers of POWs held by
the Germans to the Soviet Union. Reports reaching the West later revealed that
Stalin executed many of these POWs and threw others into labor camps. During
the Korean conflict, screening done by the UNC confirmed that over 75 percent
of the Chinese POWs and a lesser percentage of North Koreans were unwilling to
return voluntarily. Having had these figures accidentally revealed to them, Chinese
and North Korean negotiators summarily rejected nonforcible repatriation. The
armistice talks bogged down and on October 8, 1952, the U.S. chief negotiator,
Major General William K. Harrison, Jr., USA, declared an indefinite recess until the
Communists tendered a “constructive proposal.”” Almost immediately, the fighting
escalated."

As early as February 1952, the Joint Chiefs had begun to examine alternative
courses of action in case the negotiations failed or became prolonged. By the fol-
lowing autumn, the consensus within the JCS organization in Washington and at
UNC headquarters in the Far East was that an armistice was unlikely as long as
North Korean and Chinese forces continued to occupy the heavily fortified de-
fensive positions they had constructed across the Korean Peninsula. To break the
impasse, both the Joint Strategic Plans Committee (JSPC) and General Mark W.
Clark, USA, the commander of UN forces in Korea (CINCUNC) recommended
a buildup of forces and a large-scale offensive to “carry on the war in new ways
never yet tried in Korea.”" The JSPC’s plan incorporated the use of tactical atomic
weapons against enemy targets in Korea, China, and Manchuria. Initially, Clark did
not include nuclear weapons in his planning. Upon learning of the nuclear provi-
sions in the JSPC’s plan, however, he asked for authority to use them if the need
arose. In the past, the JCS had shied away from recommending the use of nuclear
weapons in Korea for political reasons and because of the limited size of the U.S.
nuclear stockpile. But by late 1952, with bomb production up to over 400 assemblies
per year, these supply restrictions were less inhibiting.™

The Joint Chiefs reviewed General Clark’s plans and assured him that they
would be given due consideration.” The previous summer, anticipating events, the

JCS had initiated a buildup of nonnuclear components at storage facilities on Guam

138



EISENHOWER AND THE NEW LOOK

and aboard aircraft carriers operating in the Western Pacific.™ With President Tru-
man’s knowledge and approval, the JCS had also taken steps to identify stockpiles of
mustard gas and nerve agents at storage depots in the United States for possible use
in dislodging the Chinese and North Koreans from their caves and bunkers along
the front line in Korea. But with a new administration about to take office, the JCS
held further measures affecting a buildup in abeyance."

Meantime, accompanied by General Bradley, Admiral Radford, and Secretary
of Defense-designate Wilson, President-elect Eisenhower went on a fact-finding
tour of Korea in early December 1952. He returned convinced that stepped-up
military pressure held the key to ending the conflict. Soon after the inauguration, he
terminated the U.S. naval blockade of Taiwan, ostensibly “unleashing” Chiang Kai-
shek to wreak havoc on mainland China, and gave the nod to intensify a conven-
tional bombing campaign against North Korea that the Air Force had launched the
previous October. Among the targets the President authorized were hydroelectric
power plants on the Yalu River, industrial facilities in congested urban areas, and
irrigation dams used in rice production, nearly all of which the previous administra-
tion had treated as off limits to bombing for humanitarian reasons.™

Between March and May 1953, Eisenhower considered further ratcheting up
the military pressure in Korea and asked the Pentagon to come up with plans for
a more aggressive campaign involving nuclear weapons, depending “on the ad-
vantage of their use on military targets.””7 Uneasy over the direction in which the
President seemed headed, the JCS initially hesitated to propose a single course of
action and offered instead a choice of six escalating options based on the planning
done by the JSPC and CINCUNC. At the low end of the scale was a continuation
of the existing level of military activity, followed by successive stages of stepped-up
military pressure, culminating in a “major oftensive” extending beyond the Korean
Peninsula. At this point, all restrictions on the use of chemical and nuclear weapons
would be removed.”™ The Planning Board tendered a slightly reworked version of
these options (NSC 147) to the NSC in early April, but the Council sent it back
with instructions that the JCS provide a specific course of action."”

Finally, on May 20, 1953, General Bradley presented an oral report to the NSC
that left Eisenhower and the other Council members stunned. Assuming the pri-
mary goal to be a military solution, Bradley was convinced that the United States
might be “forced to use every type of weapon that we have.”>* Accordingly, he out-
lined a plan for an all-out offensive in Korea, spearheaded by the use of chemical
and tactical nuclear weapons, that would involve taking out targets in China and
Manchuria. “We may also,” he warned, “be risking the outbreak of global war.” In

his memoirs, Bradley suggested that the President had known the gist of the chiefs’
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proposals for some time and that he and Eisenhower had discussed these matters
privately on previous occasions. Still, the President seemed taken aback by the ag-
gressive tone of the Chairman’s presentation and treated it as a hypothetical inquiry,
to be acted upon “if circumstances arose which would force the United States to
an expanded effort in Korea.” Among the numerous issues yet to be addressed, he
mentioned the “disinclination of our allies to go along with any such proposal as
this” and the obvious need “to infiltrate these ideas” into their minds.”’

While Eisenhower elected to hold a major escalation of the Korean War in
abeyance, he still believed that military pressure held the key to a truce, and in the
weeks following Bradley’s presentation to the NSC, conventional air attacks against
Communist targets in the north intensified. Irrigation dams received the most at-
tention.” Through diplomatic channels, meanwhile, and at the armistice talks in
Korea, U.S. representatives served notice that even “stronger” measures were in the
offing. These “muffled warnings,” as political scientist McGeorge Bundy later char-
acterized them, were an unmistakable threat to use nuclear weapons, but whether
they had the impact on the Communist side that Eisenhower claimed remains
a matter of conjecture.” In any case, the negotiations showed sufficient promise
of resolving the POW and other issues for Eisenhower to hold further threats in
abeyance and to turn his attention to securing the cooperation of South Korea’s
recalcitrant President Syngman Rhee.** Finally, in July the two sides signed an ar-
mistice which avoided the forced repatriation of prisoners and left Korea divided
along a demilitarized zone at approximately the same line as where the fighting
began in 1950.

The ceasefire brought a respite but did not end JCS involvement in Korean
affairs. Although the fighting subsided, tensions between north and south remained
high, causing the JCS to keep the situation under constant and close review. For
years after the armistice, the United States maintained about 50,000 air and ground
forces in Korea under a UN command, while deploying large naval forces nearby
and funding a military assistance program to train and equip a South Korean army
of 700,000 troops. Next to Western Europe, Korea hosted the largest permanent
overseas concentration of U.S. forces during the Cold War. In an increasingly com-
mon outcome of Cold War confrontations, neither side scored a clear-cut victory

during the Korean conflict, nor did either side suffer a clear-cut defeat.

A NEW STRATEGY FOR THE COLD WAR

Ending the Korean War was the final major task of the “old” chiefs. To the “new”

chiefs who succeeded them in the summer of 1953 fell the job of converting the
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Armed Forces to a peacetime footing. Despite their ambiguous contributions to
ending the Korean War, Eisenhower increasingly viewed nuclear weapons as the
key to the country’s future security. Stepped-up production of fissionable materi-
als initiated during the Truman years and design improvements leading to new,
more purpose-tailored weapons, from high-yield bombs for strategic use to tactical
and battlefield weapons, created unprecedented opportunities that Eisenhower pro-
posed to exploit to the fullest. Given the choice, he probably would have preferred
a balanced defense posture, in which atomic weapons and conventional forces fig-
ured on a roughly equal basis. But from his recent experience in defense matters,
as acting chairman of the Joint Chiefs in the late 1940s and as SACEUR, he lacked
confidence in being able to overcome the fiscal and political difficulties, either at
home or abroad, that raising and maintaining a peacetime conventional force of
sufficient size entailed.”

Like Truman, Eisenhower viewed a strong defense and a sound economy as the
twin pillars of national security. A fiscal conservative, he recoiled at the budget defi-
cits that had accumulated under his predecessor and attributed them in large part
to profligate military spending. He pledged to follow “a new policy which would
continue to give primary consideration to the external threat but would no longer
ignore the internal threat” of an economy weakened by heavy defense expendi-

26

tures.” Assuming a Cold War of indefinite duration, the President rejected the radi-
cal changes in national strategy suggested in a high-level study (Project SOLARI-
UM) carried out during the early months of his Presidency, in favor of continuing
the practice of containing Soviet power and influence.”” Eisenhower also wanted to
avoid the “feast or famine” fluctuations in defense programs that the Armed Forces
had experienced since the 1920s by establishing a stable level of military spending.
To do so, he abandoned the Truman administration’s practice of pegging defense
programs to a “year of maximum danger,” and opted for a military posture that the
country could sustain over the “the long pull” without jeopardizing the economy.
For this purpose, increased reliance on nuclear weapons was almost ideal.®
Eisenhower found the Joint Chiefs to be among the most persistent and irri-
tating obstacles he faced in carrying out his plans. Insisting that the current posture
was “sound and adequate,” they resisted cuts in conventional strength and argued
that uncertainty over the use of nuclear weapons compelled them to retain substan-
tial general purpose forces. Threatening the use of nuclear weapons was one thing;
actually carrying through was quite another. The JCS acknowledged the primary
importance of nuclear weapons in assuring national security, but wanted a clearer
weapons-use policy, removal of the remaining impediments imposed during the

Truman years on the military’s access to nuclear weapons, and preservation of viable
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conventional capabilities as backup in the event of a Soviet nuclear attack.? While
the United States continued to hold a comfortable lead in atomic bombs, intel-
ligence estimates available to the JCS indicated that the Soviets were catching up
and that they would have enough weapons by the mid-1960s to match the United
States in destructive power.** Wholly unexpected was the Soviet detonation in Au-
gust 1953 of a 400-kiloton thermonuclear device—significantly smaller in explosive
power than the U.S. test of the previous November, but with design characteristics
that gave the Soviets a deliverable hydrogen bomb (about the same physical size as
a “Fat Man” implosion bomb) ahead of the United States.*

Eisenhower was well aware that the course he proposed had drawbacks and
limitations. But he also knew, as did the Joint Chiefs, that the accuracy of intel-
ligence on Soviet capabilities was questionable and subject to change depending
on the available information and how the Intelligence Community interpreted
it.?* Barring an arms control breakthrough, Eisenhower accepted the proliferation
of nuclear weapons as essentially unavoidable and sought to turn it to best advan-
tage. He believed the quickest and easiest way was “to consider the atomic bomb
as simply another weapon in our arsenal.’® To those who argued that crossing
the nuclear threshold risked all-out war, he replied that applying “tactical” atomic
weapons against military targets was no more likely to trigger a “big war” than the
use of conventional 20-ton block-busters.3* Effective deterrence, he believed, meant
having not only the capability but also the will to use nuclear weapons.The internal
debate surrounding these issues and their impact on defense policy stretched from
the summer into the fall of 1953 and revealed sharp differences of opinion. But in
the end, the President’s views prevailed, at least on paper. The upshot was a new
basic national security policy (NSC 162/2) authorizing the Armed Forces to treat
nuclear weapons “for use as other munitions” and to plan their force posture ac-
cordingly, with “emphasis on the capability of inflicting massive retaliatory damage
by oftensive striking power.”3

Admiral Radford publicly described the administration’s defense policy as a
“New Look” in national security; others, seizing on language used by Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles in a 1954 speech, called it “massive retaliation.” Eisenhower
considered such descriptions misleading because they implied a more sweeping
change in the composition of the Armed Forces than he intended.’® Rather than
restructure the military establishment, he wanted to make it more efficient, more
up-to-date with the latest technologies, and more economical. “His goal,” historian
John Lewis Gaddis observed, “was to achieve the maximum possible deterrence of

communism at the minimum possible cost.”¥’
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Most of the savings Eisenhower achieved occurred during his first 2 years in
office and came largely from budgets inherited from Truman, whose own plans
called for similar reductions at the end of the Korean War. Once the Korean War
“bulge” disappeared, Eisenhower faced steadily mounting costs owing to inflation
and pressures arising from intelligence estimates pointing to greater-than-expected
increases in Soviet strategic air and missile capabilities. Using essentially the same
budgeting techniques as the Truman administration, Eisenhower insisted that mili-
tary requirements fit within fixed expenditure ceilings. To make the money go fur-
ther, he stretched out procurement and the implementation of approved programs.
His major accomplishment was to reduce the rate of growth in military spending,
not its overall size. As the largest item in the Federal budget, national security con-
sumed on average about 10 percent of the country’s GNP during Eisenhower’s
presidency. At the end of the administration’s 8 years in office, total obligational
authority for defense stood at just over $44 billion, roughly the same as when Eisen-
hower entered the Presidency.?

The principal beneficiary under the New Look was the Air Force, whose Stra-
tegic Air Command reaped the largest rewards. Force planning for the post—Korean
‘War period done in the waning days of the Truman administration had pointed in
this direction.* Under Eisenhower’s more restricted budgets, the process acceler-
ated. Though Air Force leaders recoiled at some of the funding cuts Eisenhower
initially imposed, they soon found themselves enjoying a privileged position. On
average, the Air Force received 46.4 percent of the defense budget during the Eisen-
hower years, compared with 28.3 percent for the Navy and Marines and 25.3 per-
cent for the Army. During this same period, strategic forces (predominantly those
under SAC) increased their claim on the total defense budget from 18 percent to
nearly 27 percent.*

A formidable deterrent, the Strategic Air Command now became the coun-
try’s undisputed first line of defense and retaliation. Relying primarily on manned
bombers during the 1950s, SAC retired its propeller-driven B—29s and B—s0s by the
middle of the decade in favor of faster jet aircraft: the medium range B—47 and the
intercontinental B—s2, which replaced the problem-plagued B—36. By the time the
Eisenhower administration left office, SAC had an operating force of 1,400 B—47s
and 600 B—52s, supported by 300 KC—135 jet tankers for aerial refueling. Early B—52
models (the A through F series) had an unrefueled range of more than 6,000 miles
while carrying as many as four gravity-fall atomic bombs; later models (the G and
H series) had an unrefueled range of 7,500 to 8,000 miles and could carry up to

eight nuclear weapons.*'

143



COUNCIL OF WAR

SAC’s main weakness during the 1950s was the increasing vulnerability of its
bombers to a Soviet surprise attack. Initially, the threat came from the Soviet long-
range air force, and later from Soviet intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). The
detonation of the Soviet H-bomb in the summer of 1953 and signs the following
year that Moscow might have a larger and more sophisticated strategic bomber
program than previously suspected, gave rise to a variety of increased requirements.
Based on limited evidence, the Air Force projected a Soviet advantage of up to two-
to-one in long-range bombers by the end of the decade. The other Services and the
CIA suspected that the Air Force was playing fast and loose with its numbers to pad
its budget requests. The give-and-take continued into 1956 when, with the help of
U-—2 photographs, it became clear that the “bomber gap” grossly exaggerated Soviet
capabilities and the matter was laid to rest, but not before the Air Force had acquired
additional funding to augment its bomber fleet.*> At the same time, to reduce SAC’s
vulnerability to bomber attack, the Eisenhower administration resorted to a series
of costly countermeasures, including dispersed basing of SAC’s planes, the deploy-
ment of an integrated system of missiles and air defense interceptors, extension
of the distant early warning (DEW) line, and the creation in 1958 of a combined
U.S.-Canadian command and control organization known as the North American
Air Defense Command (NORAD). Nonetheless, SAC’s vulnerability persisted and
gave rise to ever-increasing requirements to allow it to “ride out” an enemy attack,
a process that kept alive and aggravated tensions within the Joint Chiefs over the
allocation of resources.*

The Navy, detying all predictions, adjusted remarkably well to the New Look.
‘While Navy leaders made no secret of their disdain for the pro—Air Force orienta-
tion of Eisenhower’s defense program, there was no repetition of the nasty sniping
after World War II and no second “revolt” of the admirals. Radford’s presence as
Chairman eased the situation considerably, as did the leeway the Navy received to
conduct both a high-profile missile R&D effort, which eventually gave rise to the
Polaris fleet ballistic missile system, and a shipbuilding program that included con-
struction of a new generation of heavy carriers. Dating from the Korean War, the
carrier program was the brainchild of Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Forrest
P. Sherman and initially envisioned replacing the Navy’s World War II Essex-class
carriers with larger Forrestal-class ships at a rate of one a year for 10 years. While the
pace slowed during the 1950s, the eventual goal remained the same. By the end of
the Eisenhower years, the Navy had commissioned four new Forrestal-class carriers
and had a fifth (the nuclear-powered Enterprise) nearing completion. Out of 26 car-
riers then in service, 15 were large attack carriers (Essex-class or bigger), a number

that remained nearly constant for the duration of the Cold War.*
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The size and design of the Forrestal-class “super carriers” meant they could
embark nuclear-capable aircraft. To avoid renewed accusations of competition with
the Air Force, the Navy assigned them a general purpose role. Sherman envisioned
these ships serving primarily in the Atlantic or Mediterranean, delivering con-
ventional and atomic attacks against Soviet naval bases and airfields in support of
NATO.# But because of continuing tensions in the Far East and better port facili-
ties in the Pacific, Admiral Carney persuaded President Eisenhower to modity this
strategy. Thus, the carriers came to be concentrated in the Pacific, with the proviso
that in a European emergency the Navy would redeploy them as needed to assist
NATO. Navy planners were never comfortable with this “swing strategy,” and in
1955 Carney’s successor, Admiral Arleigh A. Burke, launched a campaign to abolish
it. Once in place, however, the swing strategy became a firm fixture of NATO force
planning. A symbol of the American commitment, it survived to the dying days of
the Cold War, despite one effort after another by the Joint Chiefs to eliminate it.*

The JCS member least enamored with the New Look was General Matthew
B. Ridgway, who openly disparaged many aspects of the President’s defense policy
throughout his 2-year term as Army Chief of Staff. Ridgway’s main objections to
the New Look were that it failed to preserve an adequate mobilization base for
rapid Army expansion in an emergency and that it gave undue emphasis to nuclear
weapons without fully vetting the concept.”” His successor, General Maxwell D.
Taylor, was, if anything, even more censorious of administration policy. Ridgway
knew that the New Look would take a heavy toll on the Army, but he professed to
be shocked by the full impact, which involved reducing Army personnel strength
by more than 500,000 and slimming down from 20 to 14 Active-duty divisions by
1957.4 As an economy measure, Eisenhower also wanted the Army to redeploy as
many units as possible from NATO and other overseas theaters to the United States,
but shelved his plans in the face of strong political and diplomatic objections. As a
result, force levels in Europe remained essentially unchanged, while the two divi-
sions left in Korea after the armistice, the one in Hawaii, and those stateside in the
Strategic Reserve routinely operated at reduced strength.*

Looking ahead, Eisenhower challenged the Army to reconfigure itself around
smaller, more mobile divisions designed specifically for the nuclear battlefield.
Eisenhower believed that, with the advent of nuclear weapons, no infantry division
needed to be bigger than 12,000 men.’® Studies done at the U.S. Army Infantry
School and exercises conducted by the Army Field Forces (later, the Continental
Army Command) indicated, however, that combat in a nuclear environment would
require divisions to be larger rather than smaller. Efforts to address this problem led

in 1956 to the adoption of the “pentomic” division as the blueprint for the Army
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of the future. Organized into five battle groups, pentomic divisions resembled the
structure of the airborne divisions that Ridgway and Taylor commanded in World
War II. Each pentomic division had approximately 11,500 men rather than the
17,000 in a post—Korean War “triangular” infantry division. Rated as “dual capable,”
a pentomic division incorporated conventional firepower and an array of nuclear
weapons, from atomic artillery to nuclear-tipped rockets and missiles, and—most
unique of all—the “Davy Crockett,” a spigot mortar (often erroneously described
as a recoilless rifle) adapted to fire a sub-kiloton nuclear warhead. Further study
and field tests soon demonstrated that pentomic divisions would lack staying power
in a conflict and that much of the hardware and weaponry on which these units
depended was not up to the job. By 1960, Army leaders were exploring yet another
divisional reorganization scheme.”'

Even though the pentomic division failed to measure up and soon disappeared,
it served a useful purpose by drawing the Army’s attention to the impact of new
technologies. What the New Look taught Army leaders as much as anything was
that, if they were to protect their budget share and remain competitive with the Air
Force and the Navy, they had to move beyond an “unglamorous” arsenal of tanks,
artillery, and small arms and devote more research and development to guided mis-
siles and other sophisticated weapons. To avoid becoming marginalized, the Army
needed to broaden its mission. Taking this lesson to heart as the 1950s progressed,
Army leaders used their small but aggressive R&D program to solidify their claim
to old functions and lay claim to new ones.> In some ways, the Army succeeded
too well, for in the process Service roles and missions were again left in disarray. By
1957, the Army was the first Service to test a land-based intermediate-range ballistic
missile (IRBM), known as JUPITER, forging ahead of the Air Force’s THOR pro-
gram, and was on the verge of seizing control of the anti-intercontinental ballistic
missile (ABM) function with its planned NIKE-ZEUS interceptor missile. This last
development was a critical step toward the Army acquiring a major role in strategic
warfare and would have reverberations that would echo to the end of the Cold War

and beyond.

TESTING THE NEW LOOK: INDOCHINA

While the Joint Chiefs were still digesting the impact of the New Look, events
abroad were testing its basic premise that nuclear weapons held the key to the coun-
try’s future security. No sooner had the dust begun to settle in Korea than the Cold
‘War shifted to Indochina, where the protracted struggle between the French and

the Communist Viet Minh appeared to be entering a new and decisive phase. Even
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though the French had yet to suffer a major setback, war-weariness at home and the
inability of French Union troops (predominantly Vietnamese) to sustain the initia-
tive suggested a shift in momentum in favor of the Viet Minh.% Finding the war was
no longer winnable, the French government notified Washington in July 1953 that
it would follow the example of the United States in Korea and end the Indochina
conflict as soon as possible, preferably through a negotiated settlement. Expecting
the worst, U.S. intelligence sources warned that a Viet Minh victory in Indochina
“would remove a significant military barrier” and open the way for communism to
“sweep”” across Southeast Asia into the Indian subcontinent and beyond.5*

The Eisenhower administration’s initial response was to continue its predeces-
sor’s practice of bolstering indigenous forces in Indochina and elsewhere with ad-
vice and assistance. Policies adopted in 1953—1954 by the National Security Council,
however, indicated a strong willingness to fight to protect U.S. interests in the West-
ern Pacific and to curb the further expansion of Chinese Communist power and
influence. JCS contingency planning based on these policies assumed the use of nu-
clear weapons.* But at a five-power staff planners conference hosted by CINCPAC
at Pearl Harbor in September—October 1953, the British, French, Australian, and
New Zealand military representatives balked at giving prior approval to any military
action involving “weapons of mass destruction.” A none-too-subtle expression of
worry over radioactive contamination from recent atomic weapons tests, the allies’
objections also appeared to reflect their growing concern for the potentially adverse
impact on Asian opinion that the use of nuclear weapons in that part of the world
could have. Even so, the Joint Chiefs reminded CINCPAC after the conference that
the exclusion of nuclear weapons, even for planning purposes, was contrary to ap-
proved U.S. policy, and directed the Strategic Air Command to develop an atomic
attack plan against selected targets in China and Manchuria should Communist
Chinese forces intervene in Indochina.Yet, given the reluctance of the other powers
in the region to associate themselves with U.S. retaliatory plans, it was likely that in
an extreme emergency the United States could find itself acting unilaterally.®

While the possible use of nuclear weapons was ever-present throughout the
crisis, the larger and more immediate issue facing the Joint Chiefs was whether to
get involved at all.’” Forced to accept sizable budget and troop reductions and hav-
ing only recently concluded the conflict in Korea, the Service chiefs—Ridgway
especially—were uneasy about being drawn into another Asian war. Keeping his
options open, President Eisenhower never categorically ruled out direct interven-
tion. But he shared his military advisors’ concerns about the costs and consequences,
and assured them that he could not imagine putting U.S. ground forces anywhere in

Southeast Asia “except possibly in Malaya,” where the British and Australians were
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involved in suppressing a Communist insurgency. Playing down the possibility of
U.S.intervention, he likened the American role to fixing “a leaky dike,” and in Janu-
ary 1954 he approved policy guidelines limiting retaliation in Indochina to air and/
or naval power should the French falter or the Chinese intervene.**

Even though the President had seemed to rule out the use of ground troops,
events in Indochina conspired to keep the issue alive, and over the next several
months Joint Staff and Army planners continued to pay it close attention. The im-
mediate concern was the gathering crisis over Dien Bien Phu, a French redoubt on
the Laotian frontier, which had come under siege. By the beginning of 1954, the
Viet Minh had the French completely surrounded and wholly dependent on air-
delivered reinforcements and supplies. In developing U.S. responses to the ensuing
crisis, Eisenhower often bypassed the Service chiefs, finding it more expedient to
deal directly with Admiral Radford. Familiar with the Far East, Radford tended to
be more open-minded than his JCS colleagues in addressing French requests for as-
sistance and more flexible on the issue of American military intervention, so much
so that Indochina was sometimes seen as “Radford’s war.”

Confirmation that the Chairman was now part of Eisenhower’s “inner circle”
came from his appointment to the President’s Special Committee on Indochina,
created in January 1954 to develop a program for aiding the French without overt
U.S. participation. The others on the panel were Director of Central Intelligence
Allen Dulles, Undersecretary of State Walter Bedell Smith, Deputy Secretary of De-
fense Roger M. Kyes, and C.D. Jackson, the President’s special advisor on psycho-
logical warfare. As the composition of the committee suggests, Eisenhower hoped to
avoid direct American military involvement in Indochina through the alternative of
covert operations, an increasingly common Cold War practice that in this instance
had the strong encouragement and endorsement of the Joint Chiefs of Staft.’* But
as the Viet Minh tightened their siege of Dien Bien Phu, doubts grew whether
covert operations as planned would be sufficient, causing the Special Committee to
speculate that “direct military action” might be required to safeguard U.S. interests.”

Toward the end of March 1954, General Paul Ely, chief of the French Armed
Forces staff, arrived in Washington appealing for help to stave off a collapse at Dien
Bien Phu. Ely estimated the chances of avoiding defeat at fifty-fifty. Convinced
that the situation was dire, Radford advised the President that the United States
needed “to be prepared to act promptly and in force” to relieve the pressure on
Dien Bien Phu.” According to Ely’s recollections, Eisenhower instructed Radford
(in Ely’s presence) to make priority responses to all French requests to assist Dien
Bien Phu.” Ely returned to Paris confident that the United States would provide

land- and sea-based air support for a pending operation (code-named Vilture) to lift
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the siege. He apparently believed the United States would employ nuclear weapons.
By now, the Joint Staft had several attack plans under consideration—one involving
the use of conventional munitions dropped by B—29s, and another plan, derived
from Army G-3 staff studies, that envisioned the use of up to six tactical nuclear
weapons delivered by Air Force or Navy fighter-bombers. But at a meeting of the
Joint Chiefs on March 31, Radford encountered uniformly strong opposition led by
Ridgway. Even Twining, who normally backed up Radford in JCS debates, would
give only guarded support to the operation, leaving the Chairman isolated as the
only JCS member fully favoring armed U.S. involvement.®

This meeting was, for all practical purposes, the high-water mark of planning
for intervention and for the possible use of nuclear weapons in Indochina. Though
Radford continued to promote the project, his better judgment told him it was a
lost cause. Unable to carry his JCS colleagues with him, his arguments rang hollow.
Indeed, as word “leaked” that the Joint Chiefs were at odds over a plan of action,
support for intervention among congressional leaders and within the internation-
al community collapsed almost overnight. The French continued to assume that
American help was on the way. But as the days passed and no American relief mate-
rialized, Dien Bien Phu’s fate became certain. On May 7, 1954, after heavy fighting,
the garrison capitulated. Later that summer at Geneva, the major powers concluded
an agreement ending French rule in Indochina and dividing Vietnam, like Korea
and Germany, into Communist and non-Communist states.

Had the Joint Chiefs supported intervention, the course of events assuredly
would have been different. But with the long and indecisive involvement in the Ko-
rean War a vivid memory and postwar budget cuts eroding force levels, the Service
chiefs were averse to embarking on what Ridgway termed “a dangerous strategic di-
version of limited United States military capabilities.”* To them, as to the American
public, the use of nuclear weapons, even for limited tactical purposes, still implied a
major conflict transcending traditional norms. Administration policy and preferences
notwithstanding, the JCS, excluding Admiral Radford, remained uncomfortable with
the notion that nuclear weapons were simply another part of the arsenal. Looking
back on the crisis, Eisenhower found it “frustrating” that he had not achieved more
success in educating the public, his military advisors, or the international community

“on the weapons that might have to be used” in future wars.”

CONFRONTATION IN THE TAIWAN STRAIT

As the Indochina crisis neared an end, the next test of the New Look was already in

the making over a looming confrontation in the Taiwan Strait. At issue was the fate
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of three small island groups (Tachen, Matsu, and Quemoy) lying a few miles off the
China mainland, which the Nationalists had occupied since 1949. The Nationalists
used these islands for intelligence gathering, early-warning radar bases, and jumping-
off points for commando raids against Communist positions on the mainland. Most
U.S. military analysts agreed that the strategic value of these islands was negligible.
But after the stalemate in Korea and the French collapse in Indochina, Admiral Rad-
ford insisted that the United States could not afford to give up more ground. Indeed,
he saw their loss as having “far reaching implications” of a political, psychological,
and military nature that could undermine resistance to Communism on Taiwan and
throughout the Far East. With air and naval superiority in the area, the Chairman
argued, the United States enjoyed distinct advantages that it had not had during the

% Weighing the pros and cons of defending the islands, Eisenhower,

Indochina crisis.
though skeptical whether they were of much value militarily, gradually came around
to Radford’s point of view that their political importance was overriding.”

The situation turned critical on September 3, 1954, when the Communist
Chinese launched a heavy artillery bombardment of Quemoy. As the confrontation
was taking shape, Eisenhower seemed more prepared than ever to entertain a nucle-
ar response and speculated at one point that the People’s Republic of China’s fleet
of junks would make “a good target for an atomic bomb” if the Communists tried
to invade Taiwan.® Throughout the crisis, he and Radford remained convinced that
the use of nuclear weapons in such situations was only a matter of time and that the
United States needed to accept the idea in order to be better equipped and ready.
But despite tough talk, the administration initially leaned toward a guarded re-
sponse, and for the first few months of the crisis the United States fell back on more
traditional means of applying pressure—the signing of a formal defense treaty with
Taiwan in December 1954, obtaining declarations of support for Taiwan from Con-
gress, and a buildup of conventional U.S. air and naval forces in the Taiwan Strait.

The administration’s caution and restraint reflected, among other things, the
continuing “split” among the Joint Chiefs over the New Look’s practical application,
reinforced by an underlying worry (common to military and civilian policy-plan-
ners alike) that the use of nuclear weapons in Asia could provoke an anti-American
backlash and charges of racism. Such thinking may have influenced deliberations
during the Indochina crisis, but it was not until the Taiwan Strait episode—when
the use of nuclear weapons would undoubtedly have resulted in thousands of Chi-
nese casualties—that the full impact became apparent. Still, it did not stop either
Eisenhower or Radford from seriously considering the nuclear option.® Having
failed to rally JCS support during the Indochina episode, Radford made a deter-

mined effort from the outset of the Taiwan Strait crisis to develop a consensus within
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the JCS that the offshore islands should be defended, leaving aside the question of
the means for the time being. A majority of the chiefs, including Twining, Carney,
and Shepherd, agreed that the United States had valid security interests at stake and
should be prepared to act in their defense. But they refused to hand Radford a blank
check and insisted that “available forces,” with minor augmentation, could do the
job.To Ridgway, however, even a token involvement seemed excessive. Insisting that
the offshore islands were of “minuscule importance,” he viewed a decision to defend
them as folly. If, however, the administration went ahead, it should realize the risks
involved and be ready to take “emergency actions to strengthen the entire national
military establishment and to prepare for war.””°

Also weighing into the debate was Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, Eisen-
hower’s most trusted advisor. One of the original architects of the New Look,
Dulles was well known for his “hawkish” views on combating communism and as
author of the “brinksmanship” concept linking proactive diplomacy to the threat-
ened large-scale use of nuclear weapons. But by the fall of 1954, Dulles was having
second thoughts and had come to the conclusion that the use of nuclear weapons
short of all-out war would lack popular support at home, alienate U.S. allies in Eu-
rope, and hand the Communist Chinese a propaganda issue they could exploit for
years to come. The United States, he warned, “would be in this fight in Asia com-
pletely alone” Though he supported defending Taiwan, Dulles questioned the stra-
tegic value of the offshore islands and persuaded Eisenhower to avoid provocative
actions that might turn world opinion against the United States or make it exceed-
ingly difficult to use nuclear weapons later when they might make a difference.”

Tensions in the Taiwan Strait, meanwhile, continued to escalate. In January 1955,
the Communists began ratcheting up the pressure, first against Tachen, which the
Nationalists at U.S. urging evacuated in early February, and then opposite Quemoy
and Matsu, where the People’s Republic of China (PRC) appeared to be massing
troops for an invasion. By March, believing a showdown to be imminent, Radford
was laying the groundwork for a nuclear response. “Our whole military structure
had been built around this assumption,” he told the NSC. “We simply do not have
the requisite number of air bases to permit effective air attack against Communist
China, using conventional as opposed to atomic weapons.” Likely targets identified
by the Joint Staff and CINCPAC included Communist Chinese airfields adjacent
to Quemoy and Matsu and petroleum storage facilities as far away as Shanghai and
Guangzhou (Canton). To minimize collateral damage, Radford insisted that only
“precision atomic weapons” would be used.”

By then, Radford had a majority of the Service chiefs behind him in support of

some form of military action, with Ridgway the lone dissenting voice.”? Believing
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that talk of war had gotten out of hand, Eisenhower rejected the JCS majority view
favoring “full-out defense of Quemoy and Matsu,” and sought instead a cooling off
period, as much to reassure nervous allies in Europe as to head off a confrontation
with China.” He seemed to feel, given the uncertainty of the situation, that the use
of atomic weapons was becoming more and more a course of last resort.” In late
April, he sent Admiral Radford and Assistant Secretary of State Walter S. Robertson
(both of whom knew Chiang Kai-shek personally) to Taipei to explain the situa-

7*The Communist Chinese also appeared to be having second thoughts, and at

tion.
the Bandung conference on April 23, Premier Zhou Enlai declared the PRC’s read-
iness to discuss “relaxing tensions” in the Far East, “especially in the Taiwan area.”””

By the end of May 1955, an informal ceasefire had settled over the offshore
islands, causing the issue to drop oft the JCS agenda. A revival of tensions in 1958
produced a second offshore islands crisis, replete with renewed bombardment of
Quemoy and Matsu, a buildup of forces by both sides, and invasion threats from the
PR C. Once again, the Joint Chiefs considered a possible nuclear response but held
a decision in abeyance pending a clearer picture of the situation. The crisis ended,
like the first, inconclusively and was the last time the Eisenhower administration
contemplated the use of tactical nuclear weapons against the People’s Republic
of China.” Only on two further occasions—during the 1961 Laotian crisis and
the 1968 siege of Khe Sanh during the Vietnam War—did the JCS again actively
consider recourse to nuclear weapons in Asia. In both instances, the advantages to
be gained seemed incompatible with the risk.” Seizing on the many advances in
nuclear technology in the decade following World War II, the New Look gave the
Joint Chiefs access to unprecedented power and a wealth of innovative tools for
waging war. But it did not do much to clarify how or in what circumstances they

might be applied.

THE “NEW APPROACH” IN EUROPE

Doubts and uncertainty among the JCS notwithstanding, the Eisenhower admin-
istration remained firmly committed to developing a military posture that stressed
nuclear weapons. Nowhere was this commitment more strongly pursued than in
Europe where the New Look took the form of the “New Approach,” adopted by
the North Atlantic Council in December 1954 as MC 48, the new basic blueprint
for NATO strategy. While MC 48 affirmed the continuing need for conventional
forces, it cited superiority in atomic weapons and the capacity to deliver them as

“the most important factor in a major war in the foreseeable future.” At the time,
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NATO had a mere handful of atomic weapons at its disposal; within a decade,
largely as a result of steps taken by the Eisenhower administration, it would have a
dedicated arsenal of 7,000 nuclear bombs and warheads.*

NATO’s embrace of a nuclear response to Soviet aggression in Europe stood
in marked contrast to the Allies” opposition to the Eisenhower administration’s
threatened use of such weapons in Asia. The explanation for this paradox lies in
NATO’s underlying philosophy of deterrence and defense, and the historic role
nuclear weapons had played in NATO strategy. For the European Allies, actually
using nuclear weapons and threatening their use were two wholly different matters.
Nuclear weapons had been a fundamental part of NATO’s politico-military culture
since the Alliance’s inception in 1949 and had grown steadily in importance. As
Stanley R. Sloan and others have shown, not only were nuclear weapons essential
for military purposes as NATO’s primary deterrent and first line of defense; they
were a key ingredient in the political bond holding the Atlantic Alliance together.
The U.S. commitment to come to Europe’s protection in the event of a Soviet inva-
sion, exposing itself to nuclear retaliation on Europe’s behalf, was central to what the
American diplomat Harlan Cleveland called the “transatlantic bargain,” a commu-
nity of reinforcing interests. American nuclear weapons, in effect, sealed the deal.”

Nonetheless, prior to the Eisenhower administration, the JCS had tried to play
down NATO’ dependence on nuclear weapons, partly because they remained few
in number and out of concern that increased reliance might discourage European
conventional rearmament. With the impending advent of nuclear plenty, however,
views began to change. The first to acknowledge the opportunities were the British
Chiefs of Staff, whose 1952 “white paper” on global strategy offered an alternative
course linked directly to the utility of a growing arsenal of nuclear weapons in
lieu of conventional capabilities.* As British defense planners described it, the aim
would be “to increase the effectiveness of existing [NATO] forces rather than to
raise additional forces.”™

With the exception of the Air Force, the military Services in the United States
paid little attention to these proposals, believing it premature to write off conven-
tional rearmament efforts. But by the summer of 1953,a combination of factors—the
ongoing review of U.S. defense policy that included discussions of withdrawing U.S.
troops from Europe, planned cutbacks in U.S. military aid, a slumping European
economy, and an embryonic initiative by the British to place their own version of
the New Look before NATO—put pressure on the JCS to reexamine their posi-
tion and to come up with fresh ideas on how to satisfy European security needs.
The chiefs agreed that because of the European Allies’ economic difficulties, there

was little likelithood of NATO meeting declared force goals on time and that a
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reexamination of NATO strategy would certainly be in order. But there was no una-
nimity on what the United States ought to suggest.** Earlier, as SACEUR, General
Ridgway had requested five battalions of the new 28o-mm cannon, which could
fire either conventional or atomic shells, and had initiated studies on using tactical
nuclear weapons to bolster NATO’s forward defense strategy and to offset reductions
in troop strength. However, the results of these inquiries, based on sketchy data and
limited familiarity with nuclear weapons, had disappointed those seeking a relatively
cheap and convenient replacement for expensive conventional forces. Now, as Army
Chief of Staff, Ridgway shied away from the further nuclearization of NATO and
enlisted Admiral Carney in support of keeping the status quo until completion of the
U.S. military review then underway. General Twining, the Air Force member, was the
only Service chief who ventured to speculate that the solution to NATO’s problems
might require a sharp departure from current policy and doctrine.®

Unable to elicit unanimous advice from the Joint Chiefs, President Eisen-
hower gave Secretary of State Dulles a free hand to come up with a plan of action.
Moving quickly to avoid being preempted by the British, Dulles achieved high-
level interagency agreement by late September 1953 on a “new concept” to expand
NATO’s application of tactical nuclear weapons. At Admiral Radford’s request, the
State Department postponed a final decision until the JCS had a chance to review
the plan.® But the chiefs’ response, when it came on October 22, skirted the issue by
suggesting that the matter be held over for review by the NATO Standing Group,
where a final recommendation might have been held up indefinitely.*” Ignoring
the chiefs’ proposal, Dulles sounded out his British and French counterparts at the
Bermuda conference in December 1953. He then put the issue before the North
Atlantic Council, which adopted a resolution instructing NATO’s top commanders
to review their strategy and force structure, taking account of recent breakthroughs
in military technology.*

As a result of these actions, the initiative shifted from the JCS in Washington
to NATO planners in Paris working under the direction of General Alfred M.
Gruenther, USA, Ridgway’s successor as SACEUR, and his air deputy, General
Lauris Norstad, USAE Gruenther, a former Director of the Joint Staff, was also one
of Eisenhower’s closest personal friends. Using fresh intelligence and doctrinal and
tactical assumptions in line with the known effects of nuclear weapons, Gruenther
and his staff recast the studies Ridgway had done.® It was from these “New Ap-
proach” studies that MC 48, a 3-year plan for reorganizing NATO’s forces, emerged.
The key finding was that while the level of M-day forces would remain essentially
unchanged, the substitution of nuclear weapons for conventional firepower would

cause requirements for follow-on reserve forces to go down.?”” Midway through the
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NATO review, in August 1954, the French Assembly voted to defer action on the
European Defence Community (EDC), effectively killing the project and throwing
the whole question of German rearmament into confusion. Gruenther had always
said that, even with an enhanced nuclear capability, NATO would still need a cred-
ible conventional “shield” to prevent Western Europe from being overrun. For this
reason, he remained a staunch proponent of a full German contribution to NATO
and a strong conventional component. But with the EDC a shambles, NATO’s
credibility now rested more than ever on sharpening its nuclear “sword.”"

‘While the Joint Chiefs endorsed the New Approach, two members—Ridgway
and Carney—did so with reservations, warning that the collateral damage from
nuclear weapons to cities and civilians would be almost catastrophic. They embraced
the New Approach and, in the Army’s case, the pentomic divisions and other para-
phernalia that went along with it, not because they thought these changes would
improve European security or save money, but because they were convinced that
nuclear weapons would inevitably be used in a major conflict. Plausible deterrence,
in the JCS view, therefore dictated that NATO had to be prepared to fight both a
conventional and a nuclear war.®> At the time, deterrence theory rested largely on
balancing the raw military power of one side against that of another. Intelligence
confirmed that the Soviets continued to devote high priority to their atomic energy
program, and following Stalin’s demise, there were mounting indications that, like
the Eisenhower administration, the Soviet Union’s new leaders were shifting the
burden of defense from conventional forces to nuclear weapons to cut costs.”

The Joint Chiefs expected to be busy for years sorting out how the New Ap-
proach should be interpreted and applied. Though convincing the NAC to accept
the idea came more easily than expected, there remained a distinct anxiety among
the Europeans over who would have the authority to order the use of tactical
nuclear weapons if deterrence failed. Since the United States was the only NATO
power at the time with a significant nuclear capability (British forces began receiv-
ing production nuclear bombs late in 1954), the fate of Western Europe could well
rest in U.S. hands. The solution favored by the Joint Chiefs was to give NATO’s
supreme commanders preexisting approval to carry out agreed defense plans in
full.** Recognizing the need for greater flexibility but unwilling to go quite so far,
the Eisenhower administration in December 1953 liberalized its policy on sharing
atomic energy information with other countries where legally permissible.” A new
Atomic Energy Act, which cleared Congress in the summer of 1954, paved the way
for closer collaboration.”

The Joint Chiefs allocated nuclear weapons as needed to satisty NATO re-

quirements and stockpiled them at various locations in Western Europe under the
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custody and control of the American theater commander (USCINCEUR), also
serving as SACEUR.” This arrangement allowed Europeans access to U.S. weap-
ons for planning purposes and ostensibly a voice in deciding how and where these
weapons would come into play during a conflict. But it did not go far enough to
suit some, and by the end of the decade there was growing talk on both sides of the
Atlantic of creating a “NATO common stockpile.” Proponents contended that the
Alliance should have the capacity to operate independently with its own nuclear
assets, including not only tactical weapons but also land- and/or sea-based IRBMs
that could threaten strategic targets in the Soviet Union.** The Joint Chiefs opposed
such a move since it would unhinge U.S. war plans from NATO’ and duplicate
some targeting. But as the Eisenhower administration drew to a close, the momen-
tum within the Alliance was moving toward creation of a NATO-led multilateral

nuclear force.”

NATO’S CONVENTIONAL POSTURE

Despite the increased emphasis on nuclear deterrence, most of the weapons NATO
needed for its new strategy did not reach Europe in appreciable numbers until the
late 1950s and early 1960s. Until then, conventional “shield” forces remained the
core of NATO’s defense posture. Over the course of the decade, the limited intro-
duction of improved tanks, armored personnel carriers, and heavy, self-propelled
artillery gradually transformed NATO from a largely foot infantry force into a
modern, combined-arms force. Overall, however, these qualitative improvements
were insufficient to provide a credible conventional alternative. Nor did they pre-
vent NATO’s capabilities from eroding as assets previously allocated for a con-
ventional role (e.g., tactical aircraft) were reconfigured for nuclear missions and as
Alliance members unilaterally reduced their contributions in the expectation that
nuclear weapons would fill the gaps. The largest and most significant reductions
were by the French, whose growing concern over the insurgency in Algeria from
1954 on prompted the eventual transfer of five divisions from NATO to North
Africa. By the end of the decade, France had 500,000 troops tied down in Algeria
and the equivalent of only one division dedicated to NATO, instead of the 15 to 20
once envisioned.™

Other members failed to pick up the slack. As long-time proponents of Ger-
man rearmament, the JCS expected the admission of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many (FRG) to NATO in 1955 to go far toward solving manpower problems.
However, they were taken aback when, a year later, the FRG decided to slow its

rearmament program by shortening the length of service for draftees and to seek
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access to nuclear weapons. The planned structure of the Bundeswehr remained 12 di-
visions and 40 air squadrons, but manpower would be cut by roughly one-third and
the target date for completion of the buildup would be moved from 1961 to 1965."
Around the same time, bowing to fiscal constraints, Britain, Belgium, and the Neth-
erlands also began to prune their conventional contributions to NATO.™ In May
1957, the NAC adopted a new formal strategy statement (MC 14/2) confirming that
tactical nuclear weapons would be NATO’s mainstay against a Soviet invasion, and
tentatively set new conventional force goals (formally approved in 1958 as MC 70)
of 30 ready divisions in the Central Region for lesser contingencies. But with only
about 19 divisions on hand, NATO was still well below its goal.'**

Even the United States, by far the strongest member of the Alliance, had trou-
ble meeting its commitments. Though U.S. deployments held steady at around six
division-equivalents, Army units were often under strength and unevenly equipped.
Only the Air Force maintained a level of preparedness consistent with agreed force
goals.™ Uneasy over NATO’s prospects, the JCS continued to incorporate provi-
sions in U.S. war plans (as distinct from NATO plans) for a withdrawal of American
forces to defensive positions along the Alps and the Pyrenees should the Rhine-

©% Among Europeans, speculation was rife that the Eisen-

[jssel line be breached.
hower administration had secret plans to reduce its commitment to NATO and that
it intended to rely more than ever on Reserve units based in the United States and
swing forces in the Pacific to meet its obligations.

Matters came to a head in the summer of 1956 when, in a money-saving move,
Admiral Radford attempted to persuade the JCS to accept a radical restructuring of
the Armed Forces that included reducing U.S. troops in Europe by 50,000 and re-
organizing American ground units into small atomic-armed task forces. The Service
chiefs acknowledged the need to reduce overseas deployments, but they could see
no place in either the Far East or Europe where this could be done without enor-
mous risks.””” Secretary of State Dulles and Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson
backed the plan, and in October 1956 President Eisenhower added his concur-
rence. However, unauthorized “leaks” making it appear that the United States was
preparing to abandon NATO soon followed, provoking an international incident.
Embarrassed and chagrined, the administration hastily backtracked, and most of the
proposed reductions were restored during the final mark-up of the defense budget
at the end of the year, keeping U.S. forces in Europe more or less intact.™”

Fortunately for NATO, Soviet bloc forces around this time were no bet-
ter prepared than those in the West, and in certain categories they were probably
weaker. Neither side appeared to possess decisive conventional power. Estimates of

Soviet capabilities originated within the Services’ intelligence offices and focused
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on counting units and equipment. Owing to a lack of reliable data, these estimates
tended to be on the high side and paid little attention to manning levels or the
quality, training, and readiness of enemy forces. Studies done in the West routinely
depicted the Soviets overrunning NATO even with the Allies using nuclear weap-
ons.” The benchmark figure of 175 Soviet divisions remained intact and did not
come under close scrutiny until the end of the decade, when the CIA found Soviet
divisions to be at various levels of preparedness. Most of those opposite NATO in
East Germany proved to be fully ready front-line units. However, only about a third
of the Soviet divisions fell into this category, and the rest were either under-strength
reserve units or cadres." The creation in 1955 of the Warsaw Pact, an alliance domi-
nated by Moscow, increased the scope of Soviet strategic control in East Europe
but probably added little to the Kremlin’s immediate capabilities. Political instability
within the satellite countries, highlighted by the 1953 East German uprising and
the 1956 Hungarian rebellion, cast doubt on the reliability of non-Soviet Warsaw
Pact forces.™

In sum, NATO planning during the Eisenhower years yielded mixed results.
Shaped by essentially the same philosophy and budgetary pressures that were driv-
ing defense policy in the United States, the New Approach promised a powertul
deterrent against all-out Soviet aggression and a convenient way for NATO’s mem-
bers to save money on defense, but it limited their ability to cope with lesser con-
tingencies. While it did not do away with conventional forces, the New Approach
definitely downplayed their role. Missing from this strategy was any provision for
a “nuclear pause” or “firebreak” during a crisis to avoid rapid escalation. It was
largely for these reasons—the threat of unforeseen consequences and the absence
of flexibility—that the Joint Chiefs split over whether a nuclear-oriented strategy
significantly improved NATO’s defense posture and European security. Radford did
his best to promote the President’s cause, but he repeatedly ran into strong resistance
from the Army and Navy. Though both Services eventually signed off on the New
Approach, they did so reluctantly, sensing that they had no choice, and because they

knew they would not get the larger conventional forces they wanted.

CURBING THE ARMS RACE

With nuclear weapons in the forefront of American defense policy during the 1950s,
the size, composition, and readiness of the U.S. nuclear stockpile became a matter
of utmost JCS concern. The Joint Chiefs had conducted a detailed annual review
since 1947 to make sure the stockpile was satistying military requirements. Bowing

to JCS requests, the Truman administration in 1949, 1950, and 1952 approved three
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separate increases in the production capacity for fissionable materials. According to
historian David Alan Rosenberg, these decisions recast the country’s defense pos-
ture by launching the United States into an era of “nuclear plenty” and by generat-
ing a construction program capable of providing U.S. forces with nuclear weapons
for the duration of the Cold War and beyond.™ Without the production increases
initiated during the Truman years, the New Look would never have been conceiv-
able. From a base of around 1,100 weapons when the Eisenhower administration
took office, the nuclear stockpile grew to about 22,000 by the time the President
stepped down. Though the Soviets kept the details of their atomic energy program
a closely guarded secret, retrospective estimates compiled in the West suggest that
their nuclear stockpile increased from a handful of weapons in 1950 to between
1,700 and 4,500 ten years later."

Ironically, this rapid and sustained growth in nuclear weapons production came
at a time when the United States and the Soviet Union were taking the first serious
steps in nearly a decade to find common ground for resuming arms control and dis-
armament negotiations. While the JCS had no objection to arms control per se, they
were constantly on guard against ill-considered and unenforceable schemes that
could compromise national security. With memories of the ill-fated Baruch Plan as
a constant reminder, they resisted renewed calls for international control of atomic
energy and turned a cold eye on measures that might stifle the development of the
nuclear stockpile, like India’s 1954 call for a moratorium on atmospheric nuclear
testing. Popular and international pressure to curb the “arms race,” however, kept
the arms control and disarmament issue very much alive and compelled the Joint
Chiefs to revisit it more often than they would have preferred."

Eisenhower and the JCS agreed that a significant improvement in the inter-
national situation and concrete demonstrations of Soviet goodwill should precede
major reductions in either conventional or nuclear arms. Convinced that the Sino-
Soviet bloc’s vast reservoir of manpower gave it a distinct advantage in a conflict,
they believed that the West’s most effective counter was its lead in technology—
most of all, its superiority in nuclear weapons. The ability of the Soviet Union to
duplicate American achievements, including most recently the H-bomb, and to de-
velop delivery systems comparable to those in the U.S. inventory, may have diluted
the West’s advantage, but it did not, in Eisenhower’s or the chiefs’ view, negate or
lessen the fundamental importance of nuclear weapons to national security. Nuclear
weapons, the JCS argued, gave the United States an “indeterminate advantage” over
the Soviet Union and its allies that should be nourished and preserved at all costs."s

When the Eisenhower administration took office in 1953, ongoing multina-

tional disarmament negotiations before the United Nations still concentrated on
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sweeping proposals to eliminate conventional and nuclear weapons. While Presi-
dent Eisenhower professed a strong personal interest in arms limitation, the ab-
sence of reliable verification measures and the administration’s decision to structure
the country’s defense posture around nuclear weapons raised serious questions of
whether the United States should continue to participate in these kinds of negotia-
tions. Lengthy NSC discussions of this issue yielded the affirmation in August 1954
that, from a public relations standpoint, the United States had no choice and needed
to be seen as still favoring “a practical arrangement for the limitation of armaments
with the USSR.”"¢ Still, the consensus within the administration was that the time
for such agreements had passed and that a more sensible alternative was to pursue
limited objectives. While the Joint Chiefs offered no specific opinion during the
administration’s internal debate, this approach seems to have accorded more closely
with their preferences than any other.™

Indicative of the administration’s shift in focus was the increasing use of “arms
control” rather than “disarmament” to describe the goals of American policy. The
initial test of the limited-objectives strategy was President Eisenhower’s “Atoms for
Peace” speech to the United Nations in December 1953. Sidestepping the stalled
disarmament debate, the President stressed the peaceful potential of nuclear power
and the need to “hasten the day when fear of the atom will begin to disappear.”
To coordinate peaceful applications, he proposed the creation of an International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), a watered-down version of the international con-
trol body envisioned under the Baruch Plan. Based in Vienna, Austria, the IAEA
began operating in 1957.™

The administration’s most ambitious initiative, unveiled by the President on
July 21, 1955, at the Geneva summit, was the “Open Skies” proposal to allow aerial
photography of U.S. and Soviet military installations. Devoid of any direct arms
control content, the proposal aimed to build trust and confidence and to improve
the prospects for verification, which Eisenhower and his senior advisors regarded
as an essential prerequisite to an effective and credible arms control agreement.™
Though the precise origins of the offer remain vague, Eisenhower claimed that it
arose from studies done by his assistant, Nelson A. Rockefeller, in the weeks lead-
ing up to the conference, on avoiding a surprise attack through a system of mutual
inspections.™ The threat of a Pear]l Harbor with atomic weapons was practically an
obsession within the Eisenhower administration, and over the years it had given rise
to numerous schemes to penetrate the veil of secrecy surrounding Soviet military
programs and possible preparations for a surprise attack. With the exception of an
Air Force—run program to monitor Soviet nuclear experiments, none of these ef-
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forts had yielded much useful information.
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By the mid-1950s, the most promising means of acquiring reliable data on
Soviet capabilities and intentions was the U—2, a photo-reconnaissance plane that
Lockheed Aircraft was building on a crash basis for the Central Intelligence Agency.
Intelligence analysts assumed that orbiting satellites in outer space would someday
provide the bulk of the information they needed. But space-based reconnaissance
satellites seemed years away and, until then, manned aircraft were the best option. A
jet-powered sailplane, the U—2 incorporated design features allowing it to fly above
Soviet radar and take pictures with a special high-resolution camera.”” The Joint
Chiefs knew of the U—2, and through the CJCS, who sat on the program’s inter-
agency oversight committee, they stayed closely abreast of its progress.’

The development of a relatively invulnerable aerial reconnaissance capability
was increasingly a source of friction between the CIA and the Air Force. Around the
same time as the CIA initiated the U—2, the Air Force came up with a competing
proposal using a Bell Aircraft design known as the X—16. Eisenhower, however, op-
posed putting the military in charge of such a program. His main concern was that
if uniformed personnel flew the planes over the Soviet Union, the United States
might be committing an act of war. He also suspected that if the Defense Depart-
ment got involved and tried to manage it, the project would become “entangled in
the bureaucracy” and mired in “rivalries among the services.””* Taking these factors
into account, Eisenhower decided in late November 1954 that the CIA would have
overall authority and that the Air Force would provide assistance as needed to get
the planes operational. Moving quickly to exercise its mandate, the CIA redoubled
security on all aspects of the U—2, both because of its sensitivity and to minimize
what the agency saw as the danger of Air Force encroachment.'

By early spring 1955, the U—2 program was nearing the point of its first flight
test. Around this same time, the Technological Capabilities Panel (TCP), a select sci-
entific advisory body chaired by James R. Killian, Jr., president of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, tendered a new, top secret threat assessment to the NSC.
Addressing the problem of surprise attack, the TCP warned of dire consequences
should the Soviets launch a preemptive strike. “For the first time in history,” it
found, “a striking force could have such power that the first battle could be the final
battle, the first punch a knockout.” To avoid such a calamity, the panel urged the
administration to increase its intelligence gathering, expand its early warning capa-
bilities, and accelerate previously planned improvements in offensive and defensive
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strategic capabilities.” In a separate annex on intelligence available only to the
President, the CJCS, and a handful of others, the TCP confirmed the U-2 program’s
progress and the potential of a follow-on system involving space-based satellites.™”

Though Rockefeller appears not to have been privy to this annex, he probably
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suspected its gist from his access to the main report and from having attended a
briefing given by Killian and Edwin H. Land, designer of the U—2’s camera, to the
NSC on March 17, 1955."*

At the President’s request, Rockefeller organized a special “vulnerabilities pan-
el” made up of social scientists and intelligence experts to assess the prospects for
improved verification. The group met at the Quantico,Virginia, Marine Corps base
in early June 1955, and it was from these discussions that the aerial inspections pro-
posal emerged.™ With time running short, Rockefeller made no attempt to solicit
JCS views. Instead, he met a few days prior to the Geneva conference in Paris with
Radford and Gruenther to discuss the plan. Both agreed that the United States
stood to gain more than it would lose. According to Secretary of State Dulles, who
was also present, Radford was “in complete accord and indeed enthusiastic.”'*°

With foreknowledge of the U—2, Eisenhower presented the Open Skies pro-
posal, certain that he would have access to information derived from overflights of
the Soviet Union with or without Soviet cooperation. The Joint Chiefs’ first op-
portunity to comment as a corporate body did not come until after the conference
when Secretary of Defense Wilson asked them for suggestions on how to imple-
ment the Open Skies proposal. But by then, Soviet Communist Party leader Nikita
Khrushchev had vetoed the plan, making any further action on it rather pointless.™

The U—2 made its first test flight in early August 1955 and began reconnais-
sance of the Soviet Union 11 months later, on July 4, 1956. Though never directly
involved in the program, the JCS provided advisory and logistical support and as-
signed a representative to the Ad Hoc Requirements Committee, chaired by the
CIA, which decided the planes’ missions."* Little more was heard of the Open Skies
plan and it survives mainly as a footnote to history. At the time, however, it seemed
a daring and ambitious initiative and a possible turning point in the Cold War. “I
wonder,” recalled Ray S. Cline, a veteran intelligence officer who had been with
Eisenhower at Geneva, “if [the Soviets] ever regretted it in the following years as the
U-—2s began doing unilaterally over the USSR what Eisenhower had proposed they
do on a reciprocal basis.”'#

Despite Soviet rejection of the Open Skies proposal, Eisenhower persisted in
exploring ways of mitigating the threat of a surprise attack, and by September 1958
he persuaded the Soviets to participate in a conference of technical experts to ad-
dress the issue.”* By then, however, the focus of arms control efforts had shifted.
‘Widespread public fear of radioactive fallout from atmospheric nuclear testing now
overshadowed the danger of another Pearl Harbor and forced the United States to
contemplate a moratorium, resisted by the JCS, on above-ground testing.™ At the

same time, with the information gleaned from U—2 flights over the Soviet Union,
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the JCS and the President had far better photographic intelligence on Soviet ca-

pabilities than ever before. The threat of surprise attack remained, but increasingly

it took the form of a Soviet long-range missile program of as yet indistinct pro-

portions, against which existing countermeasures were of questionable value. The

strategic environment was again in flux by the mid-to-late 1950s, and as it changed

it put renewed pressure on the chiefs to devise appropriate responses.
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Chapter 6

CHANGE AND
CONTINUITY

On October 4, 1957, the Soviet Union stunned the world by sending an artificial satel-
lite,“Sputnik I,” into orbit around the Earth.This achievement was the first of its kind
and followed the successtul launch of a Soviet multistage intercontinental ballistic
missile (ICBM) the previous August. It would be more than a year before the United
States successfully tested an ICBM." Suggesting a higher level of Soviet technological
development than previously assumed, Sputnik I and the Soviet ICBM cast doubt
on a key assumption that had shaped U.S. national security policy since World War
[I—that America’s supremacy in science and technology gave it a decisive edge over
the Soviet Union. Not since the Soviets tested their first atomic bomb in 1949 had the
United States seemed so unprepared and vulnerable. According to James R. Killian, Jr.,
President Eisenhower’ assistant for science and technology, Sputnik I “created a crisis
of confidence that swept the country like a windblown forest fire.”

A dramatic wake-up call, Sputnik was actually one of several indications of the
larger strategic transformation taking place. Around the world, other forces were at
work laying the foundations for a new international order in which the underdevel-
oped countries of the Third World would play a larger and more active part. The most
striking changes were those resulting from the end of European colonialism and a
rising tide of Third World nationalism and socioeconomic discontent. Starting in Asia,
the process had spread to the Middle East and Africa by the mid to late 1950s, creat-
ing new security problems as it went along. Meanwhile, a surge of anti-Americanism
in Latin America presented fresh challenges there. Most Third World countries were
too preoccupied with internal difficulties or regional rivalries to take much interest in
the ongoing ideological struggle between East and West. But they were not averse to
playing off one superpower against another if they saw it to their advantage.

During this period of transformation, the need for reliable military advice and
sound strategic planning continued to place heavy demands on the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. Nonetheless, they were slow to rise to the challenge. Quarreling over Ser-

vice functions and the allocation of resources continued to hobble their ability to
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address problems of a cross-Service nature and to present consensus recommenda-
tions. Rarely did the JCS speak with a single voice on key issues of national strategy
and military policy. Despite extensive organizational and administrative reforms in-
troduced in 1958, the JCS system was slow to embrace more efficient and effective
ways. While there was some progress toward improving operational planning, clash-
es and disagreements among the chiefs persisted. Frustrated, the President looked

elsewhere for advice in addressing key politico-military problems.

EVOLUTION OF THE MISSILE PROGRAM

The most urgent question raised by Sputnik was whether the United States was as
far behind the Soviets as it seemed. When the Eisenhower administration adopted the
New Look in 1953, it assumed that while the Soviets would continue to modernize
their armed forces, they would be in no position to rival U.S. superiority in nuclear
weapons or sophisticated delivery systems for up to s years. The initial challenge to
this assumption came almost immediately with the detonation of the Soviet H-bomb
in the summer of 1953, a smaller-yield but more usable weapon than the H-bomb as-
semblies in the U.S. arsenal .} A year later, the first signs appeared that the Soviets might
be developing a long-range heavy bomber force significantly larger than previously
believed. Fears of a “bomber gap” eventually proved unfounded. But the episode drew
attention to a potentially serious weaknesses in the administration’s defense posture
and its ability to assess Soviet capabilities. Never again would the Eisenhower admin-
istration be quite so sure of its long-term strategic superiority over the Soviets.

By the mid-1950s, concern had shifted from the Soviet Union’s long-range
bombers to its ballistic missile program. In assessing the Soviet missile effort, the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Radford, warned that it could pose “a ma-
jor danger” to the continental United States and give Moscow sufficient leverage
“to force a showdown” by the end of the decade.* To counter that threat, the JCS
agreed that the United States needed to step up its development of offensive ballistic
missiles, but they were at odds over the objective size and configuration of the U.S.
missile force. Seeking to check further growth in the Air Force share of the budget,
Army and Navy leaders favored a dispersed missile force tailored to a variety of stra-
tegic and tactical missions. For deterrence, they argued, the required force could be
kept fairly small as long as it had a high degree of survivability against a Soviet attack
and the ability to inflict unacceptable area damage against Soviet cities in retaliation,
in effect a posture of “minimum deterrence” resting on “countervalue” targeting.

The Air Force took a more expansive view of missile requirements. Dismissing

minimum deterrence as ineffectual, its leaders argued for a “counterforce” posture
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composed of bombers and missiles that accorded first priority to the destruction of So-
viet war-making capabilities. Air Force planners expected manned bombers to remain
the principal weapon for this purpose for the foreseeable future, partly owing to a short-
age of funds for missile development and also because the size and weight of nuclear
weapons limited their application.’ But with the confirmation in February 1954 by
the Teapot Committee, an Air Force scientific advisory panel, that high-yield thermo-
nuclear warheads could be miniaturized, Air Force attitudes began to change in favor of
giving ballistic missiles a larger role.® Based on the Teapot Committee’s findings, Trevor
Gardner, the Secretary of the Air Force’s special assistant for research and development
(R&D), projected an initial operational capability (IOC) of 100 ICBM-type missiles
deployed at 20 launch sites around the United States by the end of the decade.”

Limited intelligence left U.S. policymakers guessing about the status of Soviet
ballistic missile development for most of the 1950s. Citing Moscow’s reliance on
German scientists to bolster native resources, the Intelligence Community rou-
tinely insisted that the Soviets could one day match the United States in missile
technology. But lacking hard data, intelligence analysts hedged the date when the
Soviet strategic missile program would pose a direct danger. Early estimates, cali-
brated from the progress in U.S. research programs, placed the IOC for a Soviet
ICBM in the 1960-1963 timeframe.® But as they gradually pieced together the
available information, analysts became concerned that the Soviets might be catch-
ing up faster than expected. Prior to the availability of U—2 photographs, practi-
cally everything the Joint Chiefs and senior policymakers knew about the Soviet
missile program derived from a worldwide complex of seismic and infrared sensors
built and maintained by the National Security Agency (NSA).® By the mid-1950s,
the NSA had detected that the Soviets were testing an intermediate range ballistic
missile (IRBM), which many scientists considered the first step in developing an
ICBM. In a national intelligence estimate (NIE 11-5-57) issued a few months prior
to the Soviet ICBM test of August 1957 and Sputnik, the Intelligence Community
predicted that by 1959 the Soviets “probably” would have an IRBM that could
strike targets in Western Europe and Japan, and an ICBM prototype for limited
operational use against the continental United States by 1960—1961.™

Accepting the need to accelerate U.S. missile programs, President Eisenhower
decided in September 1955 to make the development of both an ICBM and an
IRBM a top priority, but set no target date for acquiring either capability." Later,
the Air Force projected that it could have an IRBM ready for deployment in Eu-
rope and the Near East by mid-1959 and a small operational force of ICBMs by
March 1961."” Eisenhower was a committed proponent of ballistic missiles, but not

a very enthusiastic one. Hoping to avoid a costly missile competition with the
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Soviets, he downplayed the need to preserve strategic superiority and publicly spoke

bl

of settling for a posture of “adequacy” or “sufficiency” in overall nuclear capabilities.
Though the changes he had in mind were more matters of emphasis than substance,
some observers detected the emergence of a “new” New Look that would no lon-
ger strive to maintain strategic superiority over the Soviets.” On several occasions,
Eisenhower denigrated the military value of ballistic missiles and stated that he
backed them only for their “psychological and political significance.”™ Other times,
he questioned whether much more than a demonstration capability was needed and
offered no objection when Secretary of Defense Wilson once estimated that, given
the high yield of thermonuclear weapons, “one hundred and fifty well-targeted
missiles might be enough.” By and large, Eisenhower regarded long-range ballistic
missiles as redundant. “We must remember,” he told associates, “that we have a great
number of bombardment aircraft programmed, and great numbers of tankers that
are now being built, and we must consider how to use them.”"

Eisenhower cautioned against overemphasis on ballistic missiles not only be-
cause they were a new and unproven technology, but also because he saw as yet no
clear-cut assignment of Service responsibilities for their development and ultimate
use. His main regret, he later admitted, was that he had allowed missile development
to remain under Service control and had not made it a direct responsibility of the

Secretary of Defense.”

Under the original assignment of functions approved by
Secretary of Defense Wilson in November 1955, the Air Force had developmental
authority for two first-generation liquid-propellant ICBMs (the Atlas and a backup,
the Titan) and an IRBM (the Thor). The Army and Navy were to share responsibil-
ity for a fourth missile, a 1,500-mile liquid-propellant medium-range ballistic mis-
sile (MRBM) named Jupiter, for launch from land or at sea.”

Almost immediately, the Services quarreled over the allocation of resources and ac-
cess to production facilities. Strife between the Air Force and Army was especially acute.
Meanwhile, the Navy lost interest in Jupiter and within a year had shifted its attention
to a new muissile, the solid-propellant Polaris. More versatile than the Jupiter, the Polaris
could be carried aboard submarines and launched from underwater, making the system
practically invulnerable. Its principal drawbacks were a limited range (1,000 to 1,500
miles), a relatively small warhead, and questionable accuracy and reliability. R ecognizing
the advantages of solid-propellant missiles, the Air Force began developing several of its
own, including a second-generation ICBM known as Minuteman.™

The Joint Chiefs ordinarily confined their participation in R&D to setting gen-
eral goals and identifying broad categories for exploration. After the1949 Navy and Air
Force clash over airpower, the JCS shied away from participating in decisions assign-

ing specific weapons-development responsibilities to one Service or another. But in
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August 1956, with the missile program degenerating into a free-for-all, Secretary
Wilson requested JCS help in sorting out functional responsibilities. Not since
the Key West and Newport conferences of 1948 had a Secretary of Defense re-
lied so heavily on the JCS to help him resolve a roles-and-missions question of
such importance.”

Wilson was, of course, asking a lot, since the Joint Chiefs (except the Chair-
man) served both as military advisors to the Secretary and the President and as
the uniformed heads of their Services, in which capacity they were under a moral
obligation to defend the interests of their organizations. The ensuing deliberations
yielded no consensus that might have pointed to a long-term solution, but they did
find the Chairman, the Air Force, and the Navy in basic agreement that three stra-
tegic missile programs were too many and that the logical course was to eliminate
or curb the Army program. Secretary Wilson agreed and in November 1956 set a
range limit (loosely enforced) of 200 miles on future Army missiles and turned the
Jupiter over to the Air Force.*

While Wilson’s clarification of Service functions restored a semblance of order to
the ballistic missile program, it left the door open to a resumption of conflict between
the Air Force and Navy for control of the strategic bombardment mission. Clearly,
the Air Force was in no immediate danger of being displaced. Nor was the Navy’s
Polaris force, once it became operational in the 1960s, apt to rival the Strategic Air
Command’s reach and striking power. But as the Services proceeded down the path
laid out in the mid-1950s, the country was again heading toward the development of
two strategic forces—one run by the Air Force and the other by the Navy—with all
the overlapping and duplication of effort separate systems implied. The JCS had yet
to address this issue, and, if the past were any guide, they would do everything in their

collective power to avoid it.Yet sooner or later the day of reckoning would arrive.

THE GAITHER REPORT

With the U.S. missile program mired in inter-Service rivalry, feuding, and confu-
sion, the task of formulating an effective response to Sputnik became all the more
challenging. As it happened, it took an outside inquiry by a group of experts known
as the Gaither Committee to break the logjam. The findings, summarized in a top
secret report, reached the President and NSC in early November 1957, barely a
month after the first Sputnik. Taking a broad-brush approach, the Gaither Commit-
tee confirmed the need for vigorous steps to counter Soviet progress in space and
ballistic missiles and suggested that U.S. vulnerability might be even greater than

previously supposed.
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The Joint Chiefs resented intrusions by outsiders like the Gaither Committee but
were virtually powerless to do much about it. The panel’s origins lay in growing pressure
from congressional Democrats who wanted the Eisenhower administration to do more
in the area of civil defense against the threat of a Soviet nuclear attack. At issue was a
Federal Civil Defense Administration (FCDA) plan, presented to the President in Janu-
ary 1957, urging large-scale civil defense improvements, including a $32 billion nation-
wide shelter program in lieu of a less expensive evacuation plan.”” Some administration
officials dismissed the shelters as a diversion of resources; others, including former Secre-
tary of the Army Gordon Gray, now the director of the Office of Detense Mobilization
(ODM), considered them a valuable contribution to deterrence.”

Adopting a neutral position, the Joint Chiefs concurred in the NSC Planning
Board’s finding that the shelter system needed further study. Seizing on this ap-
proach, President Eisenhower arranged in the spring of 1957 with H. Rowan Gaith-
er, a West Coast attorney and chairman of the boards of the Ford Foundation and
the RAND Corporation, to conduct an inquiry under ODM auspices. Officially
designated the Security Resources Panel (SRP), the group was commonly known
as the Gaither Committee. After Gaither fell ill in August, Robert C. Sprague, an
electronics company executive who specialized in air and missile defense problems,
and former Deputy Secretary of Defense William C. Foster, co-chaired the panel.”

Soon after agreeing to head the effort, Gaither persuaded the President’s na-
tional security advisor, Robert Cutler, to expand the scope of the panel’s investigation.
Gaither argued that to place civil defense in its proper perspective, he and his com-
mittee needed to examine the whole range of the country’s preparations for offensive
and defensive strategic warfare, much as the Killian Report had done 2 years ear-
lier.* Armed with an expanded writ, the SRP launched a wholesale inquiry into the
country’s strategic posture. Offering limited cooperation, the JCS turned down the
committee’s request for a list of documents but did provide three briefings—a general
review of the Soviet threat, a status report on continental defenses, and an analysis of
U.S. retaliatory capabilities.” For most of its data, the committee relied on the military
Services, the Intelligence Community, and government “think tanks.” James Phinney
Baxter, the president of Williams College and author of the Pulitzer Prize—winning
book, Scientists Against Time (1947), the official history of the Office of Scientific Re-
search and Development in World War II, oversaw the preparation of the final report.

Unable to devote full time to the project because of his college duties, Baxter
depended on two associates: Colonel George A. Lincoln, USA, a senior planner on
General Marshall’s staff in World War II and since 1947 a member of the U.S. Mili-
tary Academy faculty, and Paul H. Nitze, who as director of the State Department’s
Policy Planning Staft helped write NSC 68 and orchestrate the Truman rearmament
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program. Lincoln was detached and impartial; Nitze was anything but. An outspoken
critic of the Eisenhower administration’s heavy reliance on nuclear weapons, he was a
leading proponent of the emerging doctrine of flexible response that would reshape
American defense policy during the Kennedy-Johnson administrations.*

Written in a style reminiscent of NSC 68, the Gaither Report examined the
entire panorama of U.S.-Soviet relations. The heart of the report was its assessment
of the ominous progress of the Soviet ICBM program, which in the committee’s
estimation exposed U.S. retaliatory forces to unprecedented risk. “By 1959,” the
report warned, “the USSR may be able to launch an attack with its ICBMs carry-
ing megaton warheads, against which the Strategic Air Command (SAC) will be
almost completely vulnerable under present programs.” To address this threat, the
committee recommended a $44 billion effort spread over § years—$19 billion to
expand and upgrade offensive capabilities and $25 billion for active and passive de-
fense programs—with future allocations giving roughly equal priority to offensive
and defensive capabilities. Even with these improvements, the committee doubted
that the United States could achieve complete security. Looking into the future,
it predicted “a continuing race between the offense and the defense” and “no end
to the technical moves and countermoves” to gain an advantage. Only through “a
dependable agreement” limiting arms and “other measures for the preservation of
peace” did the panel see any prospect of ending this vicious cycle.”

Despite the Gaither Report’s foreboding tone, neither President Eisenhow-
er nor his military advisors saw cause for panic. U—2 photographs (which were
off-limits to the Gaither Committee because of their sensitivity) showed a Soviet
ICBM capability limited to a single above-ground launch pad at a previously unde-
tected test site near Tyuratam.® Whether this information would have changed the
Gaither Committee’s findings is uncertain. But it made a strong impression on the
President’s thinking. “Until an enemy has enough operational capability to destroy
most of our bases simultaneously and thus prevent retaliation by us,” Eisenhower
believed, “our deterrent remains effective.”” Having access to the same intelligence
as the President, the Joint Chiefs agreed that the Gaither Committee had exagger-
ated the threat. Finding little new or unusual in the report, they dismissed its recom-

mendations as excessive, overdrawn, and probably underpriced.®

THE “MISSILE GAP” AND BMD CONTROVERSIES

Though classified top secret, key findings of the Gaither Report soon “leaked” to
the press, giving rise to speculation that the United States had fallen uncomfortably

behind the Soviet Union in missile technology. Under pressure from Congress and
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the media, President Eisenhower grudgingly requested small increases for missile de-
velopment and other measures mentioned in the report. Hoping to keep critics at bay,
he merely whetted their appetite for more. The ensuing controversy, known as the
“missile gap,” dogged the Eisenhower administration until it left office. A serious im-
pediment to maintaining stability in military spending, the missile gap also became a
major issue in the 1960 Presidential campaign. In fact, Soviet space and missile accom-
plishments tapered off after a second Sputnik launched in November 1957. However,
a well-orchestrated propaganda and deception campaign spearheaded by Soviet leader
Nikita S. Khrushchev gave the impression that Soviet missiles were coming off assem-
bly lines “like sausages” and could devastate the United States and Western Europe on
a moment’s notice. Eisenhower recalled that “there was rarely a day when I failed to
give earnest study to reports of our progress and to estimates of Soviet capabilities.”*

Struggling to hold the line, the White House received relatively little support or
cooperation from the two sources—the Intelligence Community and the Joint Chiefs
of Staff—that might have given the debate a more rational framework. Closely linked
in their day-to-day activities, the JCS organization and the Intelligence Community
used much of the same information but tended to interpret the data differently. While
all agreed that that the United States still held a commanding lead in strategic nuclear
power, there was no consensus on how long it would last. Sputnik had severely rattled
the Intelligence Community, and in its aftermath intelligence analysts scrambled to
figure out where they went wrong. Generally speaking, their assessment of the So-
viet submarine-launched ballistic missile program was always fairly accurate.® But
having underestimated Soviet ICBM capabilities earlier, they now compensated by
overestimating what the Soviets could do. The most excessive estimates were those
of Air Force intelligence, which depicted the Soviets as having a more robust missile
program than the United States, purposefully designed to produce capabilities for
launching a disarming first strike by the early to mid-1960s.%

Based in part on these divergent interpretations of intelligence, “splits” persist-
ed among the Joint Chiefs over how the United States should respond in allocating
resources. Though hardly conclusive, the best visual evidence the JCS found came
from U—2 photographs. For diplomatic reasons, however, President Eisenhower de-
cided in March 1958 to suspend U—2 flights over the Soviet Union, a suspension
that lasted until July 1959.% Thus, the JCS for all practical purposes were “blind” to
the progress in Soviet missile technology for well over a year. Even so, the evidence
collected up until the suspension offered uneven support for the Air Force’s high-
end estimates and its contention that the Soviets were building the infrastructure for
a first-strike ICBM force. Not only did launch facilities appear limited to a handful

of above-ground pads, but also there was no designated organization to plan and
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carry out nuclear delivery missions until the formation of the Strategic Rocket
Forces (SRF) command in December 1959.%

A key figure in eventually settling these debates was General Nathan E Twin-
ing, USAE who succeeded Admiral Radford as CJCS in August 1957. Twining was
not the most forceful or innovative Chairman, but he was well versed in strategic air
warfare and did his best to function as an impartial arbiter in settling disputes. The
Soviet missile program’s ominous potential notwithstanding, Twining believed that
the most serious threat to the United States was still the Soviet Union’s long-range
air force, estimated at 110—115 planes.” Looking at these numbers and at the U—2’s
findings, Twining agreed with his Army and Navy colleagues that there was no need
for the “crash” program of ICBM development the Air Force favored. Offering an
interim solution, he proposed allowing the missile program to proceed at a mea-
sured production rate until the United States had a better picture of the threats it
faced and its strategic needs.’” After further give and take, it was largely on this basis
that the Eisenhower administration framed its response to the missile gap.**

Meanwhile, an even larger controversy was brewing over the allocation of re-
sources for ballistic missile defense (BMD), one of the programs identified in the
Gaither Report as being in urgent need of bolstering. Prior to Sputnik, the Defense
Department supported two competing BMD systems: an Air Force program for wide-
area defense known as “Wizard” and the Army’s Nike-Zeus for point defense, the
outgrowth of an earlier antiaircraft missile-radar system. Though both were essentially
drawing-board concepts, the Army’s was more refined, making it the frontrunner in
the competition.” Alarmed by the success of Sputnik, Secretary of Defense Neil H.
McElroy told President Eisenhower that it might be necessary to launch an initia-
tive comparable to the World War II Manhattan Project to produce an anti-ICBM as
quickly as possible.* Raising objections, the Air Force and the Navy argued that no
program was as yet sufficiently advanced to warrant such action.* But with the pres-
sure building, McElroy decided in January 1958 to end further debate by giving the
Army primary responsibility for developing an anti-ballistic missile (ABM) system.*

Having won the battle for control of the ABM mission, the Army now wanted
Nike-Zeus elevated to the same national priority enjoyed by the Air Force and the
Navy in offensive missile programs. Projecting deployment by the early 1960s, Army
planners sought to move from R&D into full production as quickly as possible. But
the high cost of a deployed Nike-Zeus system, estimated at $7 billion to $15 billion,
invited further technical analysis which the JCS assigned to the Weapons Systems
Evaluation Group (WSEG). While WSEG found Nike-Zeus to have “significant”
potential, it also cited the need for more information on technical problems, includ-

ing the effects of high-altitude nuclear explosions, decoy discrimination, and the
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vulnerability of incoming nuclear weapons.* Bowing to strong congressional pressure
to overlook the system’s shortcomings, an OSD technical steering group urged the
Secretary of Defense in November 1958 to approve a limited production budget.* At
this stage, a firm, unanimous, and unambiguous response from the Joint Chiefs might
have settled the matter. But under the consensus rules that governed JCS delibera-
tions, no such answer emerged. The only area of agreement among the chiefs was that
there should be further R&D, a course that McElroy and Eisenhower, hard-pressed to
hold down military spending, found more appealing than deployment.*

By chance, the President’s decision to forego BMD production coincided with a
surge in Soviet propaganda and assertions of nuclear superiority. Many Democrats in
Congress and some members of the Intelligence Community accepted Soviet claims
at face value. An added complication was that the Soviet Union carried out no ICBM
tests between May 1958 and March 1959, a hiatus that produced new disputes among
intelligence experts. The CIA and most other intelligence organizations interpreted the
moratorium on testing as a sign that the Soviet program was having technical difficulties.
Air Force intelligence disagreed, however, arguing that an equally plausible explanation
was that the Soviets had ceased testing because they had solved their technical problems
and were now gearing up for mass production.* To settle the matter, McElroy and
Twining appealed to the President to resume U—2 overflights of the Soviet Union. At
first, the President refused, fearing that the possible loss of a U—2 might provoke a diplo-
matic incident or worse. Apprised that the reconnaissance satellite project was “coming
along nicely” and that the A—12, a faster and more sophisticated spy plane than the U—2,
was waiting in the wings, he preferred to wait. But at the urging of both the CIA and
State Department, the President changed his mind and in July 1959 authorized a single
mission directed against the ICBM test facility at Tyuratam.¥

The mission found no trace of launch sites other than at the Tyuratam test facil-
ity but could neither confirm nor deny whether the Soviets had a large-scale ICBM
buildup under way. Still, the absence of new sites was reassuring news and led to a
gradual reappraisal of the Soviet missile program.A new NIE, appearing in January 1960,
downplayed the likelihood of a Soviet crash program to produce and deploy ICBMs.
Based on these findings, George B. Kistiakowsky, the President’s special assistant for sci-
ence and technology, concluded that “the missile gap doesn’t look to be very serious.”*

The new estimate (NIE 11-8-59) projected a deployed Soviet force of 140 to
200 ICBMs by mid-1961, with the Joint Staff endorsing the higher number.* At the
President’s request, General Twining, Secretary of Defense Thomas S. Gates, Jr., and
Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Allen W. Dulles appeared before Congress to
explain the new intelligence. All agreed that the fresh data cast doubt on the missile

gap. Unfortunately, however, their testimony was poorly coordinated and diverged
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on critical details, most notably the number of missiles the Soviets might deploy. In
closed hearings, Gates and Dulles stressed the lower numbers while Twining stood
by the Joint Staff’s figures. Seizing on this and other discrepancies, some congressio-
nal Democrats questioned the reliability of the administration’s assessments, keeping
the missile gap controversy alive and well despite growing evidence that the Soviet
lead was overblown.*

Determined to end the missile gap debate, DCI Dulles persuaded President
Eisenhower to increase the frequency of U—2 flights over the Soviet Union. Even
before the program began in 1956, Richard M. Bissell, Jr., the coordinator of the
effort, had predicted that the U—2 would be able to fly over the Soviet Union with
impunity for only about 2 years.”” Hence, the development of the A—12, a faster
plane that could cruise at 90,000 feet. Based on Bissell’s estimate, by 1960 the U—2
was living on borrowed time. Increasingly uneasy, Eisenhower reluctantly supported
Dulles in hopes of bringing the controversy to a definitive conclusion. The result
was a new series of flights, culminating in Francis Gary Powers’ ill-fated mission of
May 1, 1960, which the Soviets ended abruptly with an SA—2 missile.* In addition
to wrecking a summit conference between Eisenhower and Khrushchev, the down-
ing of Powers’ plane brought an immediate cessation of U—2 flights over the Soviet
Union. Thus ended the most reliable source of information the Joint Chiefs and
the Intelligence Community had on the Soviet missile buildup until the Discoverer
satellite program began to provide detailed pictures later that summer.

Even with the missile gap issue unresolved, the U.S. response was well formed,
with much of it in place by the time the Eisenhower administration left office. Un-
able to agree on an overall strategic blueprint, the Joint Chiefs let the Services pur-
sue their own often overlapping interests and left it up to the Secretary of Defense
and the President to resolve conflicts. The result was a fairly predictable allocation
of functions that essentially allowed each Service to push its preferred programs—
ICBMs and IRBMs for the Air Force, Polaris for the Navy, and Nike-Zeus for the
Army. A new strategic buildup driven by dynamic advances in missile technology

and energized by arguable claims of Soviet accomplishments had begun.

REORGANIZATION AND REFORM, 1958-1960

The inter-Service rivalry and competition that plagued the missile program left
President Eisenhower more convinced than ever that the Department of Defense—
and in particular the Joint Chiefs of Staff—needed fundamental organizational re-
form. Despite the changes made in 1953, Eisenhower was far from satistied with the

results. While the 1953 reforms had streamlined and strengthened the Office of the
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Secretary of Defense, they had produced only limited improvements in JCS perfor-
mance. The central problems, in Eisenhower’s view, continued to be the institutional
weakness of the Chairman and the influence of “narrow Service considerations” in
JCS deliberations. The “original mistake in this whole business,” he believed, had
been the failure to create a single Service in 1947.%* Ideally, he wanted the Chair-
man to have broader powers and the authority to make decisions in the absence
of unanimity among the chiefs. He also wanted to simplify lines of command and
control, make the JCS members of the Secretary’s staff, and turn the Joint Staft into
an integrated, all-Service organization similar to the combined staffs he had com-
manded in Europe in World War II and at SHAPE in the early 1950s.%

The Joint Chiefs recognized that their internal differences threatened serious con-
sequences for their role and influence. By failing to reconcile their differences, warned
the Air Force Chiet of Staff General Thomas D.White, the JCS were placing themselves
in jeopardy of ceding important military policy functions to civilians in OSD.*° Despite
the risk, however, none of the chiefs, including White, favored a sharp departure from
current practices and procedures; only the Chairman, General Twining, showed signifi-
cant interest in organizational reform.The most determined of all to preserve the status
quo was Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Arleigh A. Burke, who openly denounced
“public pressures toward centralization and authoritarianism in defense.”” To help make
their case, the JCS in December 1957 appointed an ad hoc inter-Service panel headed
by Major General Earle G. Wheeler, USA, who would later become Chairman of the
JCS. Working quickly, the committee came up with an interim report in less than a
month, but its findings, which were generally in line with the view that radical changes
were to be avoided, proved too little too late to affect the ensuing debate.*

The opening salvo in the administration’s drive to reform the Pentagon came
on January 9, 1958, in the President’s State of the Union address. Insisting that defense
reorganization was “imperative,” he called for “real unity” among the Services, clear
subordination of the military to civilian control, improved integration of resources,
simplification of scientific and industrial effort,and an end to inter-Service rivalry and
disputes.*”® To translate the President’s goals into specific recommendations, Secretary
of Defense McElroy turned to Charles A. Coolidge, a former assistant secretary, who
had worked on defense organizational problems in the past. For assistance, Coolidge
formed an advisory group that included General Twining, his two predecessors, Ad-
miral Radford and General Bradley, and General Alfred M. Gruenther, USA (Ret.),
the former NATO commander and the first director of the Joint Staff.®

Drawing on the findings of the Coolidge group, Eisenhower submitted reform
recommendations to Congress on April 3, 1958. Declaring that “separate ground, sea

and air warfare is gone forever,” the President called for legislation to facilitate closer
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inter-Service unity and cooperation. Among the changes he sought were author-
ity for the Secretary of Defense to transfer, reassign, consolidate, or abolish military
functions; a simplified chain of command; enhanced authority for the Secretary to
carry out military research and development through a director of defense research
and engineering; removal of the ceiling on the size of the Joint Staff; and stronger
powers for the Chairman, allowing him to vote in JCS deliberations and to select
(subject to the Secretary’s approval) the Joint Staft’s director.”

Opponents of the President’s plan rallied behind Democratic Representative
CarlVinson of Georgia, Chairman of the House Armed Services Committee and a
longtime supporter of the Navy.®> A critic of Service unification,Vinson knew that
more power for the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman meant less power and
authority for him and his committee. To blunt the President’s initiative, he accused
the administration of seeking a “blank check” to remake the Joint Staft and revived
arguments that the White House was flirting with a Prussian-style general staft.
Eventually, he sent proposed legislation to the House floor that fell short of meeting
administration requests for changes. Stymied in the House, the administration relied
on the Senate to produce a bill more to its liking and trusted a conference com-
mittee to iron out the differences in its favor. Although many in Congress shared
Vinson’s concerns to one degree or another, the overriding sentiment among leg-
islators was that the Commander in Chief should have the latitude to organize the
Department of Defense as he saw fit. The resulting compromise, signed into law on
August 6, 1958, gave the President nearly everything he sought, but retained a ceil-
ing on the size of the Joint Staff (increased from 210 to 400 officers) and banned its
use in any capacity approximating “an overall Armed Forces General Staft.”%

‘While most of the President’s reforms required enabling legislation from Con-
gress, those affecting the internal organization and operation of the JCS were largely
carried out under the existing authority of the Secretary of Defense. Expressing no
particular preferences, McElroy left the details to be worked out by the Joint Chiefs
themselves. Foremost among the changes thus made was the creation of a conven-
tional military staff structure, which replaced the Joint Staff’s committee-group sys-
tem. In April 1958, Director of the Joint Staft Major General Oliver S. Picher, USAE,
suggested establishing functional numbered directorates: J-1 (personnel), J-2 (intel-
ligence), J-3 (operations), J-4 (logistics), J-s (plans and policy), and J-6 (communica-
tions and electronics). The most innovative feature under this arrangement was the
creation of the operations directorate, J-3, which had no corresponding organiza-
tion under the old group system. President Eisenhower had often said that he want-
ed the JCS more involved in operational matters, but he had never been specific.

Arguing that the Joint Staff would be exercising executive authority, Admiral Burke
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and Commandant of the Marine Corps General Randolph McC. Pate objected to
these new arrangements, but offered no alternative other than retention of the status
quo. In view of the caveats inserted by Congress into the final legislation, Twining
and McElroy agreed that the problems Burke and Pate envisioned appeared highly
unlikely, and in late August 1958 they assured Eisenhower that the restructuring of
the Joint Staff would proceed as planned.®”

The 1958 amendments also streamlined relationships under the unified command
plan. As the President had stated, a major goal of the reorganization was to establish a
more direct chain of command by ending the designation of a military department as
the executive agency for each unified command. Under the new law, the chain of com-
mand ran from the President to the Secretary of Defense to the unified and specified
commanders. The intent was that all combatant forces should operate under the control
of a unified or specified commander who would be responsible directly to the Secretary
of Defense. The Secretary would exercise control by orders issued through the Joint
Chiefs of Staff. In consonance with this intention, the 1958 amendments deleted exist-
ing provisions that had authorized a Service chief to command the operating forces of
his Service. From this point on, each military department was to organize, equip, train,
support, and administer combatant forces but not direct their operations.®

Implementing these provisions fell to Secretary McElroy, who issued a revised ver-
sion of DOD Directive s100.1, Functions of the Department of Defense and its Major
Components,” on December 31, 1958.The directive designated the Joint Chiefs of Staff
as the Secretary’s “immediate military staft”” and described the chain of operational com-
mand as extending from the President to the Secretary via the Joint Chiefs to the unified
and specified commanders. In effect, the JCS became the conduit through which the
National Command Authority, or NCA (i.e., the President, the Secretary of Defense,
and the NSC), communicated with the combatant commanders. The new directive
also charged the Joint Chiefs with responsibility for recommending to the Secretary of
Defense the establishment and force structure of unified and specified commands, the
assignment to the military departments of responsibility for providing support to these
commands, and the review of the unified commanders’ strategic plans and programs.”

No less important than the reforms enacted in 1958 was the creation, 2 years later,
of the Joint Strategic Target Planning Staff’ (JSTPS). An administrative extension of
the JCS, the JSTPS’s function was to plan and coordinate strategic nuclear targeting, a
key part of the Joint Chiefs’ statutory responsibility for strategic planning. Though the
majority of the officers serving on the J[STPS were from the Air Force, it also included
naval officers and representatives from each major combatant command allocated nu-
clear weapons. The origins of the JSTPS lay in the growth of the missile program and

the need for better command, control, and coordination of targeting. At issue was how
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to integrate the Navy’s Polaris submarine fleet with other strategic forces when the
Polaris boats began deployment in the early 1960s. Initially, there were two competing
plans on the table—an Air Force plan to centralize the control of all strategic nuclear
forces under an overarching U.S. Strategic Command that would replace SAC, and a
Navy plan, supported by the Army and the Marine Corps, to place the Polaris boats
under the command and control of unified commanders with major naval forces
(Commander in Chief, Atlantic; Commander in Chief, Pacific; and U.S. Commander
in Chief, Europe).” During the early months of 1959, the debate became, as one se-
nior Air Force planner described it, “an all-out battle” that could shape budget shares
and the control of forces and missions for decades to come.”

Despite the 1958 reforms, unity among the Joint Chiefs remained more a hope
than a reality, frustrating the possibility of an early resolution of the Polaris issue. In
May 1959, the Joint Chiefs notified the Secretary that they could only produce a split
recommendation on command and control of strategic forces.” Absent on medical
leave, General Twining had played no part in the chiefs’ deliberations. When he re-
sumed his duties that summer he set about finding a solution to the problem, which
he identified as essentially the selection of targets, the development of appropriate

plans, and the right allocation of resources.” Since the Strategic Air Command had
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most of the assets and experience in these matters, Twining expected any solution to
center around SAC.Viewing the creation of a new unified command as the last resort,
he preferred to start with the development of a comprehensive target list and a jointly
prepared single integrated operational targeting plan. All Polaris submarines would
remain under the Navy’s tactical control, but the targeting of their weapons would be
a joint endeavor, to avoid overlap and unnecessary duplication with other forces. It
was from this blueprint that the JSTPS eventually emerged.”

Twining urged the Secretary and the President to defer action until they had
the results of an ongoing review of targeting priorities by the Net Evaluation Sub-
committee (NESC), an inter-Service technical advisory body under the NSC.While
the NESC had conducted limited inquiries of this nature before, this was the most
in-depth examination of targeting policy since the Joint Chiefs systematized target-
ing categories in the summer of 1950. Such a review should have been an in-house
function, but because of the Joint Staft’s limited size, the JCS had yet to develop
a war-gaming capability. For technical analysis, they relied on the NESC, WSEG,
RAND, the Defense Atomic Support Agency (DASA), and the Services.” The key
question was whether to concentrate strategic attacks against targets that were primar-
ily military (the preferred Air Force approach), primarily urban-industrial (the Army
and Navy view), or an “optimum mix.” Toward the end of October 1959, the NESC
recommended adopting the latter approach, thereby covering all bases.” At this point,
a lengthy and acrimonious debate ensued among the Joint Chiefs over the organiza-
tional arrangements that should be adopted to implement the NESC report. R esisting
pressure from the Air Force, Admiral Burke insisted that there should be no merger of
strategic forces and that SAC should have no authority over Polaris.” To accommo-
date Burke’s objections, the new Secretary of Defense, Thomas S. Gates, Jr., pushed the
idea of a separate joint targeting staff—the JSTPS—responsible to the JCS. Gates told
the President that, to reach this point, he had held 15 meetings with the Joint Chiefs.”

Patience paid off, and on August 11, 1960, despite continuing objections from
Admiral Burke, President Eisenhower gave the go-ahead for the integration of stra-
tegic targeting. The decision came at the end of a contentious 2-hour White House
meeting involving the President, Gates, and the Joint Chiefs. The most heated ex-
changes were between Twining, who accused the Navy of habitually operating on
its own agenda and flouting the principles of unified command, and Burke, who
counterattacked that the proposed targeting system undermined JCS authority and
was nothing more than a thinly disguised attempt by the Air Force to seize con-
trol of Polaris. Agreeing with Burke that strategic targeting should remain a JCS
responsibility, President Eisenhower reminded the chiefs that they should keep the
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matter under close periodic review. But he found the behavior of all involved in the
controversy appalling and admonished them “to try to make arrangements work.”””

Activated about a month later, the JSTPS operated from Strategic Air Command
headquarters at Offut Air Force Base near Omaha, Nebraska, where it had access to
SAC’s computers and vaults of targeting data. The head of the organization was the
commander in chief, Strategic Air Command (CINCSAC), an Air Force four-star
general who served as the director of Strategic Target Planning (DSTP). Under him
was a Navy vice admiral deputy director in charge of day-to-day management. The
JSTPS had an initial strength of just over 200 officers—half the size of the Joint Staff at
the time—of which roughly 15 percent were from the Navy.” The DSTP communi-
cated directly with the JCS through a liaison office in the Pentagon.” Broadly speak-
ing, the JSTPS had two tasks: to maintain and update a comprehensive list of targets,
known as the National Strategic Targeting List (NSTL); and to prepare a Single Inte-
grated Operational Plan (SIOP) for the execution of strategic operations against the
Soviet Union, Communist China, and the Warsaw Pact countries of Eastern Europe.®

By the end of 1960, the JSTPS had produced the first SIOP, designated SIOP-
62.A hurry-up job, it contained only one “plan,” which was meant for execution as
a whole. Though it supposedly conformed to the NESC “optimum mix” philoso-
phy, SIOP—62 was essentially a recapitulation of previous SAC war plans, oriented
toward massive retaliation, with the assets of available Polaris boats added in. Eighty
percent of the planned attacks were against “military targets.” These included not
only atomic energy facilities, [CBM sites, air bases, and other military installations,
but also factories turning out military equipment located in urban-industrial cen-
ters. Planners acknowledged that it was practically impossible to distinguish an at-
tack against a military target from an attack against an urban-industrial target.™

Eisenhower’s reaction to SIOP—62 was that it did not appear “to make the most
effective use of our resources.”” He said that if the planning had been in his hands, he
would have held the Polaris boats in reserve for follow-on attacks. Though Eisenhower
still approved the plan, his science advisor, George B. Kistiakowsky, thought the next
administration should subject it to a “thorough revision.”*> Herbert EYork, director of
Defense Research and Engineering and a key figure in the development of strategic
weapons, agreed. York recalled that the programmed attacks were so indiscriminate that
their purpose seemed to be “simply to strip-mine much of the USSR’

Eisenhower wanted the targeting controversy settled and the JSTPS up and running
before he left office; he did not want to saddle his successor “with the monstrosity we
now see in prospect as Polaris and other new weapons come into operating status.”* But
like other organizational reforms initiated toward the end of his Presidency, it was hard

to predict how successful the new targeting procedures would be. As the inter-Service
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quarreling over guided missiles and targeting policy demonstrated, it would take more
than an act of Congress to instill unity of spirit and action among the Services. The 1958
reforms had taken the Joint Chiefs of Staft about as far as they could go without dis-
carding the concept of an inter-Service corporate advisory body, creating a full-blown
general staff, and giving the Chairman complete control. But at the same time, these

reforms had not done much to make the JCS a more eflicient and effective entity.

DEFENSE OF THE MIDDLE EAST

As the Joint Chiefs struggled with the impact of guided missiles, new security
problems were emerging abroad. At the outset of the Eisenhower administration,
the principal Cold War battlegrounds were in Europe and East Asia. But by the
mid-1950s, attention turned increasingly to the Middle East, where continuing fric-
tion between Israel and the Arab states and a growing Soviet presence created new
concerns. To the Joint Chiefs, the strategic importance of the Middle East was self-
evident. It contained the largest petroleum reserves in the world, the Suez Canal,
and ideal locations for military bases from which to launch strategic air and missile
attacks against the Soviet Union in the event of general war. Were the Middle East
to become part of the Sino-Soviet block, the results would doubtless have a seri-
ously adverse impact on American interests and the strategic balance.

In considering defense arrangements for the Middle East, the Joint Chiefs moved
with caution, partly because of limited resources and partly because British interests
and influence predominated there. While the United States had formidable capabili-
ties nearby—the Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean and air bases in Morocco, Libya,
and Turkey—the only U.S. forces assigned to the Middle East were the MIDEAST-
FOR, a task force of four or five ships in the Persian Gulf under the control of
the Commander in Chief, U.S. Naval Forces, Eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean
(CINCNELM).% Considerably larger, the British presence included a network of
military and naval bases, economic holdings, and intelligence assets scattered across
the region. Most of the initial defense planning thus occurred in London, where the
British Chiefs of Staff took the lead. The organizing concept that emerged from these
discussions was the Baghdad Pact, a loose coalition created early in 1955 that included
Britain, Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Pakistan. With NATO to the west and the Southeast
Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) to the east, the Baghdad Pact completed “a globe-
girdling wall of containment against communist expansion.”* The JCS favored full
U.S. adherence to the Baghdad Pact, but ran into opposition from the State Depart-

ment, which worried that U.S. membership would complicate American efforts to
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ease Arab-Israeli tensions. Eventually, the JCS had to settle for “observer” status, which
gave them back-door access to the Pact’s military planning.®

Conceived as an anti-Communist alliance, the Baghdad Pact’s main military func-
tion was to block a Soviet invasion of the Middle East and Southwest Asia. At Iran’s in-
sistence, the Pact adopted a strategy to defend a line along the rugged Elburz Mountains
stretching from the borders of Armenia to the Caspian Sea. JCS planners assessed the
concept as “sound” in theory, but found it needing closer coordination than Alliance
members seemed prepared to accept.” At bottom, the members of the Baghdad Pact
had little in common other than their desire for U.S. military assistance, which Iran and
Iraq appeared to want to prop up their regimes and preserve internal order rather than
to fight the Soviets. Easily destabilized monarchies ruled in both countries, and neither
was keen on developing a defense establishment that might become a rival for power.
Rating Iran and Iraq of dubious reliability, the JCS viewed a successful defense of the
Middle East as resting on Turkey (a NATO ally) and Pakistan, owing to their strategic
locations, historic anti-Communism, and commitment to a strong defense posture.®

JCS efforts to fashion a credible defense under the Baghdad Pact were further
complicated by the rising tempo of anti-Zionism in the Muslim world and the
intensification of Arab nationalism. The leading political figure in the region was
now Gamal Abdel Nasser, president of Egypt, who had maneuvered his way into
power following a 1952 putsch that had toppled the dissolute King Farouk. Nasser
aspired to unite the Arab world and mounted unrelenting propaganda campaigns
against Israel and the Baghdad Pact. He also aided and abetted Palestinian guerrilla
raids into Israel from the Gaza Strip and threatened major military action to wipe
out the Jewish state. For support, he turned to the Soviets who obligingly sold
him arms through Czechoslovakia. Recognizing Nasser’s growing popularity in the
Third World, Eisenhower thought it necessary to “woo” him and hesitated to put
too much overt pressure on Egypt lest it provoke an anti-American backlash in the
Muslim world “from Dakar to the Philippine Islands.” Normally, the Joint Chiefs
would have agreed. But according to Admiral Burke, the consensus among the
chiefs was that one way or another Nasser needed to be “broken.”

Nasser’s most audacious move was to nationalize the British-owned Suez Canal
on July 26, 1956, in retaliation for the withdrawal of American and British financ-
ing of the Aswan Dam project. In Admiral Radford’s view, Nasser was “trying to be
another Hitler””" With tensions between Israel and Egypt also escalating, the JCS
and the British chiefs quietly began staff talks on possible combined military action
in the Middle East in the event of another Arab-Israeli war.?*> After nationalization,
the British signaled that they would welcome a collaborative effort along these

lines to regain control of the canal.” Assuming the President would support the
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British, the JCS proposed moving ahead with contingency planning under which
the United States would contribute economic and logistical support to a combined
operation against Egypt in the event diplomacy failed. Should “third parties” (i.e.,
the Soviets) intervene, the JCS favored an immediate commitment of U.S. combat
forces.** Eisenhower, however, refused even to look at such plans. Unless there was a
major threat to the Persian Gulf oil fields, he could not perceive U.S. interests to be
seriously at risk and had no desire to be accused of coming to the rescue of Anglo-
French colonialism. While he acknowledged that “there may be no escape from
the use of force” in the current crisis, he did not want the United States directly
involved in a confrontation that could draw in the Soviets.”

Instead of direct military action, Eisenhower favored weakening Soviet influ-
ence and undermining Nasser’s regime through covert operations under a com-
bined Anglo-American plan (code-named OMEGA), which he sanctioned in late
March 1956. Limited initially to political and economic pressure, the plan’s pur-
pose, as Eisenhower described it, was to “help stabilize the situation” in the Middle
East and “give us a better atmosphere in which to work.”® Though the JCS had
no direct role in OMEGA, Admiral Radford was in on the planning and aware
of the details practically from its inception.”” OMEGA’s chances of success, how-
ever, were far from certain, and as planning progressed there were veiled hints that
the President’s British counterpart (and personal friend) Prime Minister Anthony
Eden might take preemptive action on his own. Months before the nationaliza-
tion, Eden was “quite emphatic that Nasser must be got rid of.” But despite their
shared antipathy for Nasser, Eden could not persuade the President to participate
beyond OMEGA.%

Unable to enlist anything other than nominal American support, Eden turned to
the French and Israelis and began secretly organizing a military operation against Egypt.
Known as MUSKETEER, the British plan called for Israel to feign an invasion of Egypt,
giving France and Britain an excuse to intervene, take control of the Suez Canal, and
install a new regime in Egypt “less hostile to the West.” As preparations for the operation
unfolded, the National Security Agency intercepted a new and unfamiliar French code,
followed by a “vast increase” in cable traffic between the French and the Israelis.™ Sus-
pecting something was afoot, President Eisenhower authorized U—2 flights that detected
unusual concentrations of British forces on Malta and Cyprus and early signs of Israeli
mobilization.” An elaborate deception plan mounted by British intelligence sought to
convince the CIA and President Eisenhower that the Israeli mobilization was aimed
against Jordan, not Egypt, and that the British buildup was to protect Jordan, with whom
the UK had a security treaty. Eventually, the Intelligence Community and the Joint

Chiefs uncovered the ruse, but by that time it was too late to make much difference.'
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The invasion began on October 29, 1956, when an estimated six Israeli bri-
gades crossed into the Sinai, breaking through Egyptian defenses. Shortly after hos-
tilities commenced, the Joint Chiefs increased the alert status of selected U.S. forces
and deployed additional naval units to the eastern Mediterranean, some to assist in
the evacuation of U.S. citizens from Egypt, Israel, Jordan, and Syria. But beyond this,
the JCS adopted a low profile and played a limited role in the crisis. In line with
declarations from the White House calling on the invaders to cease and desist, the
JCS were careful to avoid giving the appearance that the United States was taking
sides. Still, the mere presence of increased American forces in the region had the de
facto effect of working to the advantage of the Anglo-French-Israeli coalition.'*

Initially, the attack was a stunning success. Within days, having easily routed the
Egyptians, the Israelis were astride the Suez Canal. But after the landing of British and
French troops at Port Said on November 6, the invasion began to lose steam. Eden as-
sumed that once the operation was under way, Eisenhower would see the opportunities
it presented and throw his support to Britain, France, and Israel.”* Eden, however, was
wrong. The fatal flaw in the allies’ plan was that, while the operation seriously crippled
Nasser’s military machine, it failed to undermine his popularity or bring down his re-
gime. Persuaded that Nasser would survive the setback and that further efforts to unseat
him could only harm U.S. interests in the Third World, Eisenhower insisted that the co-
alition halt its operations, accept an immediate ceasefire, and promptly withdraw. Eden
reluctantly agreed, knowing that he would be admitting defeat and have to resign his
premiership with no chance of ever regaining control of the canal.

The Suez crisis coincided with two other major events: a popular uprising in
Hungary against Soviet domination, which eventually failed to dislodge Communist
rule; and the Presidential election in the United States, which Eisenhower won hand-
ily. As it turned out, the Hungarian uprising kept the Soviets so preoccupied that they
were in no position to provide much help to the Egyptians. Based on the information
available at the senior levels in Washington, there was little likelihood that Moscow
would intervene on Egypt’s behalf. Though Moscow at one point rattled its nuclear
sabers against the invaders, Eisenhower dismissed the threats as bluster aimed more at
shoring up Moscow’s bona fides with Nasser than at influencing decisions in London,
Paris, or Tel Aviv. As a precaution, the Joint Chiefs recommended to the President on
November 6—election day—that the Strategic Air Command increase its readiness
status for an emergency. Eisenhower, however, saw no need.'”

In the aftermath of the Suez crisis, there emerged a politico-military vacuum
in the Middle East which the United States and the Soviet Union rushed to fill—
the Soviets by stepping up arms aid and political backing for their major clients,
Egypt and Syria, and the United States by offering similar benefits and planning
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advice to the members of the Baghdad Pact. The operative U.S. policy, unveiled in
January 1957, was the “Eisenhower Doctrine,” a broad promise of economic and
military help for any Middle East country threatened with a Communist take-
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over.” Developed to give the President greater leverage in a future Middle East
crisis, the doctrine emerged without even a pro forma review by the Joint Chiefs
and had only tepid support in Congress. Even so, it filled an obvious void and gave
the JCS a better idea of how far they could go in formulating plans and strategy.™”

With British influence on the wane, the United States emerged as the de facto
leader of the Baghdad Pact. By the summer of 1957, JCS representatives were working
directly with pact planners to coordinate defense of the region with assigned taskings
for U.S. forces under the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan. While offering air and naval
support, the JCS sought to avoid a commitment of U.S. ground troops and looked
to indigenous forces, primarily those of Turkey and Pakistan, to lead the fight on the
ground.” However, the CINCNELM, Admiral Walter E Boone, who exercised op-
erational planning responsibility for the region, envisioned a significantly broader U.S.
commitment. Citing the Eisenhower Doctrine, Boone requested authority at the first
signs of escalating tensions to insert elite combat forces and enlarged military advisory
units into the Middle East.” In preparation, Boone held exploratory talks with Army
commanders at his headquarters in London in September 1957, and in November
he hosted a joint conference of Army, Navy, and Air Force representatives to develop
joint plans for airborne operations and air transport support in the Middle East.™

Several members of the Joint Chiefs expressed concern that Boone was moving
too far too fast. Citing the limited availability of resources, the Army and Air Force
chiefs of staft questioned the feasibility of Boone’s plans and suggested that he had
exceeded his authority by presuming to interpret U.S. policy needs under the Eisen-
hower Doctrine.™ In February 1958, Boone and the JCS reached an understanding
that restricted CINCNELM’s planning for intervention to Lebanon and Jordan. Later,
the JCS extended this mandate to include the prevention of a coup d’état, rumored to
have Egyptian support, aimed at toppling the government of Saudi Arabia.™

The first test of these plans came in Lebanon where in May 1958 a Muslim-led
revolt broke out against the pro-Western Christian government of Camille Cham-
oun. Earlier that same year, Egypt and Syria had joined forces to form a United Arab
Republic (UAR). Suspecting UAR involvement in the disturbances, President Eisen-
hower ordered Marines with the Sixth Fleet to be prepared to intervene. But by the
end of the month, tensions in Lebanon had eased and U.S. forces stood down. Fear-
ing the unrest would resume and spread, King Hussein of Jordan requested assistance
from his cousin, King Faisal II of Iraq. Faisal ordered the Nineteenth Brigade to go

to Hussein’s aid. Instead of marching on Jordan, dissident units loyal to Brigadier
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Abdul-Karim Kassim staged a rebellion in Baghdad against the monarchy. On July
14—15, the insurgents murdered Faisal, his family, and Premier Nuri al-Said and estab-
lished a military regime allied with Egypt and Syria. Alarmed, Chamoun requested
immediate U.S. military intervention under the Eisenhower Doctrine, and on July 15 a
Marine battalion landing team went ashore south of Beirut in the first phase of Opera-
tion Blue Bat. At the same time, demonstrating that it was still a power to be reckoned
with, Britain deployed 3,000 paratroopers to Jordan to shore up Hussein’s rule.

In contrast to the debates over Korea, Indochina, and the Chinese off-shore is-
lands, the decision to launch Operation Blue Bat was relatively quick and easy. Hav-
ing ironed out most of their differences during the planning phase, the Joint Chiefs
were able to move promptly when the time arrived. Though there was some talk of
mounting a combined operation with the British, events moved too quickly for the
necessary arrangements to be finalized and put into effect. While briefing congres-
sional leaders immediately before U.S. troops landed, General Twining speculated
that involvement in Lebanon might require intervention elsewhere in the region.™
Still, the uneasiness of Congress over an expanded operation, the absence of overt
Soviet, Egyptian, or Syrian involvement, and President Eisenhower’s own reluctance
to make open-ended commitments confined the operation to Beirut. Finding no
concrete evidence of Communist involvement, the President declined to justify
U.S. intervention as a function of the Eisenhower Doctrine.

The Lebanon incident was the only time during his Presidency, other than dur-
ing the final months of the Korean War, that Eisenhower resorted to the use of mili-
tary power. Among other things, Operation Blue Bat served to rebut critics (including
Army Chief of Staff General Maxwell D. Taylor) who argued that the administration’s
cutbacks and reallocation of military resources under the New Look had eviscerated
the country’s conventional forces. To be sure, some of the equipment used in the
operation was obsolescent. But within 2 weeks, the JCS were able to deploy the bulk
of the Sixth Fleet off=shore and a division-equivalent of Marines and Army troops in
and around Beirut, with two more Army divisions standing by in Germany.™ Initially,
Admiral James L. Holloway, Jr., who had succeeded Admiral Boone as CINCNELM
in February, directly commanded the entire operation.™ Evolving quickly into a joint
enterprise, the growing scale and scope of the intervention necessitated an expanded
command structure, with an Air Force major general in charge of tactical support
and air transport operations and an Army major general commanding ground forces
ashore. Holloway remained in charge overall.”™ As historian Stephen E. Ambrose later
observed: “Lebanon, in short, was a show of force—and a most impressive one.”"”

The Lebanon intervention was the final episode in a fast-paced 2 years since

the Suez crisis that witnessed dramatic changes in the political, strategic, and
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military makeup of the Middle East. From this point until the Six Day War of 1967,
the Middle East seemed to quiet down. Even so, the alignment of Egypt and Syria
with the Soviet Union, the overthrow of the pro-Western government in Iraq and,
with it, the effective collapse of the Baghdad Pact (replaced by a rump alliance call-
ing itself the Central Treaty Organization, or CENTO, in 1959), and continuing
tensions between Israel and its Arab neighbors, all made for a sensitive situation that
the Joint Chiefs continued to watch carefully. The United States had yet to make
a major military commitment to the Middle East. But from the seeds sown in the

1950s, something along those lines seemed unavoidable sooner or later.

CUBA, CASTRO, AND COMMUNISM

Like the Middle East, Latin America experienced growing social, economic, and
political turmoil during the 1950s. Building steadily as the decade progressed, these
pressures culminated in 1959 in the Cuban revolution, which brought to power a
Marxist regime under Fidel Castro. Denouncing the United States, Castro eventu-
ally aligned his country with the Soviet Union. At the time these events were taking
shape, the Joint Chiefs of Staft had one overriding strategic concern in Latin Ameri-
ca—the security of the Panama Canal. They also assisted in training military officers
at Defense Department schools and in establishing military advisory programs to
assist friendly governments. But as a rule, the JCS dedicated few forces to the region
and exercised limited influence over U.S. policy there during the Eisenhower years.
If the President needed advice or information, he usually relied on a small circle that
included his brother, Milton Eisenhower, a specialist on Latin America, Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles, and Allen W. Dulles, the Director of Central Intelligence.
Throughout Eisenhower’s years in office, it was axiomatic that a Communist
presence in the Western Hemisphere would be intolerable and that the United
States should do all it could to prevent Moscow from making inroads. The pre-
ferred approach was to use diplomatic channels or covert operations. Prior to the
Cuban revolution, the most serious challenge to U.S. policy came from Guatemalan
strongman Jacobo Arbenz Guzmin, a former military officer with leftist political
sympathies. Installed as president in 1951 after a controversial and violent elec-
tion, Arbenz adopted tolerant policies toward Communists and made overtures to
the Soviet Union, which reciprocated by sending Guatemala a shipload of small
arms. Convinced that Arbenz was “merely a puppet manipulated by Communists,”
Eisenhower gave the Central Intelligence Agency the go-ahead to mount a “black”
propaganda campaign against Arbenz’s authority and to organize and arm a para-
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military group that ousted Arbenz from power in June 1954.
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Following the overthrow of the Arbenz regime, the Eisenhower administration
set about bolstering anti-Communist governments in Latin America through, among
other things, expanded military training and assistance.”™ The Joint Chiefs supported
the administration’s overall goal but objected to State Department efforts to micro-
manage these programs.™ As time went on, friction over this issue centered increas-
ingly on assistance to Cuba, where dissidents under Fidel Castro, a lawyer turned
revolutionary, had been waging a guerrilla war against the country’s heavy-handed
dictator, Fulgencio Batista, since 1953. Having lost confidence in Batista’s honesty and
leadership, the State Department charged him with improperly diverting American
aid earmarked for hemispheric defense to internal security functions, mainly to fight
Castro. In March 1958, without consulting the JCS, State suspended all arms ship-
ments to Cuba.” A furious Admiral Burke accused the State Department of commit-
ting an “unfriendly act” toward the Cuban government that amounted to aiding the
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rebels.”* However, legislators on Capitol Hill supported the State Department, and
in the summer of 1958 Congress tightened the terms under which American military
assistance could be used for internal security functions in Latin America. The JCS
hoped to work around these restrictions, but by the end of the year the tide had so
turned in Castro’s favor that lifting the arms embargo would have had little effect. On
January 1, 1959, Batista fled the country, leaving it in the hands of the rebels.™

Castro’s almost overnight rise to power ushered in a turbulent era in Cuban-
American relations, leading to mutual hostility that would outlive the Cold War. Cit-
ing Castro’s Marxist thetoric and anti-American diatribes, the Joint Chiefs were in-
clined from the beginning to regard him as a Communist who would someday ally
himself with the Soviet Union. Others, however, including key figures in the Intel-
ligence Community, found the evidence inconclusive. Not until early 1960, when
Cuba and the Soviet Union concluded a series of trade and technical support deals,
was Castro’s alignment with the Eastern Bloc confirmed beyond all doubt. From that
point on, the United States and Castro’s Cuba were in a virtual state of war.

In light of the Castro regime’ hostility toward the United States and reliance on
the Soviet Union, the Joint Chiefs began looking at military options, with Admiral
Burke and the Navy in the forefront of advocating a forceful policy. Convinced that
a Communist Cuba would be anathema to U.S. interests across the Western Hemi-
sphere, Burke saw military action against Cuba as practically unavoidable, and in Feb-
ruary 1960 he suggested that the JCS consider steps to topple Castro’s regime. Burke
envisioned three possible scenarios: unilateral overt action by the United States; mul-
tilateral overt action through the Organization of American States (OAS); and covert

unilateral action.™ The JCS agreed that Burke’s suggestions merited a closer look,

and by mid-March the Joint Staff had generated preliminary plans to reinforce the
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defenses around the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay while initiating a naval block-

ade of Cuba and landing an invasion force of two Army airborne battle groups.™
Like the Joint Chiefs, President Eisenhower wanted Castro—a “little Hitler” as

he called him—out of the way and was not averse to “drastic” action to achieve his
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goal.”® Realizing, however, that Castro appeared as “a hero to the masses in many
Latin American nations” and the “champion of the downtrodden,” he feared an ugly
anti-American backlash across Latin America if U.S. forces became directly involved
in Castro’s overthrow.”” Alerted to Eisenhower’s concerns, the CIA in January 1960
began assembling plans and supervisory personnel for covert action against Castro,
using the Arbenz operation as a model. The original concept envisioned a modest
venture in which a small force of Cuban expatriates would invade the island, establish
a perimeter, and hold until a provisional government could declare itself and be rec-
ognized. Other guerrilla forces would intensify their operations in anticipation that
these activities, coupled with unspecified U.S. pressure, would produce a mass uprising
leading to Castro’s ouster. At a White House conference on March 17, 1960, attended
by Admiral Burke, President Eisenhower approved the CIA’s plan in principle, noting
that he knew of “no better plan for dealing with the situation.” It was from this deci-
sion that the ill-fated Bay of Pigs operation evolved a little over a year later.™®

Coordination and oversight for planning Castro’s overthrow fell to the super-
secret §412 Committee. Composed of the President’s assistant for national security
affairs, Undersecretary of State, Deputy Secretary of Defense, and Director of Cen-
tral Intelligence, the 5412 Committee routinely reviewed and advised on covert op-
erations. Despite earlier discussions of including the JCS in the panel’s deliberations,
President Eisenhower had seen no need, apparently hoping to keep the committee’s
activities as closely held as possible.” From the outset of planning, the JCS were ex-
cluded from direct involvement in the operation.The division of labor that emerged
over the summer and autumn of 1960 gave the CIA exclusive jurisdiction over
organizing, training, and arming the Cuban exile force, while the Joint Chiefs con-
centrated on improving security around Guantanamo and in the adjacent airspace.
On August 18, 1960, President Eisenhower approved approximately $13 million for
the operation and sanctioned the limited use of DOD equipment and personnel for
training purposes. At the same time, he reiterated his firm opposition to involving
the United States in a combat role.™®

The Joint Chiefs were finally “read into” the CIA’s plans for Cuba on January
11, 1961. Now scheduled for March, the operation had grown from a limited para-
military venture meant to arouse opposition to the Castro regime into a full-blown
invasion involving a “brigade” of 600 to 750 Cuban exiles with their own air support.

An ambitious enterprise, the CIA’s plan had yet to identify who would take power
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in Cuba should the invasion succeed, or how to deal with the situation should it fail.
At this point, the Joint Chiefs were convinced that a Communist Cuba would pose
an intolerable situation and that a failed invasion, leaving Castro in place, would make
matters worse. Persuaded that the current plan was seriously flawed, they ordered the
Director of the Joint Staff to prepare an alternative course of action. Drawing on Ad-
miral Burke’s earlier plan and inputs from the Air Force, the Joint Staff recommended
closer politico-military coordination and a reassessment of U.S. military support to as-
sure the operation’s tactical success.” With a new administration about to take office,
however, and with pressure building to move ahead, it was unclear what impact the
JCS proposals would have. Eisenhower had set the wheels in motion; it would be up

to John E Kennedy to make the decision to proceed.

BERLIN DANGERS

At the same time the Joint Chiefs were contemplating actions against Cuba, they
faced renewed Soviet pressure on Berlin, a source of East-West friction since the
city was placed under four-power rule in 1945. The most serious flare-up had been
the blockade crisis of 1948—1949, which had nearly provoked a nuclear response
from the United States. Since then, even though tensions had eased, the status of the
city remained one of the most contentious issues of the Cold War. “Berlin,” Nikita
Khrushchev reportedly said, “is the testicles of the West. Every time I want to make
the West scream, I squeeze on Berlin.”'#

The source of pressure this time was the Soviet Union’s demand of November
27, 1958, that the Allies terminate their occupation of Berlin within 6 months and
convert the city into a demilitarized zone. If not, the Soviets threatened to conclude
a separate agreement with East Germany, end the occupation, and nullify allied ac-
cess rights to the city. In light of the recent apparent surge in Soviet missiles and
nuclear power, it looked as if the Kremlin was trying to flex its muscles and test
how far it could go in using its newly found power to exact concessions. Refusing
to be blackmailed, the Western powers issued a stift diplomatic rejection and invited
the Soviets to explore a peaceful resolution of the problem through negotiations.™

Should diplomacy fail, it would be largely up to the United States to take the
lead in formulating a fall-back position. Existing preparations for a replay of the Ber-
lin crisis centered on a set of contingency plans maintained by the U.S. European
Command (USEUCOM). Derived from policies adopted in the National Security
Councll, these plans reflected U.S. thinking at the time that limited wars were to be
avoided and that the threat of massive retaliation should be the primary deterrent to

aggressive Soviet behavior. Approved by the Joint Chiefs in May 1956, USEUCOM’s
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plans envisioned a narrow range of American and/or allied responses. Assuming that
another full-scale airlift would be impractical, USEUCOM proposed to mount a lim-
ited resupply by air and initiate a test of Soviet intentions using a platoon of foot sol-
diers. Rather than risk a firefight that might escalate, the platoon would have orders to
withdraw at the first sign of trouble.”* But by late 1958—early 1959, the Service chiefs
regarded these plans as obsolete. Basking in the success of the Lebanon operation, they
saw a reemerging role for conventional forces as a means of applying pressure without
threatening all-out nuclear war. Urging a policy of firmness in the current crisis, they
recommended heightened security along the Autobahn into Berlin and a large-scale
mobilization of conventional forces by the Western Allies to demonstrate resolve.'*s

Both the JCS Chairman, General Twining, and President Eisenhower were
skeptical of this assessment and did not believe that a conventional buildup would
do much to impress Soviet leaders. Both felt that it might instead inadvertently re-
sult in a confrontation that could escalate out of control. Convinced that the Service
chiets—Taylor especially—favored a buildup for budgetary reasons, the President
dismissed their advice as self-serving and alarmist and told Twining to remind his
JCS colleagues that they were “not responsible for high-level political decisions.”
Adopting a low-key approach, the President authorized limited military prepara-
tions, sufficient to be detected by Soviet intelligence but not so great as to cause
public alarm, and declared his intention of relying on a combination of diplomacy
and deterrence based on “our air power, our missiles, and our allies.”™

Instead of the JCS, Eisenhower looked to General Lauris Norstad, USAF, the
NATO Supreme Commander (SACEUR) since 1956, to handle further military
planning. The architect of NATO’s air defense system and a key figure in plan-
ning NATO’s nuclear-oriented New Approach, Norstad stood very high on Eisen-
hower’ list of talented officers. Indeed, when scandal forced his top administrative
aide Sherman Adams to resign in September 1958, Eisenhower considered bring-
ing Norstad into the White House as his chief of staff. He realized, however, that
Norstad was more valuable in Europe where he enjoyed the absolute trust and con-
fidence of the NATO allies. An ardent proponent of giving NATO its own nuclear
stockpile, Norstad treated the New Approach as the first step in that direction. But
he also recognized that overreliance on nuclear weapons could have drawbacks and
worked assiduously throughout the Berlin crisis to develop and refine other options
that would satisfy the both White House and the Joint Chiefs.'?

Norstad’s mechanism for dealing with the crisis was a tripartite (U.S.-UK-
French) planning body known as “Live Oak.” Established in April 1959, with offices
at USEUCOM headquarters outside Paris, Live Oak reported directly to Norstad

and operated on its own, separate from NATO, the Joint Chiefs, or any national
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command structure. Recognizing that the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG)
had a major interest in the outcome, Norstad and his Live Oak staff maintained
close liaison with West German military planners through the FRG’s representative
to SHAPE.® While Norstad endorsed the concept of a military buildup, he pro-
posed confining it to a token increase of 7,000 troops.™ Like the Chairman and the
President, he was concerned that a large augmentation of allied forces would appear
provocative and exacerbate tensions. Above all, he wanted the authority to coor-
dinate the operation as he saw fit and to use minimal conventional force to keep
access routes open. He repeatedly cautioned, however, that any military action had
to be backed by nuclear weapons and the willingness to use them to be eftective.™*

By late summer 1959, Live Oak’s planning was starting to bear fruit. Many of
the measures Norstad endorsed avoided the direct use of military power and ap-
plied pressure on the Soviets through other means, including covert operations and
stepped-up propaganda. Norstad wanted to divert Soviet attention from Berlin by
sowing unrest and political instability in the East European satellite countries. Con-
vinced that direct retaliatory measures would only escalate the conflict, he preferred
to respond with naval operations that harassed Soviet shipping in a tit-for-tat fash-
ion. Norstad had no doubt that sooner or later a sizable military buildup followed
by an “initial probe” might be necessary to determine the extent of Soviet and/or
East German resistance should traffic into Berlin be impeded. But he wanted to
explore other avenues first to throw the Soviets off balance.™'

The Service chiefs, meanwhile, continued to take an opposing view. Believing
that Eisenhower and Norstad both underestimated the seriousness of the Soviet
threat, they were averse to risking nuclear war without a back-up plan. Even though
a nuclear confrontation might eventually prove unavoidable, they could see no bet-
ter way of avoiding one than through a conventional buildup—a concrete demon-
stration of the West’s resolve to defend its rights. But until such time as their advice
carried more weight, their only choice was to bide their time and treat Norstad’s
recommendations as “a suitable basis” for further planning.™

Whether the Live Oak plans would be used remained to be seen. Letting the
6-month ultimatum deadline pass without taking action, Khrushchev accepted an
invitation to visit the United States, where he and Eisenhower conferred for 2
days in September. While generally unproductive, the meeting seemed to signal a
mild improvement in U.S.-Soviet relations and a cooling-oft of the Berlin crisis.
In January 1960, however, Khrushchev revived his threat to sign a separate peace
treaty with the East Germans. A quadripartite summit meeting, held in Paris in May,
ended in disarray over the U—2 incident and Khrushchev’s tirade denouncing the
United States for clandestine overflights of the Soviet Union. Berlin thus became

one of a list of high-profile Cold War issues—others being Cuba, the smoldering

201



COUNCIL OF WAR

Middle East, tensions in Asia, and an escalating competition in ballistic missiles—
that the Eisenhower administration passed to its successor.

At the outset of his Presidency, Eisenhower was cautiously optimistic that he
could rely on the Joint Chiefs to play a major role in national security affairs, from
participating in crisis management to meeting the “long haul” needs of the Cold
War by developing a defense posture that would not cripple the economy. But by
the end of his administration, he had practically given up using the JCS for those
purposes. Increasingly, he turned elsewhere for politico-military advice and assis-
tance that the JCS should have rendered. One side effect was to nudge the adminis-
tration toward covert operations and the use of surrogates, recruited and organized
by the CIA, in lieu of regular military forces and military planners. Though the
chiefs had some notable successes (e.g., Lebanon), they were too few and far be-
tween to alter the overall picture. Far more typical were the fractious debates that
accompanied the Joint Chiefs’ deliberations on the guided missile program and
related issues like nuclear targeting. The reforms of 1953 and 1958 notwithstanding,
there was more dissatisfaction with the Joint Chiefs’ performance by the end of the

Eisenhower administration than at any time to that point in their history.
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Chapter 7

KENNEDY AND THE
CRISIS PRESIDENCY

For an organization that did not adapt easily to change, John E Kennedy’s Presidency
was one of the most formidable challenges ever to face the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Rep-
resenting youth, enthusiasm, and fresh ideas, Kennedy entered the White House in
January 1961 committed to blazing a “New Frontier” in science, space, and the “unre-
solved problems of peace and war”" As a Senator and Presidential candidate, Kennedy
had been highly critical of the Eisenhower administration’s defense program, faulting
it for allowing the country to lag behind the Soviet Union in missile development
and for failing to develop a credible conventional alternative to nuclear war.“We have
been driving ourselves into a corner,” Kennedy insisted, “where the only choice is all
or nothing at all, world devastation or submission—a choice that necessarily causes us

995

to hesitate on the brink and leaves the initiative in the hands of our enemies.”” Instead
of threatening an all-out nuclear response, Kennedy advocated graduated levels of
conflict tailored to the needs of the situation and the degree of provocation, in line
with the “flexible response” doctrine put forward by retired General Maxwell Taylor,
former Secretary of State Dean Acheson, and others.

Refining and implementing the President’s concepts fell mainly to the new
Secretary of Defense, Robert S. McNamara, who served both Kennedy and his suc-
cessor, Lyndon B. Johnson. President of the Ford Motor Company before coming
to Washington, McNamara had no prior experience in defense affairs other than
his service as a “statistical control” officer in the Army Air Forces during World War
II. Applying an active management style, McNamara soon became famous for his
aggressive, centralized administrative methods and sophisticated approach toward
evaluating military programs and requirements. To assist him, McNamara installed
a management team that mixed experienced officials with younger “whiz kids”
adept at “systems analysis,” a relatively new science based on complex, computer-
ized quantitative models. The net effect by the time McNamara stepped down in
1968 was a veritable revolution in defense management and acquisition and an
unprecedented degree of civilian intrusion into military planning and decision-
making. “I'm here to originate and stimulate new ideas and programs,” McNamara

declared, “not just to referee arguments and harmonize interests.”?
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As the McNamara revolution unfolded, the Joint Chiefs looked on with a mix-
ture of awe and apprehension. Made up initially of holdovers appointed by Eisen-
hower, the JCS were generally older than McNamara and his entourage and skeptical
of making abrupt changes to practices and procedures built on years of experience,
painstaking compromise, and meticulous planning. To the incoming Kennedy admin-
istration, the JCS seemed overly cautious, tradition-bound, and impervious to new
ideas. Inclined to give McNamara the benefit of the doubt, Chief of Naval Operations
(CNO) Admiral Arleigh A. Burke at first lauded the Secretary’s “sharp, decisive” style
and expected him to be “extremely good.” By the time he retired as CNO in August
1961, however, Burke saw McNamara and the JCS as working at cross purposes. Air
Force Chief of Staff General Thomas D.White agreed. In White’s opinion, McNamara
and his staft were “amateurs” who had little or no appreciation of military affairs. Most
uneasy of all was the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Lyman L. Lemnitzer,
USA, an Eisenhower appointee steeped in “old school” ways. Though McNamara
promised not to act on important matters without consulting his military advisors,
he offered no assurances that he would heed their views. All too often, Lemnitzer
recalled, the JCS would deliberate “long and hard” to resolve a problem and reach
a consensus, only to have McNamara turn their recommendations over to a systems
analysis team “with no military experience” to reshape their advice.*

In addition to their difficulties with McNamara, the JCS faced an uphill struggle
to retain influence at the White House. Believing the National Security Council sys-
tem had become unwieldy and unresponsive under Eisenhower, Kennedy opted for
a simplified organization and a streamlined NSC Staff with enhanced powers. The
principal architect of the new system was Kennedy’s assistant for national security af-
fairs McGeorge Bundy, who believed that simplified methods would give the Presi-
dent a broader range of views.“|T]he more advice you get,” he assured the President,
“the better off you will be”s Soon to go were the Planning Board, the Operations
Coordinating Board, and the other support machinery created by Eisenhower that
had given the JCS direct and continuous access to the top echelons of the policy
process. As one sign of their diminished role, the Joint Chiefs closed their office of
special assistant for national security affairs, which they had maintained in the White
House since the early 1950s, and conducted business with the NSC through a small
liaison office located next door in the Old Executive Office Building.’

Under Kennedy, the NSC became a shadow of its former self. Cutting staff by
one-third, he abandoned the practice of developing broad, long-range policies in
the NSC and used it primarily for addressing current problems and crisis manage-
ment. Meetings followed an irregular schedule and were informal compared with

the two previous administrations. In addition to the statutory members, regular
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participants at NSC meetings came to include the President’s brother, Attorney
General Robert E Kennedy, and White House political consultant Theodore C.
Sorensen. By law, the JCS remained advisors to the council, but under the new
structure and procedures they were further removed than ever from the President’s
“inner circle.” Still, whatever problems or weaknesses Kennedy’s deconstruction of
the NSC may have introduced, there was no rush to correct them under the suc-
ceeding Johnson administration, which seemed content with the status quo.”

A further blow to the Joint Chiefs’ influence was Kennedy’s decision in the
aftermath of the Bay of Pigs fiasco in April 1961 to give retired Army Chief of Staff
General Maxwell D.Taylor an office in the White House as the President’s Military
Representative (MILREP). The President originally had Taylor in mind to succeed
Allen Dulles as Director of Central Intelligence, but after the Bay of Pigs embar-
rassment, Kennedy wanted an experienced military advisor close at hand to avoid
another “dumb mistake.”® Taylor’s position was analogous in some ways to Admiral
Leahy’s during World War II, though Taylor did not participate in the Joint Chiefs’
deliberations or represent their views. Upon taking the job as the President’s MIL-
REP,Taylor assured Lemnitzer that he did not intend to act as a White House “road-
block” to JCS recommendations.” His assigned tasks were to provide the President
with an alternative source of military advice, to review recommendations from the
Pentagon before they went to the Oval Office, and to serve as the President’s liaison
for covert operations.” Taylor’s appointment actually worked out better than the
JCS expected because they now had someone between McNamara and the Presi-
dent. According to Henry E. Glass, who served as special assistant to the Secretary
of Defense, McNamara resented having his advice second-guessed and eventually
persuaded Kennedy that Taylor would be more valuable at the Pentagon as Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs (where McNamara would have control over him) than at
the White House. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., historian-in-residence at the White
House, had a different view. He characterized Taylor’s appointment as a temporary
measure until General Lemnitzer’s term expired and Kennedy could move Taylor
to the Pentagon as CJCS. In any event, on October 1, 1962, Taylor became Chair-

man, replacing Lemnitzer, who went to Europe as NATO Supreme Commander.”

THE BAY OF PIGS

Kennedy’s early months in office were the formative period in his relationship with
the Joint Chiefs and left an indelible impression on all involved. His primary aim in
defense policy was to move away from Eisenhower’s heavy reliance on nuclear weap-

ons by developing a more balanced and flexible force posture. Most of the JCS at the
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time—the Army and Navy especially—agreed with Kennedy’ basic objective and
welcomed his efforts to make changes. However, the JCS soon found McNamara’s
methods of carrying out the President’s orders heavy-handed and counterproduc-
tive to the development of smooth and efficient civil-military relations. Efforts to
convince McNamara and his staff that it would take time and patience to implement
the changes the President wanted initially met with strong quizzical objections. The
honeymoon between the administration and the JCS was brief. Rumors of growing
tensions and discontent at the Pentagon surfaced within weeks after the inauguration.
No episode more aptly captured these difficulties of adjustment than the Joint
Chiefs’ role in the Bay of Pigs operation, the ill-fated attempt by the Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA), using Cuban expatriates, to invade Cuba and overthrow Fidel
Castro in the spring of 1961. By the time Kennedy took office, the Bay of Pigs inva-
sion had been in gestation for nearly a year, though few outside the CIA knew of
the program’s existence. Not until early January 1961 did the Joint Chiefs officially
became privy to the details, though even then, by Admiral Burke’s account, they were
“kept pretty ignorant” and told only “partial truths.”” All the same, what the CIA re-
vealed of its preparations up to that point was far from reassuring and left the Joint
Chiefs and their special operations staff decidedly uneasy over achieving stated goals.”
Similar misgivings had raced through President-elect Kennedy’s mind when he
first learned of the operation during a CIA briefing on November 18, 1960.% On the
eve of the inauguration, realizing that Kennedy had doubts, Eisenhower assured him
that nothing was firm and that it would be up to the new administration to decide
whether to proceed. Taking Eisenhower at his word, Kennedy gave the matter top
priority and during his early days in office he held a round of meetings with the Di-
rector of Central Intelligence, Allen Dulles, the Joint Chiefs, and other senior advisors
to examine the details and explore options. Much to the President’s surprise, the CIA
described plans and preparations that were substantially farther along than Eisenhower
had let on, leaving the distinct impression that it might be too late to turn back.™
Indications are that, at this stage, Kennedy looked to the Joint Chiefs to provide
him with ongoing analysis of the invasion plans and to apply a brake on any ill-con-
ceived actions by the CIA. With the new administration still organizing itself, Kennedy
had practically nowhere to turn other than the JCS for the professional expertise and
insights he needed. Somewhere along the way, however, lines of communication broke
down. Having had limited involvement in the operation from its inception and know-
ing only what the CIA chose to disclose to them about the invasion force, the Joint
Chiefs were uncomfortable offering much more than a general assessment. Weight-
ing one thing against another, Joint Staff planners (J-s) rated the chances of success as

“very doubtful””” But in their formal submission to the Secretary of Defense and the
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President, the JCS appeared to offer a more upbeat evaluation and suggested that the
operation as originally conceived stood a “fair chance of ultimate success.” The chiefs
neglected to mention, however, that “fair chance” meant one in three.”

Perhaps sensing his military advisors’ uneasiness over the operation, Kennedy
continued to evince misgivings. The initial plan presented to him by the CIA called
for the exiles to land in force near the town of Trinidad, a popular seaside resort
on Cuba’s south-central coast. But at the State Department’s urging, the Presi-
dent agreed to tone down the operation lest it provoke adverse reactions in Latin
America and the United Nations. Terming the Trinidad plan too “spectacular,” he
directed the CIA to find a “quiet” site for the landing. The upshot was the selection
of the Bay of Pigs, a swampy but relatively secluded area in Cuba’s Zapata region to
the west.”” After examining the amended plan, Admiral Burke upped the odds for
success slightly and told the President he thought they were about fifty-fifty. Burke,
however, was offering a personal opinion. Later, Kennedy complained that the JCS
had let him down by not giving him better warning of the risks and pitfalls.™

The landing, which took place on April 17, 1961, was probably doomed before
the invaders hit the shore. Inadequately equipped, ill-trained, and ineptly led, the 1,400
Cuban expatriates in the invasion force were no match for Castro’s larger veteran army.
Poorly coordinated air attacks launched from bases in Central America failed to suppress
the Cuban air force. The action was over in 3 days. Whether a more hospitable landing
site and/or stronger air support would have changed the outcome is a matter of conjec-
ture. The Joint Chiefs had taken a dim view of moving the landing from Trinidad to the
Bay of Pigs and had considered effective air support the key to the entire operation. But
they had never pressed their views in the face of the President’s obvious determination
to minimize overt U.S. involvement. Nor had McNamara, still new to dealing with the
military, insisted that the JCS be more forthcoming and specific. Never again would he
hesitate to second-guess the chiefs or to offer an opinion on their advice.

To sort out what went wrong, President Kennedy persuaded General Taylor
to oversee an investigation. Assisting him were Attorney General Kennedy, Director
of Central Intelligence Dulles, and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Burke. Dur-
ing the inquiry, General Taylor and Robert Kennedy developed a close and lasting
friendship. Taylor and the study group took extensive testimony from those who had
been in on the planning and decisionmaking. On June 13, 1961, they presented their
findings to the President. Written almost exclusively by Taylor, the group’s final report
took the Joint Chiefs to task for not critiquing the CIA’ plan more closely and for
not being more forthcoming in offering the President options. “Piecing all the evi-
dence together,” Taylor recalled,“we concluded that whatever reservations the Chiefs

had about the Zapata plan . .. they never expressed their concern to the President in
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such a way as to lead him to consider seriously a cancellation of the enterprise or the
alternative of backing it up with U.S. forces.””

Despite the study group’s findings, Kennedy never publicly blamed anyone other
than himself for the debacle. Seeking to avoid similar incidents, he told the chiefs that
in the future he expected them to provide “direct and unfiltered” advice and to act
like “more than military men.”*° All the same, it was Taylor’s impression that the whole
experience “hung like a cloud” over Kennedy’s relations with the JCS. Attempting to
clear the air, Kennedy met with them in the Pentagon on May 27, 1961. Though no
detailed records of the meeting survived, Kennedy at one point apparently lectured
the chiefs on their responsibility for providing him with unalloyed advice, drawing on
a paper Taylor wrote earlier. But the response he got was “icy silence.”””” Henceforth,
Kennedy remained respectful but skeptical of JCS advice.“They always give you their
bullshit about their instant reaction and their split-second timing,” he later remarked,
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“but it never works out. No wonder it’s so hard to win a war.

BERLIN UNDER SIEGE

No sooner had the fallout from the Bay of Pigs begun to settle when a more
ominous crisis arose over access rights to Berlin. Kennedy knew that the city was
a frequent flashpoint and had named former Secretary of State Dean Acheson as
his special advisor on NATO affairs in February 1961, with the Berlin question
part of his mandate.” Existing plans for defending Western access rights to the city
rested on NATO doctrine of the 1950s, stressing the early use of nuclear weapons,
and bore the strong imprint of the NATO Supreme Commander General Lauris
Norstad, USAE a leading proponent of deterrence through the threat of massive
retaliation. In a preliminary assessment that reached the Oval Office in early April
1961, Acheson dismissed these plans as dangerous and ineffectual and urged Ken-
nedy to call the Soviets’ bluftf by pursuing a combination of diplomatic initiatives
and nonnuclear military options that involved, among other things, sending a heav-
ily armed convoy down the Autobahn to Berlin.**

The Joint Chiefs recommended a more cautious response. Given the limitations
of U.S. conventional forces at the time, they would not rule out possible recourse to
nuclear weapons if the crisis escalated, though as a practical matter they seemed to
feel that with skillful diplomacy the situation need not go that far. Treating Acheson’s
proposals as overly provocative, they assured the President that they had already ex-
plored the convoy idea and similar military actions and had reached the conclusion
that the use of substantial ground forces “even if adequately supported by air is not

militarily feasible.” A smaller probe, they argued, would serve just as well as a test of
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Soviet intentions and would be far less confrontational than a heavily armed convoy.
Two years earlier, with strengthening deterrence their main objective, the JCS had
recommended a large-scale conventional buildup in Europe, both to impress the So-
viets with the West’s resolve and to be better prepared if a showdown did occur. This
continued to be the Joint Chiefs’ preferred approach to addressing the crisis.”

To be effective, the Joint Chiefs’ recommended strategy would have required a
mobilization of forces, increased defense spending, and an acceptance that, should all
else fail, recourse to nuclear weapons might be unavoidable. As yet, President Kennedy
was unprepared to go quite that far. With memories of the Bay of Pigs still fresh, he
was doubly cautious in listening to JCS advice or endorsing a course of military ac-
tion. But after his disastrous Vienna summit meeting with Khrushchev in early June, he
steadily revised his thinking. Hoping the Vienna meeting would lay the groundwork
for a peacetul settlement, Kennedy was instead taken aback by Khrushchev’s bullying
and refusal to engage in serious negotiations. When Khrushchev finished brow-beating
Kennedy, he placed another ultimatum on the table, threatening to sign a treaty with
the East Germans by the end of the year. “I've got a terrible problem,” Kennedy ob-
served afterwards. “If [Khrushchev] thinks I'm inexperienced and have no guts, until
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we remove those ideas we won't get anywhere with him.”>¢ In late June 1961, con-
vinced that a showdown was coming, Kennedy created an interdepartmental Berlin
Task Force to coordinate overall policy and directed McNamara to take a closer look
at military preparations to counter Khrushchev’s ultimatum.*

The ensuing review confirmed that the United States had yet to achieve a
credible flexible-response force posture. In a rough estimate of requirements, the
Joint Chiefs recommended a supplemental appropriation of $18 billion, mobiliza-
tion of Reserve units, and an increase in the size of the Armed Forces by 860,000.
Yet even with these increases in strength, “main reliance” would still come down
to a nuclear response.”® Meeting with McNamara, Lemnitzer, Taylor, and Secre-
tary of State Dean Rusk at his Hyannis Port home on July 8, Kennedy declared
the chiefs’ recommendations to be unacceptable and said he wanted a “political
program” backed by enhanced conventional military power “on a scale sufficient
both to indicate our determination and to provide the communists time for second
thoughts and negotiation.”” With the President’s goals further clarified, the Joint
Staff assembled revised estimates that became part of the discussion at a series of
ad hoc meetings involving McNamara, Acheson, Rusk, and senior White House
staft.’* The upshot was the President’s nationally televised speech on July 25 warn-
ing of grave dangers over Berlin and calling for a supplemental budget increase of
$3.2 billion to augment the Armed Forces by 217,000, with most of the increase in

ground troops.*'
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Congress acted quickly to give the President practically everything he wanted.
But the need to develop an agreed position with U.S. allies and problems associ-
ated with mobilizing the Reserves posed unexpected delays. Moreover, from con-
versations between McNamara and Norstad in Paris in late July, it was clear that
SACEUR lacked a workable plan for assuring access to Berlin using solely or even
primarily conventional forces.* Until these problems were resolved, the adminis-
tration had no choice but to fall back on the nuclear-oriented posture it inherited
from Eisenhower, a decision that became almost automatic after the increase in
tensions precipitated by erection of the Berlin Wall on August 13. Seeing the wall
as a major escalation of the crisis, Kennedy resolved to meet the challenge head on,
telling McNamara that the time had come to adopt “a harder military posture.”*

Behind the President’s decision to toughen his stance over Berlin was a grow-
ing body of credible evidence debunking the missile gap and the artificial con-
straints it imposed on the administration’s behavior. As early as February, a skeptical
McNamara had acknowledged that the missile gap was probably more myth than
reality during a background briefing for reporters. But he retracted his statement
under pressure from the White House.** Based on information provided by Colonel
Oleg Penkovskiy, the CIA’s “mole” inside the Soviet General Staff, and photos from
the Discoverer satellite program, it became apparent over the summer that earlier
intelligence estimates had overstated Soviet long-range missile capabilities and that
the United States retained overall strategic nuclear superiority. Though Kennedy
refused to treat the new evidence as conclusive, there was no denying that the gap,
if it existed at all, was far less extreme than previously assumed.

On September 13, 1961, the Joint Chiefs gave President Kennedy his first formal
briefing on SIOP—62, the current war plan for strategic bombardment of the Sino-
Soviet bloc. Afterwards proclaiming the plan to be overly rigid, he ordered changes
(already initiated by McNamara) that would allow greater choice in the selection of
targets and the timing and sequence of attacks.* At the same time, however, knowing
that the United States retained the edge in strategic power, Kennedy and key aides
adopted a significantly tougher line toward the Berlin crisis, both to reassure U.S.
allies and to pressure the Soviets. Thus, in the weeks following the SIOP briefing,
McNamara, Rusk, and Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell L. Gilpatric all made
high-profile public appearances in support of administration policy. Echoing the poli-
cies of the previous 8 years, they reaffirmed the President’s determination to stand fast
and their certainty that the United States had the resources to prevail. “Our nuclear
stockpile,” McNamara confirmed, “is several times that of the Soviet Union and we
will use either tactical weapons or strategic weapons in whatever quantities wherever,

whenever it’s necessary to protect this nation and its interests.”?’
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The blueprint for carrying out these declarations was National Security Deci-
sion Memorandum (NSDM) 109, a compendium of phased responses for the defense
of Western rights to Berlin, also known as the “poodle blanket” paper. The first three
phases involved pressure through diplomatic channels, economic sanctions, and mari-
time harassment, followed by or in conjunction with military pressures and escalation
to the full use of nuclear weapons. Adopted by the NSC in late October 1961, NSDM
109 was largely the product of the Office of International Security Affairs in OSD,
headed by Assistant Secretary of Defense Paul H. Nitze. “In case one response failed,”
Nitze recalled, “we would go to the next and then the next, and so on.” Many of the
proposed measures in the “preferred sequence,” such as the use of diplomatic protests,
small unit probes, and the coercion of Soviet shipping in retaliation for obstruction
of access to Berlin, resembled the options compiled the year before by Norstad’s Live
Oak planners in Paris. But as far as Nitze and his staff were concerned, Live Oak had
barely scratched the surface. Early drafts of NSDM 109 listed so many possible courses
of action that the joke around Nitze’s office was that it would take a piece of paper the
size of a horse blanket to list them all. A condensed version reduced the horse blanket
to the size of a “poodle blanket.” Hence the paper’s nickname.?

Although the Joint Chiefs belatedly offered their own “preferred sequence”
paper, it was almost entirely oriented toward military sanctions and too detailed, in
the opinion of Deputy Secretary Gilpatric, to serve as policy guidance.?* Moreover,
during a meeting with the President on October 20, it slipped out that the JCS
had yet to reach full agreement on how their preferred sequence plan should be
implemented. In a scene reminiscent of their internal quarrels over Laos (see below),
Lemnitzer and Army Chief of Staff General George H. Decker wanted to move
quickly with the deployment of forces once mobilization reached its peak, while Air
Force Chief of Staff General Curtis LeMay and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral
George W. Anderson, Jr., urged patience and delay. Assured by McNamara that a fi-
nal decision need not be taken until November, Kennedy politely shrugged oft the
matter as an honest difference of professional opinion.*

A week later, on October 27—28, the crisis peaked with the dramatic confron-
tation between U.S. and Soviet tanks at “Checkpoint Charlie,” a key transit point
between the Soviet and U.S. sectors in Berlin. Anticipating trouble, the Joint Chiefs
had taken steps to bolster the city’s garrison but had warned the President that there
was little chance allied forces could hold against a determined Soviet attack. Taylor
agreed, describing it as “a hell of a bad idea” to try to defend the city.*" Despite
the face-off, however, neither side seemed eager for a fight and the incident ended
peacefully, with Soviet tanks the first to withdraw. From that point on, though the

wall remained, tensions gradually relaxed.
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Exactly why the Soviets backed down may never be known. But thanks to
the limited opening of Soviet and East European archives following the end of the
Cold War, the explanation that suggests itself is that the Warsaw Pact high command
lacked confidence in the ability of its forces to prevail in a showdown. On Septem-
ber 25, 1961, with the crisis gathering momentum, the Warsaw Pact announced that
over the next few weeks it would conduct a command post exercise called BURIA.
The Warsaw Pact’s largest exercise to date, BURIA simulated a military conflict
arising from ongoing tensions over Berlin and tested the Eastern Bloc’s ability to
conduct unified operations. With the exercise under way, the CIA assessed BURIA’s
purpose as two-fold: to convince the West of the Soviet bloc’s military strength,
readiness, and determination in the current crisis, and to increase pressure on the
West to make concessions or to acquiesce to Communist demands.*

BURIA lasted from September 28 to October 10, 1961, and proved a disap-
pointment to the Warsaw Pact high command. Once fighting erupted, the Soviets
and their East European allies were supposed to shift quickly from a defensive to
an offensive posture. Using tactical nuclear weapons and fast-moving tank divisions
to spearhead the assault, Warsaw Pact forces planned to smash through NATO de-
fenses and occupy Paris within a fortnight. But as the exercise unfolded, it encoun-
tered unexpected command and control, mobilization, transportation, and logistical
problems. Assuming nuclear retaliation by the West, Soviet army doctors reckoned
a 50 percent loss of strength in front line units. A shortage of interpreters and faulty
radio equipment crippled coordination among East German, Soviet, Polish, and
Czech commanders. Communications between land and sea forces off the north
German coast were practically nonexistent. Soviet maps provided to East European
forces proved largely useless because they were written in Russian.*

Whether Kennedy and the Joint Chiefs paid much attention to BURIA is
unclear. Even though Western intelligence monitored the exercise, there are few
references to it in subsequent estimates. Still, those in Washington with access to the
intelligence on BURIA knew that Warsaw Pact forces were poorly organized and
in a relatively weak position to risk a military confrontation with the West. About
their only option would have been to use nuclear weapons, a dangerous course that
the Joint Chiefs expected the Soviets to avoid unless they felt seriously threatened.
Precipitating a nuclear conflict was never the U.S. intention in any event. Despite
their differences over the scale and scope of the Western military buildup, Kennedy
and the JCS agreed that its fundamental purpose was to pressure the Soviets into
respecting the status quo. With the exception of the Berlin Wall, which remained
in place for nearly three decades, they by and large succeeded. “It’s not a very nice

solution,” Kennedy conceded, “but a wall is a hell of a lot better than a war.”+

220



KENNEDY AND THE CRISIS PRESIDENCY

LAOS

At the same time President Kennedy and the Joint Chiefs were wrestling with So-
viet threats to Berlin, there loomed an equally grave crisis on the other side of the
world, in the small, remote kingdom of Laos, formerly part of French Indochina.
Like Cuba and Berlin, Laos was another of the unresolved problems passed from
Eisenhower to Kennedy. At issue was a steadily escalating political and military con-
flict between the Communist Pathet Lao, supported by neighboring North Viet-
nam, Communist China, and the Soviet Union, and the U.S.-backed Royal Lao
Government (RLG) dominated by General Phoumi Nosavan. By the beginning of
1961, the two sides were locked in a see-saw battle for control of the Laotian admin-
istrative capital of Vientiane. In alerting Kennedy to the situation as he was leaving
office, Eisenhower warned of larger implications: “If Laos is lost to the Free World,
in the long run we will lose all of Southeast Asia.” By comparison, the gathering
conflict in neighboring South Vietnam was a mere sideshow.#

The Joint Chiefs initially advised the incoming administration to do all it could
to keep Laos from going Communist, up to and including unilateral U.S. interven-
tion with “sizable” military forces.** Even though the Laotian army (Forces Armées
de Laos, or FAL) had seldom made effective use of U.S. assistance, Kennedy agreed
to consider increasing American help. But he strongly opposed the go-it-alone ap-
proach and leaned toward a negotiated settlement that would neutralize the country
under a coalition government. Above all, he wanted it understood that intervention
with U.S. combat troops was a last resort. Apparently not expecting the President to
take such a firm stand, General Lemnitzer assured him that the JCS did not advocate
the deployment of “major U.S. forces” and that their main concern was to bolster
“indigenous” capabilities. Guarding his options, Kennedy directed the JCS to con-
tinue to study U.S. intervention but indicated he would hold a decision in abeyance
until efforts to reach a diplomatic solution ran their course.

Throughout the crisis, the Joint Chiefs and their superiors had less than reli-
able intelligence on the situation inside Laos. SIGINT was virtually nonexistent and
U-—2s had limited applicability.* The information the JCS received came mainly
from the U.S. Embassy in Vientiane and U.S. military advisors working with the
FAL. In early March 1961, with the military balance tipping in favor of the Com-
munists, the President approved an interagency plan (MILL POND) for limited
overt and covert assistance to the RLG and its allies.* Over the next several weeks,
Pacific Theater Commander (CINCPAC) Admiral Harry D. Felt stepped up the de-
livery of arms and equipment to the FAL. At the same time, he began assembling a

command staff and earmarking U.S. units for a joint task force (JTF 116) that would
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form the nucleus of a Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) Field Force
should he be ordered to intervene. Estimates assembled by the Joint Staff projected
an intervention force of some 60,000 U.S. troops, augmented by token units from
nearby SEATO countries. Anything smaller, JCS planners insisted, would fail to im-
press or pressure either the Soviets or North Vietnamese and could draw the United
States into an open-ended war on the Asian mainland.*°

Despite preparations to intervene, the preferred U.S. solution remained a diplo-
matic settlement. As Secretary of State Dean Rusk described the administration’s strat-
egy, ‘Even if we move in, the object is not to fight a big war but to lay the foundation
for negotiation.”s" During talks with British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan toward
the end of March, Kennedy acknowledged that he did not accord much strategic
importance to Laos and was prepared to accept “anything short of the whole of Laos
being overrun.” Should intervention become unavoidable, he was thinking of deploy-
ing four or five U.S. battalions to hold Vientiane and a few bridges across the Mekong
River long enough to reach an agreement. But he had yet to settle on a specific course
of action and looked to the British to help find a solution through diplomacy.*

Convinced that the President was underestimating the seriousness of the situ-
ation and Laos’ importance, the Joint Chiefs of Staff continued to favor a strong
show of force as the only way of avoiding a larger conflict. But as time passed with
no new decisions from the White House and as the FAL suffered one setback after
another, the JCS saw the opportunity for effective action slipping away. With large-
scale intervention appearing unlikely, they advised staying out. At a pivotal meeting
on April 29 with the Secretary of Defense and Attorney General Kennedy, they
made their concerns known and urged shelving plans for intervention, provoking
McNamara to remark snidely that “we had missed having government troops who
were willing to fight” Most cautious of all was Army Chief of Staft Decker, who
considered a conventional war in Southeast Asia a losing cause. Decker offered one
reason after another why going into Laos at this point had drawbacks. Ultimately, in
his view, it came down to a question of whether the results would be worth the cost.
“II]f we go in,” he said, “we should go in to win, and that means bombing Hanoi,
China, and maybe even using nuclear bombs.”

Decker’s reference to the use of nuclear weapons was not the first time the
subject came up with respect to Laos, but it put the potential consequences of an
escalating and widening conflict in Southeast Asia into sharper focus than ever be-
fore. Whether the JCS had a specific plan for mounting nuclear operations in Laos
is unclear. Detailed planning for a Laotian operation was a function of Admiral
Felt’s staft, which produced several operational and concept plans during the crisis,

none involving nuclear weapons other than against the threat of large-scale Chinese
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intervention.* But in light of the nuclear-oriented tactics and strategy introduced
during the Eisenhower years, it was practically routine for the use of nuclear weap-
ons to be considered at one point or another in the planning process. The Kennedy
administration had vowed to change that practice, but its preferences had yet to affect
the planning guidance employed by the Joint Staff and the combatant commanders.’

The use of nuclear weapons was thus present, if not explicit, in policymakers’ and
military planners’ minds throughout the Laos crisis.Yet the decisive factors that steered
Kennedy away from military intervention were the absence of congressional support
for military action and his own concern, in the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs, about
the quality and soundness of JCS advice. In early May, Kennedy polled the chiefs for
their views. All, to one degree or another, still favored the application of some form
of military power, but speaking individually, they offered no coherent courses. Instead,
they described a series of separate measures which, taken together, might invite a full-
scale war with NorthVietnam and Communist China.’** With the Joint Chiefs unable
to offer a credible military option, Kennedy continued to rely on diplomacy to yield
a settlement. “Thank God the Bay of Pigs happened when it did,” he later remarked.
“Otherwise we'd be in Laos by now—and that would be a hundred times worse.”s

Meanwhile, a fragile ceasefire descended on Laos, opening the way by mid-May
for the 14-nation Geneva Conference to reconvene work on a negotiated settlement.
Without the continuing threat of U.S. and/or SEATO military intervention, the Joint
Chiefs doubted that there could ever be an agreement that did not favor the absorp-
tion of Laos into the Sino-Soviet bloc. W. Averell Harriman, the senior U.S. represen-
tative to the Geneva talks and, in President Kennedy’s eyes, a highly respected author-
ity on negotiating with the Communists, took a similar view.** Consequently, as the
talks went forward, the Joint Staff, with White House approval, continued to review
plans and preparations to insert U.S. or SEATO forces into Laos. But by September,
the administration’s preoccupation with Berlin and the diversion of military assets to
meet the crisis there left the Joint Chiefs skeptical of achieving a favorable outcome at
the bargaining table. JCS efforts to interest senior policymakers in a limited SEATO
buildup in the region, backed by U.S. air, sea, and logistical support, met with the cold
rebuft from OSD that such actions might “dilute other deployments.”*

The Laotian situation heated up again in the spring of 1962. Blatantly dis-
regarding the ceasefire, Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese troops laid siege to the
provincial capital of Nam Tha. As the crisis unfolded, General Lemnitzer and Sec-
retary McNamara were in Athens for a NATO ministerial meeting. Ordered by
Kennedy to take a first-hand look at the situation, they arrived in Southeast Asia
soon after Nam Tha had fallen to the Communists, with the remnants of the FAL

in full retreat. An aerial inspection confirmed that the Mekong River offered little

223



COUNCIL OF WAR

or no defense against a Communist invasion of either Thailand or South Vietnam.
Arriving back in Washington on May 12, McNamara and Lemnitzer immediately
debriefed the President and the NSC and urged a prompt but restrained show of
force in line with “precautionary steps” recommended by Admiral Felt. This time
Kennedy agreed, giving CINCPAC the go-ahead to move a Marine battalion with
its helicopters and other air support to Thailand and to shift a U.S. Army battle
group already there for maneuvers to the strategically important town of Ubon.®
Should the Communist advance fail to stop, Kennedy sanctioned planning for a
larger intervention, mainly to protect South Vietnam.The JCS and CINCPAC were
still working out the details when, in mid-June 1962, the warring parties in Laos
announced agreement on a coalition government, ending the crisis but leaving
Laos effectively partitioned along lines that gave the North Vietnamese avenues to
infiltrate troops and weapons into South Vietnam and to threaten Thailand as well.”"

The battle for Laos was essentially over, and for all practical purposes the Com-
munists had won. Gaining what they had wanted all along, they now had unfettered
access into South Vietnam and beyond. Once again, the Joint Chiefs and President
Kennedy had failed to see eye-to-eye on a crucial issue. After the Bay of Pigs Ken-
nedy never fully trusted JCS advice. As a result, JCS efforts to persuade Kennedy to
take a strong stand on Laos fell largely on deaf ears until it was too late. Unlike the
President, the JCS never regarded Laos as expendable. Rather, they saw it as a small
but strategically important country whose fate would determine that of its neigh-
bors. In the chiefs’ view, once Laos was lost it was only a matter of time before the

United States faced larger conflicts in South Vietnam, Thailand, and beyond.

ORIGINS OF THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS

The last major foreign crisis of Kennedy’s presidency was the October 1962 con-
frontation with the Soviets over their deployment of strategic nuclear missiles in
Cuba. By then, Kennedy had replaced the military advisors he inherited from
Eisenhower with people of his own choosing. Two of these personnel changes came
on October 1, when General Earle G. Wheeler replaced Decker as Army Chief of
Staff and Maxwell Taylor returned to active duty, succeeding Lemnitzer as Chair-
man. Earlier, Anderson had replaced Burke as CNO and General Curtis E. LeMay
had succeeded Thomas D. White as Air Force Chief of Staft. In Taylor’s view, LeMay
was a superb operational commander, as demonstrated by his accomplishments in
World War II and during the years he ran the Strategic Air Command. But his ap-
pointment as Air Force Chief of Staff was a “big mistake.” Kennedy, on the other
hand, felt he had no choice. Though he found LeMay coarse, rude, and overbearing,
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he felt he had to promote him in view of the general’s seniority and strong popular
and congressional following.®

In contrast, President Kennedy regarded Taylor as “absolutely first-class.” In-
deed, he was one of the few military professionals he respected and felt comfortable
with.” To his JCS colleagues, however, Taylor’s return to the Pentagon was less than
welcome owing to the political overtones surrounding his appointment, his identi-
fication with administration policies, and his criticism of the Joint Chiefs following
the Bay of Pigs. As Chairman, he saw himself mainly as the agent of his civilian
superiors and tried to craft military recommendations that harmonized with civil-
ian views and administration programs. Aware that the JCS were losing influence,
he attributed this situation in part to the Joint Staff, which he characterized as only
“marginally effective” because of its “inherent slowness” in addressing issues and
providing timely responses.”* Some of the Service chiefs believed they could not
always count on Taylor to convey their views fairly and accurately to the President.
Nor could they rely on him to report precisely what the President or other senior
officials said, a problem that Taylor’s hearing difficulties may have exacerbated.”

Taylor was still in the White House as the President’s military representative when
the Cuban missile crisis unfolded. Its origins went back to the spring of 1961, in the
aftermath of the Bay of Pigs episode, when the Kennedy administration resolved to
1solate Castro’s Cuba and to undermine its authority and influence. The Joint Chiefs’
contribution was a set of plans for a swift and powerful U.S. invasion of Cuba to over-
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throw Castro’s government in an 8-day campaign.” Meeting with Secretary McNa-
mara and Admiral Burke on April 29, 1961, President Kennedy concurred in the gen-
eral outline of the plan.”” But after further review, the NSC decided against military
intervention at that point and elected to put pressure on Castro through diplomatic
and economic means and a covert operations program known as MONGOOSE. To
coordinate the effort, the President turned to his brother, Robert, who preferred to
draw on Taylor—a family friend—rather than the JCS for military advice.*

Like the struggle for Laos, the Kennedy administration’s growing obsession
with Cuba reflected a fundamental shift in the focus of Cold War politics. Dur-
ing the late 1940s and 1950s, Europe and Northeast Asia had been at the center
of the Cold War. But by the early 1960s, despite occasional flare-ups over Berlin
and along the demilitarized zone between North and South Korea, the contest for
control in these areas was essentially over and a stalemate had settled in. Realizing
that further gains in the industrialized world were unlikely, the Soviets turned their
attention to the emerging Third World countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America
where Khrushchev in a celebrated speech of January 6, 1961, proposed to unleash

a wave of Communist-directed “liberation wars.” President Kennedy referred to
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Khrushchev’s speech often and considered it clear evidence that the United States
needed to pay more attention to the Third World. In particular, he stressed the de-
velopment of aid programs to improve living conditions and the acquisition of more
effective tools for counterinsurgency warfare.”

Khrushchev found the temptation of establishing a strong Soviet presence in
Cuba, 90 miles from the southern coast of the United States, irresistible. Not only
would these weapons counterbalance the deployment of American forces in Europe
and the Near East, but Cuba would also serve as a hub for spreading Communism
throughout Latin America. Less clear is why Khrushchev risked losing his foothold
in Cuba by placing strategic nuclear missiles there, a provocation that was almost
certain to draw a sharp U.S. response. In his memoirs, Khrushchev justified his ac-
tions as providing Castro with deterrence against American attack. “Without our
missiles in Cuba, the island would have been in the position of a weak man threat-
ened by a strong man.””° The missiles in question, however, were strategic offensive
weapons, not defensive ones, which would have afforded Cuba better protection.
Though there may also have been a handful of Soviet tactical nuclear weapons in
Cuba at the time, the evidence of their presence is sketchy and has never been posi-
tively confirmed. Nor is it clear who, if anyone, had authority to use them.” The
most plausible explanation for Khrushchev’s actions is that he was trying to bolster
the Soviet Union’s strategic posture and overplayed his hand. The consensus among
Kennedy loyalists like diplomat George Ball was that Khrushchev was a “crude”
thinker who miscalculated that he could push the President around with impunity.
According to Ball, Khrushchev’s decision to place offensive missiles in Cuba result-
ed from his desire to “bring the U.S. down a peg, strengthen his own position with
respect to China, and improve his standing in the Politburo with one bold stroke.””*

Whatever the reasons, Khrushchev was adept at refining and carrying out his plan.
The decision to deploy missiles in Cuba emerged from an informal meeting in the
spring of 1962 between Khrushchev and Marshal R odion Malinovskiy, the minister of
defense, at Khrushchev’s dacha in the Crimea. Malinovskiy complained about the pres-
ence of 15 U.S. Jupiter medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) in Turkey and the
need to redress this situation. The Jupiters had been operational for about a year. While
not in Malinovskiy’s view a serious military threat, they were an irritant requiring a di-
version of resources. One thing led to another and it was from these conversations that
Khrushchev seized on the idea of putting strategic missiles in Cuba.”

To implement his policy, Khrushchev relied on the Soviet General Staft to con-
coct an elaborate deception scheme. Code-named ANADYR, the operation involved
assembling and outfitting in total secrecy over 50,000 soldiers, airmen, and sailors,

calculating the weapons, equipment, supplies, and support they would need for a
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prolonged stay in Cuba, finding 85 freighters for transportation, and completing the
mission in § months.”* Apparently, senior members of the Soviet Defense Council
initially resisted the idea, but as a practiced expert in bullying people, Khrushchev
got his way.” Toward the end of May, a high-level Soviet military delegation, posing
as engineers, visited Havana and secured Castro’s agreement to the plan. Preparations
continued over the summer, and on September 8, 1962, the first SS—4 MRBMs were
unloaded in Cuba.Their nuclear warheads began arriving a month later, though their
presence went undetected by U.S. intelligence.”

Despite tight security and elaborate deception measures, the Soviets could not
fully conceal their activities. By summer, rumors were rife within intelligence circles
and the Cuban exile community in south Florida that the Soviets were up to some-
thing. Attention focused on an apparent buildup of conventional arms, which the
CIA confirmed in July and August through U—2 photographs, HUMINT sources,
and NSA surveillance of Soviet ships passing through the Dardanelles.”” The CIA
also detected increased construction activity for SA—2 antiaircraft missile installa-
tions (the same weapon used to shoot down Gary Powers’s U—2 in 1960) and a
partially finished surface-to-surface missile complex at the Cuban coastal town of
Banes, reported to President Kennedy on September 7. The Banes installation was
for short-range anti-ship cruise missiles and did not pose a serious threat to U.S.
vessels, but the discovery caused President Kennedy to impose tight compartmen-
talization on all intelligence dealing with offensive weapons. Earlier, he had imposed
similar constraints on the dissemination of SA—2 surface-to-air missile (SAM) infor-
mation. These precautions severely limited the distribution of intelligence data, even
among high-level officials and senior intelligence analysts. Whether they prevented
critical intelligence from reaching the JCS is unclear.”

As part of the deception operation, the Soviets maintained that they had no plans
to deploy offensive nuclear missiles in Cuba. Until U—2 pictures proved otherwise,
the Intelligence Community accepted these assurances at face value.” Monthly U—2
overflights of Cuba had been routine since the Bay of Pigs and by September 1962,
with reports of increased Soviet activity, the Kennedy administration fell under grow-
ing pressure to step up surveillance. But as more SA—2 sites became operational, the
U—2s were increasingly vulnerable, raising fears of a repetition of the Powers incident.
Over CIA objections, National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy and Secretary of
State Dean Rusk persuaded President Kennedy in mid-September to suspend U—2
flights across Cuba and to approve new routes along the periphery of the island. To
gloss over the loss of coverage, the White House termed these “additional” flights,
which technically they were. But the overall result, as one CIA analyst characterized

it, was “a dysfunctional surveillance regime in a dynamic situation.”*
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These procedural changes took place at the very time Soviet offensive missiles
were starting to arrive in Cuba and delayed their discovery by a full month. As late as
September 24, however, General Lemnitzer still considered U.S. surveillance of Cuba
to be “adequate” in light of current policy and military requirements.”” Though the
JCS were well aware of the danger posed by the growing Soviet presence in Cuba,
it was Castro’s stubborn hold on power despite ongoing economic, diplomatic, and
covert efforts to loosen his grip that concerned them even more. Convinced that
the time was fast approaching when only a military solution would suffice, the JCS
continued to focus on various contingency plans to cripple or topple Castro’s regime.
By the end of September, their attention had settled on three concepts: a large-scale
air attack (OPLAN—312—62); an all-out combined arms invasion (OPLAN-314—671)
that would take approximately 18 days to organize;and a quick reaction version of the
invasion plan (OPLAN—316—61) that could be launched with immediately available
forces in 5 days.* Also on the table was a Joint Strategic Survey Council proposal to
impose a naval blockade of Cuba. However, the JCS paid less attention to this option
than the others because there was no guarantee it would assure Castro’s downfall.®

Treating these plans as exceedingly sensitive, the Joint Chiefs did not discuss
them in any detail with senior administration figures outside the Pentagon. Conse-
quently, their possible political and diplomatic impact remained unassessed. The Presi-
dent’s views, insofar as they were known to the JCS, favored continuing surveillance of
the island and avoidance of a military confrontation.* As a concession to preparedness,
Kennedy asked Congress in September for authority to call up 150,000 Reservists,
and in early October he and McNamara discussed the possibility of an air strike to
take out the SA—2 sites.” But before taking further action, the President wanted bet-
ter information. On October 12, with the SA—2 threat still his uppermost concern, he
transferred operational command and control of U—2 flights over Cuba from the CIA
to the Strategic Air Command and authorized the resumption of direct overflights,
limited to the western tip of the island for the time being. Two days later, SAC’s first
U—2 mission confirmed that the Soviets were deploying SS—4 medium-range surface-
to-surface missiles on the island. Subsequent flights revealed that the Soviets were also

constructing SS—s intermediate-range ballistic missile (IRBM) sites.*

SHOWDOWN OVER CUBA

The discovery that the Soviets were deploying offensive strategic missiles in Cuba
and that the weapons were on the verge of activation presented Kennedy with the
most serious foreign policy crisis of his Presidency. Militarily, the MRBMs and
IRBMs the Soviets were deploying in Cuba were comparable to the Thor and
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Jupiter missiles the United States had deployed to Britain, Italy, and Turkey the pre-
vious few years. With ranges of up to 1,200 miles for the MRBM:s and 2,500 miles
for the IRBMs, the Soviets could threaten most of the eastern half of the United
States with nuclear destruction. By themselves, these weapons may have done little
or nothing to change the overall strategic balance since the United States continued
to hold a substantial lead in ICBMs and long-range strategic bombers. All the same,
the threat was much too large and close to home to ignore. With the congressional
mid-term elections looming, a decisive response became all the more certain.

To manage the crisis, Kennedy improvised through an ad hoc body known as
the Executive Committee, or ExCom. Hurriedly assembled, ExCom operated for se-
curity reasons with no pre-set agenda and initially consisted of Cabinet-level officials,
a handful of their close aides, and a few outside advisors.”” As time passed, the list of
attendees steadily grew to more than seventy people, mostly civilians. Even though
the Joint Chiefs were actively engaged in contingency planning throughout the crisis,
they were not directly privy to ExCom’s deliberations or even much of the informa-
tion that passed through it. General Taylor was the sole JCS member on the ExCom
and one of its few members with significant military experience. During the crisis, the
Joint Chiefs met privately with the President only once—on October 19.The rest of
the time, Taylor or McNamara acted as intermediary. In his memoirs, Taylor acknowl-
edged that some of the chiefs distrusted him. He added, however, that over the course
of the crisis he repeatedly volunteered to arrange more meetings with the President,
but that none of the Service chiefs showed any interest.™

The main advantage of a larger and more conspicuous JCS presence in the Ex-
Com would have been closer coordination. Policymakers would have had a clearer
understanding of the military options and the Joint Chiefs a fuller appreciation of the
political and diplomatic dimensions of the problem.* In the JCS view, the deployment
of offensive missiles in Cuba was a serious provocation that more than justified Castro’s
removal from power by force if necessary. Thus, from the onset of the crisis, the JCS
(including Taylor) favored a direct and unequivocal military response to eliminate all
Soviet missiles from Cuba and, in the process, to “get rid” of Castro.”® It was a position
Kennedy found both too extreme and too risky. During the Bay of Pigs, he had wanted
the Joint Chiefs to speak out more. By the time of the Cuban missile crisis, he had little
interest in what they had to say. By keeping them at arm’s length, he could acknowl-
edge their suggestions but ignore them as well. “The first advice I'm going to give my
successor,” he later observed, “is to watch the generals and to avoid feeling that just
because they are military men their opinions on military matters are worth a damn.”*"'

The Joint Chiefs came to their position during the early days of the crisis and
stuck to it. Throughout their deliberations, there was little repetition of the squabbling
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that had exposed their disunity and marred their effectiveness during the Berlin and
Laos episodes. Treating military action as inevitable, their initial preference was for
a strong air attack to take out all known IR/MRBM sites, SA—2 installations, and
other key military facilities, followed by implementation of the quick-reaction inva-
sion plan (OPLAN—316). From mid-October on, the JCS carried out a steady buildup
of airpower in Florida, reaching a strength of over 600 planes, and positioned supplies
and ammunition for an invasion. They also designated Admiral Robert L. Dennison,
Commander in Chief, Atlantic, a unified command, to exercise primary responsibility
for Cuban contingencies. Facing a shortage of conventional munitions, McNamara
authorized U.S. combat aircraft to fly with nuclear weapons.”

‘While treating an invasion as unavoidable, the Joint Chiefs accepted McNamara’s
advice and confined their presentation to the President on October 19 to the air attack
phase. Predictably, the most ardent advocate of this course was LeMay, the Air Force
chief, who doubted whether a naval blockade or lesser measures would permanently
neutralize the missile threat. Kennedy seemed to like the idea of a “surgical” air strike
against the IR/MRBM sites alone. However, a large-scale air campaign (especially
one that might involve tactical nuclear weapons) was another matter, and in explor-
ing options with the JCS, he expressed concern that it might invite Soviet reprisals
against Berlin.““We would be regarded,” he said,“as the trigger-happy Americans who
lost Berlin.” And, he added: “We would have no support among our allies.” Kennedy
also feared that an American attack of any sort on Cuba with the Soviets there could
escalate into a nuclear exchange. “If we listen to them and do what they want us to
do,” Kennedy later said of the Joint Chiefs, probably with LeMay in mind more than
any of the others, “none of us will be alive later to tell them that they were wrong.”

If it resolved anything, the President’s meeting with the Joint Chiefs left Ken-
nedy more convinced than ever that he urgently needed to find an alternative to
direct military action. The next day, after a rambling 2-hour ExCom session, the
President decided to put both an air campaign and an invasion on hold and to
impose a blockade, or “quarantine” as he publicly called it since a blockade amount-
ed to a declaration of war in international law. During the ExCom debate, General
Taylor strenuously defended the JCS position in favor of air strikes and played down
the possibility that the use of nuclear weapons against Cuban targets would invite
nuclear retaliation from the Soviets.”* Afterwards Taylor returned to the Pentagon
to brief his JCS colleagues. “This was not,” he told them, “one of our better days.”
In explaining the President’s blockade decision, Taylor said that the decisive votes
had come from McNamara, Rusk, and UN Ambassador Adlai E. Stevenson, all of
whom strongly opposed air attacks. Pulling Taylor aside as the meeting broke up,
the President had added: “I know that you and your colleagues are unhappy with
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the decision, but I trust that you will support me in this decision.” The Chairman
assured him that the JCS would back him completely.”

Kennedy and the Joint Chiefs were not, in fact, as far apart as it seemed. Even
though the President preferred the quarantine, he had not categorically ruled out
either an air attack or an invasion, and over the next several days, while the Navy
was organizing the quarantine, he directed the Joint Chiefs to proceed with the
military buildup opposite Cuba. As part of the show of force, the Joint Chiefs or-
dered the Commander in Chief, Strategic Air Command, to begin generating his
forces toward DEFCON 2 (maximum alert) and to launch SAC bombers up to
the “radar line” where the Soviets would detect them. Shelving OPLAN—314 for a
large-scale invasion, the Joint Chiefs instructed Admiral Dennison on October 26 to
concentrate his preparations on OPLAN—316, which he could execute on shorter
notice. By leaving the invasion and other military options open, McNamara told the
ExCom, the United States would “keep the heat on” the Russians. Kennedy thus
found military power indispensable, even if at times he felt events were taking over.
But to go beyond a show of force, as he demonstrated time and again during the
crisis, was out of the question without the most extreme provocation.”

As the showdown approached, the accompanying tensions further exacerbated
the already strained relationship between the Joint Chiefs and their civilian superi-
ors. The most serious clash was between McNamara and Chief of Naval Operations
Admiral George Anderson. Though Anderson professed the utmost respect for ci-
vilian authority, he vehemently objected to the intrusion of civilians into the man-
agement of naval operations, as evidenced by the run-in he had with McNamara
on October 24. The night before, the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) had re-
ceived unconfirmed reports that, rather than risk inspections under the quarantine,
many Soviet merchant ships heading for Cuba, including some suspected of car-
rying missiles, had slowed, changed course, or turned back. However, ONI insisted
on visual verification from U.S. warships and reconnaissance aircraft before giving
the information wide distribution. As a result, it was not until noon the next day
that Secretary McNamara and the White House finally received the information.
Furious at the delay, McNamara confronted Anderson that evening in the Navy’s
Flag Plot command center in the Pentagon where, according to one account, he
delivered “an abusive tirade.” Anderson declined to explain why it had taken so long
for the information to reach McNamara and took umbrage at the Secretary’s man-
ner. Tempers flared and the Secretary of Defense stalked out, resolving as he left to
be rid of Anderson at the earliest convenient opportunity.”’

A similar communications lapse took place a few days later, on October 27,

during the height of the crisis, as chances for a negotiated settlement seemed to
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dwindle. At issue was a truculent letter from Khrushchev linking the removal of the
U.S. Jupiter MRBMs from Turkey to the removal of Soviet offensive missiles from
Cuba.”® Deployed above ground at “soft” fixed sites, the Jupiters were vulnerable
to a preemptive attack and had a low level of readiness because they used nonstor-
able liquid fuel. Kennedy had never attached much military value to them and,
treating them as “obsolete,” was inclined to deal. But there was little support in the
ExCom, where the prevailing opinion held that such a trade could seriously harm
U.S. relations with Turkey and perhaps drive a wedge between the United States
and NATO.” That evening back at the Pentagon, Taylor briefed the chiefs on the
stalemate regarding the Jupiters and added: “The President has a feeling that time is
running out.” At this point the Joint Chiefs began making preparations to go to the
White House the next morning to bring the President up to date on the status of
war plans and to secure his approval to initiate direct military action.™

Unknown to Taylor and the Service chiefs, Secretary of State Rusk had come
up with a scheme to break the impasse, and early that evening he and the President
held a short meeting in the Oval Office. Others present were McGeorge Bundy, Mc-
Namara, Gilpatric, Robert Kennedy, George Ball, Theodore Sorensen, and Llewellyn
E. Thompson, the former U.S. Ambassador to Moscow. It was at this gathering that
Kennedy approved a secret initiative, which his brother Robert conveyed to Soviet
Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin a short while later.” The offer was in two parts. The
first was a pledge by the United States not to invade Cuba or to overthrow Castro in
exchange for removal of the Soviet missiles; the second, at Rusk’s instigation, was an
informal assurance that in the not-too-distant future the United States would quietly
remove its Jupiter missiles from Turkey. The concession on the Jupiters appears to
have been unnecessary since an offer to discuss the matter at a later date probably
would have sufficed. But in his eagerness to avoid coming to blows, Kennedy chose
to sweeten the deal and give Khrushchev fewer grounds for objecting.™

The Joint Chiefs were never consulted, nor were they given an opportunity to
comment on the strategic implications of this settlement. General LeMay was dis-
appointed that the President, with a preponderance of strategic and tactical nuclear
power on his side, had not demanded more concessions from the Soviets. “We could
have gotten not only the missiles out of Cuba,” LeMay insisted, “we could have got-
ten the Communists out of Cuba at that time.”™ The first inkling the chiefs had
of the deal ending the Cuban missile crisis came the next morning from a ticker
tape news summary announcing Moscow’s acceptance of the American no-invasion
pledge in exchange for the withdrawal of Soviet offensive missiles.”* Little by little
over the next few days the Joint Chiefs learned more about the deal and about “a

proposal” to withdraw the Jupiters from Turkey and to assign Polaris boats in their
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place. The consensus on the Joint Staff was that the United States had come out
on the poorer end of the bargain. Not only did the Jupiters make up one-third of
SACEUR’s Quick Reaction Alert Force, they also carried a much larger payload
than Polaris and were more reliable and accurate. Believing withdrawal of the Jupi-
ters to be ill-advised, the Joint Chiefs considered sending the Secretary of Defense
a memorandum recommending against it. But upon discovering that it was a done
deal, they let the matter drop. Kennedy had what he wanted most of all—removal

of the Soviet missiles from Cuba—and the crisis was winding down.'”

AFTERMATH: THE NUCLEAR TEST BAN

By the time the Cuban missile crisis ended, relations between the Kennedy admin-
istration and the Joint Chiefs of Staff (Taylor excepted) were at an all-time low. In
contrast, Kennedy’s public stature and esteem had never been higher. Lauded by his
admirers and critics alike for showing exemplary statesmanship, fortitude, and wis-
dom in steering the country through the most dangerous confrontation in history,
the President emerged with his credibility and prestige measurably enhanced. But
to end the crisis he made compromises and concessions that his military advisors
considered in many ways unnecessary and excessive. Worst of all, in the chiefs’ view,
the United States had left Castro’s regime in place. The presence of an outpost of
communism in the Western Hemisphere left the JCS no choice but to continue
allocating substantial military and intelligence resources for containment purposes.
Looking back, McGeorge Bundy acknowledged that Kennedy had kept the Joint
Chiefs “at a distance” throughout the crisis, sensing that their perception of the
problem “was not well connected with his own real concerns.”“The result,” Bundy
added, “was an increased skepticism in his view of military advice which only in-
creased the difficulty of exercising his powers as commander in chief.”™*

Despite the estrangement between Kennedy and his military advisors, the only
member of the Joint Chiefs to become a casualty of the episode was Admiral An-
derson, whose 2-year term as Chief of Naval Operations expired in August 1963
and was not extended. Sending Anderson to Portugal as U.S. Ambassador, Kennedy
selected the more even-tempered David L. McDonald to be CNO. Well liked and
highly respected among his peers, McDonald was serving with NATO at the time
of his selection and would have preferred to stay in London.” Kennedy and Mc-
Namara might have gone further in purging the chiefs, but they knew that LeMay,
the other candidate for removal, had strong support in Congress and was virtually
untouchable. Furthermore, in the aftermath of the missile crisis, the administration’s

foreign policy agenda began to move away from the confrontational approach that
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had characterized its first 2 years, toward a rapprochement with the Soviets based
on the negotiation of outstanding differences. The Cuban missile crisis settlement
was the opening wedge.

To realize his policy goals, Kennedy knew he would need the agreement if not
the outright support of the JCS. Central to Kennedy’s quest to improve relations with
the Soviet Union was the nuclear test ban, a measure that had been on the back burn-
er since the waning days of the Eisenhower administration. Before winning the White
House, Kennedy had spoken in favor of curbs on nuclear testing and in his inaugural
address he listed “the inspection and control of [nuclear| arms” as a major objective
of his Presidency.” But at his meeting with Khrushchev in Vienna in June 1961, he
had been unsuccesstul in enlisting the Soviet leader’s cooperation. The United States
was then observing a voluntary moratorium on nuclear testing both above and below
ground that Eisenhower had introduced in October 1958. Without progress in nego-
tiations, however, Kennedy knew that at some point he would face concerted pressure
from Congress, the Atomic Energy Commission, and the JCS to resume testing.

The Joint Chiefs had been urging Kennedy to resume testing almost from the
moment he took office, if not in the atmosphere then underground, underwater,
and in outer space. Some of their arguments were highly technical, but their overall
position was relatively simple and straightforward: without testing they could nei-
ther verify the effectiveness of the existing nuclear deterrent nor be assured of new
weapons to protect future security.” After the Soviets resumed atmospheric testing
in September 1961, Kennedy gave in."® One of the experiments the Soviets con-
ducted, on October 30, 1961, was a colossal “super bomb” nicknamed Tsar Bomba
(King of Bombs) that had an explosive yield of s8 megatons, the largest nuclear de-
vice ever detonated. Seeing no practical military requirement for a bomb that size,
the Joint Chiefs dismissed the test as a stunt, designed for propaganda purposes and
to intimidate other countries.™

The U.S. testing program resumed in a less flamboyant fashion, getting off to
a shaky and slower start. Owing to the moratorium, U.S. expertise in conducting
nuclear experiments had “gone to pot,” as one of those in charge put it, causing delays
and difficulties during the first round of underground tests (Operation Nougaf) in
Nevada during the fall of 1961. Problems persisted into the spring of 1962, when the
AEC and the Defense Atomic Support Agency (DASA), the organization in charge of
proof-testing weapons, resumed atmospheric testing in the Pacific (Operation Domi-
nic). Near the outset of the series, several important experiments connected to the de-
velopment of an antiballistic missile system went awry. Subsequent tests were notably
more successful. For the first time, a Polaris submarine launched one of its missiles

and detonated the nuclear warhead. Other experiments demonstrated the feasibility
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of increasing the yield-to-weight ratio and the shelf life of warheads. From these data
eventually emerged a new generation of more advanced nuclear weapons.™*

Ending in November 1962, with its final experiments carried out during the
Cuban missile crisis, Dominic was the last series of atmospheric tests the United
States conducted. As the missile crisis wound down, Kennedy and Khrushchev
expressed interest in reducing international tensions, starting with a renewed effort
to reach a nuclear test ban. A major stumbling block then and for years to come
was the need for reliable and effective verification. Khrushchev’s agreement to per-
mit aerial inspections by the United Nations to verify the removal of the missiles
from Cuba was for some in the Kennedy administration a promising sign that the
Soviets were becoming more open-minded about accepting reliable verification
measures.” The Joint Chiefs were less optimistic, and in formulating a negotiating
position they raised numerous objections.™ While he went along with his col-
leagues’ recommendations, Taylor felt increasingly frustrated and wanted to do more
to further the President’s agenda. Seeking to put a positive face on the chiefs’ ap-
proach to the problem, he asked the Joint Staft what would constitute an “accept-
able” agreement to the JCS. But to his disappointment, the Joint Staft found each
option to contain shortcomings “of major military significance.”""s

Uncertain whether the Joint Chiefs would support a test ban, Kennedy worked
around them as he did during the Cuban missile crisis. Conspicuously absent from
the 13-member U.S. delegation that went to Moscow in July 1963 to do the nego-
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tiating was a JCS representative.”® Kennedy would have preferred a comprehensive
agreement barring all forms of testing. But he realized that there was insufficient
support for such an accord either at home or in the Kremlin. A complete ban would
have been tantamount to proscribing new nuclear weapons. Curbing his expecta-
tions, he authorized his chief negotiator, W. Averell Harriman, to pursue a treaty
banning atmospheric, outer space, and underwater explosions.”” With the negotia-
tions entering their final stage, Kennedy summoned the Joint Chiefs to the White
House on July 24, 1963, to urge their cooperation. As Taylor recalled, the Service
chiefs reacted with “controlled enthusiasm.”"® At the time, the Joint Chiefs were
considering a draft memorandum to the Secretary of Defense urging rejection of
the accord unless “overriding nonmilitary considerations” dictated otherwise.Yield-
ing to pressure from Taylor and the President, the chiefs shelved their objections and
during Senate review of the treaty they grudgingly endorsed it."

Signed in Moscow on August 5, 1963, the Limited Test Ban Treaty entered into
force the following October. A major breakthrough in arms control, it helped set
the stage for the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) later in the decade. Weak

as it was, JCS support was crucial to the treaty’s passage and rested on acceptance
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by Congress and the President of four safeguards: an aggressive program of un-
derground testing; maintenance of up-to-date research and development facilities;
preservation of a residual capability to conduct atmospheric testing; and improved
detection capabilities to guard against Soviet cheating. Had the Joint Chiefs op-
posed the treaty, it almost certainly would have failed of adoption.™

Taylor’s role, both personally and as Chairman, was crucial to the treaty’s ap-
proval. Without his persistence in nudging the Service chiefs along and keeping
them in line, the outcome almost certainly would have been different. Institution-
ally, the test ban episode demonstrated that power and influence within the JCS
organization were moving slowly but surely into the hands of the Chairman, as
Eisenhower’s 1958 amendments had largely intended. No longer merely a presiding
officer or spokesman, the Chairman emerged from the treaty debate as a key figure
in interpreting the chiefs’ views and in shaping their advice and recommenda-
tions. Henceforth, the Chairman would become more and more the personification
of the military point of view, and thus his interpretation of his colleagues’ advice
would be the final word.

In contrast, the overall authority, prestige, and influence of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff as a corporate advisory body had never been lower than by the time the test
ban debate drew to a close. Though JCS views still carried considerable weight
on Capitol Hill, the same was not true at the White House and elsewhere in the
executive branch. Having lost faith in the Joint Chiefs after the Bay of Pigs, Ken-
nedy never regained confidence in his military advisors. Except for Taylor, a trusted
personal friend, he kept the JCS at arm’s length. Rarely ever openly critical of their
superiors, the Joint Chiefs accepted these ups and downs in their fortunes as part
of the job. Reared in a tradition that stressed civilian control of the military, they
instinctively deferred to the Commander in Chief’s lead and were not inclined to
challenge his decisions lest it appear they were impugning his authority. But in so
doing, it became increasingly difficult for them to maintain their credibility and to

provide reliable professional advice.
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Chapter 8

THE MCNAMARA ERA

The assassination of President Kennedy on November 22, 1963, shook the Joint
Chiefs as much as the country at large and left a void that the new President, Lyn-
don B. Johnson, moved quickly to fill. To reassure the Nation and to promote stabil-
ity, he pledged continuity between his administration and Kennedy’. “I felt from
the very first day in office,” he recalled, “that I had to carry on for President Ken-
nedy. I considered myself the caretaker of both his people and his policies.” One of
those who stayed on was Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. The dominant
figure at the Pentagon before Kennedy’s death, McNamara would exercise even
more power and authority during Johnson’s Presidency.

By the time Johnson became President, the Joint Chiefs were grudgingly com-
ing to terms with McNamara’s policies and methods. Under Kennedy, McNamara
had firmly established his authority, using it to carry out two major revolutions
within the department—one, to redesign the military strategy and Armed Forces of
the United States to achieve greater flexibility and effectiveness; the second, to install
new methods of analysis and decisionmaking in the areas of planning, management,
and acquisition.” Like Kennedy, McNamara grew to be skeptical of JCS advice and
once characterized the Joint Chiefs as “a miserable organization” hamstrung by col-
legial and parochial interests.® For analytical support, he established his own group
of advisors known as the “whiz kids,” made up predominantly of young and eager
civilians who routinely checked and double-checked the programmatic recommen-
dations of the military Services and the Joint Chiefs of Staft. Out of this process
emerged both a new approach to solving defense problems and a significant expan-

sion of the power and authority vested in the Office of the Secretary of Defense.

THE MCNAMARA SYSTEM

By late 1963, when the Johnson administration assumed office, McNamara had largely
accomplished what he initially set out to do—transform the Department of Defense
into a more tightly knit and efficient organization. The original impetus for these
changes lay in the increased defense spending during the final years of the Eisenhower
administration in response to Sputnik and the perceived Soviet lead in missile tech-

nology. To cope with these issues, Eisenhower had backed away from the rigid budget
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ceilings he had imposed earlier and began accepting increases in military spending
that soon threatened to get out of hand. Further additions to defense spending at
the outset of the Kennedy administration exacerbated the situation. In assessing the
underlying causes of the problem, McNamara and his staff identified two principal
culprits: a compliant Congress, which was prone to overspend on defense programs;
and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, whose elaborate but ineffectual strategic planning process
had failed to apply the necessary discipline in determining military requirements, curb
excessive expenditures, and eliminate unnecessary duplication in Service programs.
Though there was not much McNamara could do to reform Congress, he used his
newly minted authority under the 1958 amendments to the National Security Act to
bring defense planning and programming under his direct control.

The system McNamara imposed during the first 2 years of the Kennedy adminis-
tration came into effect with limited consultation between the Secretary’s office and the
Joint Chiefs of Staff. Kennedy wanted a more robust defense posture, which he expected
McNamara to achieve, in part, through better management. At the heart of McNamara’s
reforms was the use of computer modeling techniques known as “systems analysis,”
which the Secretary and his staff used to develop s-year projections of military spending
based on “program packages” in various functional areas such as strategic nuclear forces,
general purpose forces, continental defense, and airlift and sealift forces. The organizing
mechanism was the planning, programming, budgeting system (PPBS), a sophisticated
decisionmaking apparatus for integrating Service requirements and national objectives.
Recommendations to the President took the form of draft Presidential memorandums
(DPMs) detailing force levels and their funding for the upcoming fiscal year and pro-
jections for the next 4 years. Initially in 1961, McNamara submitted two DPMs for the
President’s consideration; by 1968, when he stepped down, he was submitting 16.*

Through refinements to the Joint Program for Planning, the JCS had tried,
with mixed success, to develop something similar in the 1950s. The focus of the JCS
effort had been the Joint Strategic Objectives Plan (JSOP), a mid-range projection
of military requirements.’ When the Joint Chiefs adopted the JSOP format in the
early 1950s, they envisioned it serving as a statement of integrated requirements that
would be updated annually to assist in smoothing out the ups and down of the bud-
get cycle. But because of disagreements over basic strategy—especially the relative
balance between strategic and general purpose capabilities—the Services were con-
stantly at odds over force-level recommendations, known in JCS parlance as “force
tabs.” By the end of the decade, the Joint Chiefs had given up trying to produce an
integrated plan and had turned the JSOP into a compilation of unilateral Service
estimates, organized in no particular order of priority, as their projection of future

needs. Invariably, these estimates exceeded available funding.
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As a rule, McNamara and his staff paid little serious attention to the JSOP, which
they and other critics of the JCS system dismissed as a “wish list.” In the spring of 1962,
McNamara introduced an alternative means of calculating requirements known as the
Five-Year Defense Program (FYDP), a mission-oriented projection of future costs and
manpower. To justify the estimates in the FYDP, the Office of the Secretary of Defense
prepared a lengthy and detailed analysis known as the Secretary’s “posture statement.”
Under Lemnitzer’s leadership, the Joint Chiefs sought more generalized guidance and
supported the adoption of a broad basic policy paper, similar to those generated under
the Truman and Eisenhower administrations. However, after General Maxwell Taylor’s
arrival as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the JCS position changed. Finding little practi-
cal value in such papers, Taylor prevailed in getting the project cancelled.” In January
1963, President Kennedy confirmed that the project was dead and indicated that the
Secretary’s posture statement, along with other “major policy statements” by senior of-
ficials, would constitute the country’s basic national security policy.®

McNamara hoped that, using his posture statement as guidance, the Joint Chiefs
would turn the JSOP into “a primary vehicle for obtaining the decisions on force
structure necessary for validating the ensuing budget.” The first Chairman to take
up the task was General Taylor, whose efforts yielded mixed results. Knowing how
intractable the JCS system could be, Taylor had no illusions and told Joint Staft of-
ficers assigned to preparing the JSOP that reaching a consensus on the rationale for
force requirements was imperative, no matter how difficult the task. As a first step, he
ordered the JSOP redesigned to incorporate some of the same supporting rationales
as in the Secretary’s DPMs. But even though there was some progress toward harmo-
nizing Service interests, neither he nor his successor, General Earle G. Wheeler, USA,
could ever totally eliminate Service “splits” and present the Secretary with a fully in-
tegrated statement of military requirements. On the contrary, instead of going down,
the number of splits went up, from 13 in 1962 to 43 in 1963 and 47 a year later.™ From
the mid-1960s on, with Wheeler in charge and attention focused on meeting require-
ments in Vietnam, the Joint Chiefs lost interest in trying to reform the JSOP and left
it as it was—a compilation of Service estimates in no particular order of priority that

routinely averaged 25 to 35 percent above authorized levels.”

RECONFIGURING THE STRATEGIC FORCE POSTURE

McNamara’s most ambitious reforms were in reconfiguring the size and composi-
tion of the strategic nuclear deterrent. Kennedy wanted a more flexible force pos-
ture with less emphasis on nuclear retaliation, but he had also campaigned for the

Presidency on claims that the United States had fallen behind the Soviet Union in
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ICBMs. Though McNamara suspected soon after taking office that the infamous
“missile gap” was overstated, it was not until August—September 1961 that Kennedy
came to a similar view.” In consequence, during the administration’s early months,
McNamara was under heavy pressure from the White House to make “quick fixes”
to bolster strategic forces that would shore up the defense posture. Paying little at-
tention to the slow-moving Joint Chiefs, he turned to his systems analysis experts
to produce the program he needed. Drawing heavily on work done earlier at the
RAND Corporation and in the Weapons Systems Evaluation Group, McNamara
and his staff promptly assembled a list of remedial measures—acceleration of the
Polaris missile submarine program, increased production of Minuteman ICBMs,
and improved alert measures for portions of the manned-bomber fleet.” To help
offset the cost of these improvements, McNamara accelerated the phase-out of old-
er systems (notably the Atlas and Titan I ICBMs, the Snark intercontinental cruise
missile, and the B—47 bomber, long the work horse of the Strategic Air Command)
and ordered a closer look at several other high-profile programs. Most prominent
among the latter was the B—70 supersonic bomber, the planned follow-on to the
B—s52, which McNamara canceled over strenuous objections from Air Force Chief
of Staft General Curtis E. LeMay."*

McNamara was concerned that “some in the U.S. Air Force” were striving
under the massive retaliation doctrine for nothing less than a first-strike capabil-
ity that would completely disarm the Soviet Union.” Persuaded that such a force
posture was neither sound nor practicable, he asked the Joint Chiefs to develop a
“doctrine” ending reliance on massive retaliation and establishing in its place a set of
controlled responses allowing for pauses to negotiate an end to nuclear exchanges.™
The JCS cautioned that acquiring the requisite capabilities would be expensive;
in April 1961 they added a further caveat that to pursue the matter at the present
time could “gravely weaken” nuclear deterrence.” These replies seem only to have
whetted McNamara’s interest all the more, and for the next several years he and the
Joint Chiefs engaged in a running battle to redefine U.S. strategic doctrine. Much
of the conflict centered on the particulars of the SIOP—the Single Integrated Op-
erational Plan for nuclear retaliation against the Sino-Soviet bloc—but there were
also broader considerations affecting the worldwide disposition of forces and the
design and acquisition of new weapons systems. By the time all was said and done,
the United States had adopted a new principle as the basis for its nuclear strategy.
Known as “assured destruction,” the new concept rested on a “triad” of land-based
ICBMs, submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and long-range bombers.

Assured destruction was part massive retaliation and part controlled re-

sponse. As McNamara described it to President Johnson in December 1963, assured
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destruction was “our ability to destroy, after a well planned and executed Soviet
surprise attack on our Strategic Nuclear Forces, the Soviet government and military
controls, plus a large percentage of their population and economy (e.g., 30 percent
of their population, so percent of their industrial capacity, and 150 of their cities).”
Damage beyond those levels, McNamara believed, would be gratuitous and not
cost-effective.” McNamara would have preferred a more controlled and measured
execution of strategic options, and on two occasions—at a closed meeting of the
NATO ministers in Athens early in 1962 and publicly at Ann Arbor, Michigan,
that spring—he lofted the trial balloon of a “counterforce/no-cities” doctrine that
downplayed attacks on urban-industrial areas in favor of retaliation against high-
priority politico-military targets. Yet the counterforce doctrine, as McNamara con-
ceived it, failed to catch on. Considered impractical by the Joint Chiefs, it received
an even cooler reception in Europe, where many leaders viewed it as weakening
deterrence by relieving the Soviets of the threat of wholesale nuclear destruction."
Khrushcheyv, for his part, suspected a ruse. Upon learning of the Ann Arbor speech,
he thought McNamara was trying to conceal a secret expansion of America’s nu-
clear arsenal.*®

JCS skepticism rested on the high demands that the counterforce/no-cities
doctrine would place on strategic assets. Except for LeMay, a die-hard proponent of
massive retaliation, the Joint Chiefs were amenable to adding flexibility to the SIOP
and to strategic plans in general.’” But they insisted on firm assurances of having
the time and money to make the necessary changes in plans and force structure. To
execute something as complex as the no-cities strategy, the JCS estimated, would
involve expanded requirements for weapons and supporting command, control,
communications, and intelligence (C3I) that would necessitate funding well above
current and foreseeable levels. Though McNamara and his systems analysts routinely
picked apart the JCS numbers, they were never able to overcome the chiefs’ funda-
mental argument that it would take an unstinting dedication of resources extended
over a period of years, if not decades, to achieve reasonable confidence of success. In
consequence, McNamara gave up on seeking sweeping revisions in the SIOP and
settled for piecemeal changes resulting in the gradual introduction of greater flex-
ibility and more selective targeting options.>

To meet the Secretary’s targeting requirements, the Commander in Chief,
Strategic Air Command (CINCSAC), General Thomas S. Power, estimated that
SAC would need 10,000 ICBMs by the end of the decade.”® Favoring quantity
over quality, Power wanted as many weapons as possible with which to threaten the
Soviets.** Taking a more reserved approach, the Joint Chiefs recommended between

1,350 and 2,000 deployed ICBMs.* Comparing JCS estimates with the intelligence
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on existing and projected Soviet capabilities, McNamara concluded that the deci-
sive factor was the number of targetable bombs and warheads, not delivery vehicles.
Operating on this premise, he persuaded President Johnson to accept the eventual
leveling-off of strategic programs at 41 ballistic missile submarines with a total of
656 launchers, 1,054 ICBMs, and approximately 600 long-range (B—s52) bombers.
According to those familiar with McNamara’s thinking, the numbers he chose were
arbitrary, but to give them greater credibility he paired them with the concept of
assured destruction.”®

Air Force leaders, who were most directly affected by the new force structure,
were dismayed and openly critical. Having struggled for years to gain a decisive ad-
vantage over the Soviet Union, they saw their efforts coming to naught. As one later
put it, McNamara and his OSD staff““did not understand what had been created and
handed to them. SAC was about at its peak. We had, not supremacy, but complete
nuclear superiority over the Soviets.”*”Yet to McNamara, nuclear superiority was an
ephemeral thing, perhaps attainable for a short while but difficult if not impossible
to perpetuate without an open-ended commitment of resources. Convinced that
neither side could ever “win” a nuclear war, he opted for lesser capabilities, which
he thought would do more to save money, promote deterrence, and achieve a stable
strategic environment in the long run.

The impact of these decisions extended well beyond restructuring the strategic
deterrent. First, it ended the Joint Chiefs’ exclusive monopoly on strategic nuclear
planning, a function they had exercised without serious challenge as one of their
statutory responsibilities since World War II. Henceforth, insofar as basic policy and
targeting doctrine were concerned, strategic nuclear planning became a shared re-
sponsibility of the JCS and civilian analysts in OSD. Only the actual preparation of
SIOP remained firmly under JCS control. Second, it brought about a reordering
of spending priorities that dramatically reshaped both the military budget and the
Pentagon’s claim on resources. From consuming nearly 27 percent of defense spend-
ing when the Kennedy administration took office in 1967, strategic forces declined
to slightly over 9 percent by the end of the decade. During this same time, national
defense (comprising the Department of Defense and related security programs)
dropped from 9.1 percent of the country’s gross national product, to 7.8 percent.
McNamara hoped that, out of the savings realized from cuts in strategic programs,
he could bolster conventional capabilities. Yet the demands of the Vietnam War and
competition for funds from President Johnson’s “Great Society” and other civilian-
sector programs disrupted his plans. As a result, spending on general purpose forces
increased only slightly over the decade, from 33 percent to just under 37 percent of

the military budget.”®
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Still, when McNamara was finished, the country’s defense posture was vastly
different from when he became Secretary. Most notably, strategic doctrine placed
less emphasis on carrying out preemptive attacks than at any time since the end of
World War II. In terms of size, composition, and destructive power, U.S. strategic
nuclear forces functioned largely as a second-strike deterrent geared toward inflict-
ing punishing retaliation. Meanwhile, as the United States was reining in its strategic
programs, the Soviet strategic buildup was starting to surge with the deployment
of a second generation of ICBMs (see below). In consequence, by the early 1970s
the two sides had reached approximate parity in strategic nuclear power. With the
United States then preoccupied in Vietnam, the loss of strategic superiority was
barely noticed at the time other than by the Joint Chiefs, a few astute Members
of Congress, and a small coterie of academics and strategic analysts. But from that
point on, the Joint Chiefs’ confidence in being able to confront and deal with the

Soviets would never be the same.

NATO AND FLEXIBLE RESPONSE

The quest for greater choice and flexibility that drove the Joint Chiefs to accept
changes in U.S. strategic doctrine also inspired the Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations to seek a reordering of military priorities in Europe. During the 1961
Berlin crisis, President Kennedy had set great store in a nonnuclear buildup, both
to impress upon the Soviets the seriousness of Western resolve and to expand the
range of plausible military options to lessen the need for early recourse to nuclear
weapons. But he had had trouble explaining to the Joint Chiefs and to the European
Allies what he wanted to do and how. While flexible response was well formed in
theory, it was less refined in practice. As a deterrent, its reliability and effectiveness
were untested. In contrast, the concept of nuclear deterrence was widely known
and accepted, and while it entailed great risks, it was also far more affordable to
Europeans than a conventional defense, since the United States shouldered most of
the costs of nuclear forces. Despite its ominous implications and potential dangers,
a nuclear-oriented defense posture continued to enjoy strong support in Europe.
At the outset of the 1960s, NATO strategy (MC 14/2) rested on the Eisenhow-
er era concept of massive retaliation and made no allowance for trying to defend
Europe by fighting a large-scale conventional war.”® The product of painstaking ne-
gotiation and delicate compromise, MC 14/2 embodied the “trip wire” theory, un-
der which the primary function of conventional forces was to delay a Warsaw Pact
invasion until NATO could mount a nuclear response. Some of the nuclear weap-

ons at NATO’s disposal were British, in accordance with a pledge made by Prime
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Minister Clement R. Attlee in December 1950 dedicating his country’s nuclear
arsenal (once it came into being) to NATO.* But the bulk of the Alliance’s atomic
capabilities consisted of American bombs, warheads, and delivery systems assigned
and/or deployed to Europe under bilateral agreements with the host countries and
targeted by SACEUR in collaboration with the Joint Strategic Target Planning Staff
in Omaha.’" At the time, the United States still had Thor IRBMs in the United
Kingdom and Jupiter MRBMs in Italy and Turkey. While the missiles were in the
operational hands of the host governments, their warheads were under a “dual key”
system, according to which the United States and the host country shared custody
and control.?* Looking beyond the current situation, General Lauris Norstad, USAE
who served as SACEUR until 1962, and his successor, General Lyman Lemnitzer,
USA, both subscribed to the view that NATO should eventually have its own or-
ganic nuclear capability. With this end in view, the United States had come up with
the idea of a multilateral nuclear force (MLF) in the late 1950s.3

Under the revised (flexible response) strategy that McNamara proposed, the
trip wire would give way to a conventional defense as far forward as possible to
meet and defeat Soviet aggression near the point of attack. McNamara could see
no practical application for tactical nuclear weapons and lacked confidence in using
them without risking escalation to a full-scale nuclear exchange. Rather than rely-
ing on tactical nuclear weapons, he stressed the security NATO enjoyed under the
protective “umbrella” of the U.S. strategic deterrent, a concept known as “extended
deterrence.” But with U.S. policy and doctrine in flux, European leaders wanted
more concrete assurances of nuclear support. Hence their continuing interest, now
stronger than ever, in achieving something along the lines of the MLE On both sides
of the Atlantic, military planners continued to believe that tactical nuclear weapons
were NATO’s first line of defense and that selective use of atomic firepower, even
though it might heighten risk, would not necessarily result in total war. Weighing
one thing against another, the Joint Chiefs urged McNamara to move cautiously in
making changes in NATO’s strategy and defense posture and to observe “a proper
balance between nuclear and non-nuclear forces.”**

Had this been the Truman or Eisenhower administration, there probably would
have been an in-depth interagency study, with detailed inputs from the Joint Chiefs
and other agencies, coordinated through the NSC, to develop a master plan of ac-
tion. But neither President Kennedy nor those close to him, including McNamara,
had the patience for what they considered the tedious consensus-building and hair-
splitting staff work of the past. As usual, McNamara paid less attention to profes-
sional military advice than to his civilian systems analysts. First up for review was

the Soviet Order of Battle. Using computerized models, OSD analysts concluded
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that it was practically impossible for the Soviet economy to train, equip, and sustain,
along with other forces, 175 front-line divisions, the benchmark figure applied by
Western intelligence since the late 1940s for “sizing” the Soviet army. Applying dif-
ferent methods, the CIA reached a similar conclusion. Based on a reexamination of
evidence accumulated over the past decade, the CIA calculated that instead of 175
divisions, the Soviets had closer to 140, with at least half at reduced strength, some
no more than cadres. Persuaded that previous estimates had exaggerated the Soviet
threat, McNamara became convinced that with modest increases in Alliance spend-
ing (about $8.5 billion spread over s years) and technical improvements, NATO
could carry out a “forward strategy” and hold its own in a conventional confronta-
tion with the Warsaw Pact.’

While McNamara had some valid points, he and his staff presented their argu-
ments clumsily to the Europeans. In so doing they antagonized the NATO allies
and made them more resistant than ever to change. As a result, the Europeans be-
came suspicious of the Kennedy administration’s whole approach to nuclear deter-
rence, from its contemplated shift at the strategic level to a counterforce/no-cities
doctrine, to its proposed curbs on theater and tactical weapons.’* What most Euro-
pean political leaders and military planners wanted was more nuclear support, not
less, and greater control over the assets at hand in case the United States reneged on

its commitments. McNamara, conversely, was set on limiting both.

THE SKYBOLT AFFAIR

Throughout the debate over Europe’s nuclear future, the Joint Chiefs found them-
selves increasingly marginalized as McNamara and his whiz kids took matters more
and more into their own hands. While it was one thing for the JCS to be ignored,
it was quite another to have a majority recommendation blatantly overruled as
happened with the “Skybolt” program, which McNamara decided to cancel in No-
vember 1962. Initiated under Eisenhower, Skybolt was a strategic air-to-surface
ballistic missile being developed by the Air Force in collaboration with the British,
who planned to use it to prolong the active service life of their obsolescent Vulcan
bombers. Late in 1959, seizing on an offer from Washington to codevelop Skybolt,
the British shelved a similar program (“Blue Streak”), which they had been pursu-
ing on their own.”7 With a planned range of over 1,000 miles, Skybolt’s mission was
to carry out stand-off attacks against targets inside the Soviet Union. By the end of
the Eisenhower administration, however, technical problems and rapidly escalating
costs threatened the program’s future. Aware that these issues could scuttle Skybolt,

President Kennedy saw an opportunity to pressure the British into phasing out their
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nuclear deterrent, in keeping with the administration’s policy of curbing nuclear
proliferation. In April 1961, he authorized McNamara to explore such a possibility if
the missile failed to measure up.” McNamara continued to nurse the project along,
but in August 1962 both the OSD Comptroller, Charles J. Hitch, and the Direc-
tor of Defense Research and Engineering, Harold Brown, advised McNamara to
terminate Skybolt. From the technical data laid before him, McNamara concluded
that Skybolt was “a pile of junk.”¥

Despite his growing skepticism concerning Skybolt, McNamara hedged a final
decision on the program’s future. On November 8, he told the British ambassador
that the United States was “reconsidering” the program, but conveyed the impres-
sion that any action was conditional upon the receipt of JCS views.* As part of
their annual review of the Secretary’s budget submission, the Joint Chiefs weighed
in with a split recommendation. Insisting that Skybolt was necessary to maintain a
“clear margin of superiority,” the Service chiefs unanimously favored retaining the
program. However, the Chairman, General Taylor, disagreed. The newest member
of the JCS, Taylor had no vested interests to protect and felt that he could view
the situation more objectively. Terming Skybolt “a relatively marginal program,”
he shared the prevailing view in OSD that the money could be better spent on
other systems.*'

In the past, upon receiving a split recommendation, the Secretary of Defense
invariably sided with the majority or sought a compromise. But in this case, Taylor’s
lone dissent prevailed. While taken on technical and cost-effectiveness grounds, Mc-
Namara’s decision to cancel Skybolt nevertheless had strong geopolitical overtones.
Without Skybolt, McNamara knew that the only readily available alternative the
British had was the Blue Steel Mk I, an air-launched missile with limited range and
penetration capabilities. Lacking a more up-to-date and effective system, Britain’s
entire nuclear weapons program would face an uncertain future.* In early Decem-
ber, McNamara flew to London and presented British Minister of Defence Peter
Thorneycroft with three options—continue Skybolt as a solely British program,
adopt a less capable U.S. weapon, the “Hound Dog,” or participate in whatever ar-
rangements emerged from ongoing discussions to create an MLE Lurking in the
background was a fourth possibility—British acquisition of Polaris technology. But
to McNamara’s surprise, Thorneycroft did not raise it. In fact, the British Ministry
of Defence had explored this option earlier but considered it too costly and incom-
patible with Britain’s overall weapons and shipbuilding program.+

Just before Christmas, at a mini-summit between President Kennedy and
Prime Minister Harold Macmillan at Nassau, a solution emerged. In preparation

for the meeting, Taylor asked McNamara whether he should attend to assure the
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availability of a senior military advisor should the need arise. McNamara told the
Chairman to stay home since “substantive discussions” appeared unlikely.** Whether
McNamara simply misread the situation or was purposefully excluding the CJCS is
unclear.Yet even if Taylor had been there, the outcome doubtless would have been
the same. Conceding that Skybolt was a lost cause, Macmillan agreed that acquir-
ing Polaris was the only choice that made sense if Britain were to remain a stra-
tegic nuclear power. While the British would supply their own nuclear warheads,
the boats and missiles would conform to U.S. design. The decision was technically
without prejudice to the future of the UK’ independent deterrent, but it came with
strings attached that severely limited British freedom of action. Most constraining
of all was the requirement that all forces acquired by the UK under the agreement
be “assigned and targeted” as part of a NATO nuclear force in keeping with current
practice. Only if Britain’s “supreme national interests” were at stake could it with-

draw its Polaris boats from NATO command and control.#

DEMISE OF THE MLF

Over the long run, the Nassau agreement probably created more problems than
it solved. Not only did it show the Kennedy administration backtracking from its
declared policy of curbing nuclear proliferation; it also resurrected the notion of a
U.S.-UK “special relationship,” which the French, Germans, and other Europeans
resented. In fact, the close links forged between Washington and London in World
‘War II were long gone. But by agreeing to share some of its most sensitive military
technology with the British—technology to which no other Alliance member had
comparable access—the Kennedy administration had left itself vulnerable to charges
of favoritism.

Earlier, anticipating that problems of this sort might arise, the Kennedy White
House had endorsed a variation on the theme of a NATO-wide multilateral force.
The original MLF concept of the late 1950s had the strong personal imprint of
the Supreme Allied Commander, General Lauris Norstad, who envisioned a mix
of land- and sea-based medium-range ballistic missiles to replace aging aircraft and
the obsolescent Thor and Jupiter missiles in the United Kingdom, Italy, and Tur-
key.* Had Norstad’s conception of the MLF prevailed, NATO would have be-
come, in effect, the fourth nuclear power, alongside the United States, the United
Kingdom, and the Soviet Union. But with the advent of the Kennedy adminis-
tration, Norstad’s vision faded almost immediately. Determined to reduce nuclear
proliferation, President Kennedy discouraged the creation of an autonomous nu-

clear force under NATO and proposed in May 1961 that NATO concentrate on
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strengthening its conventional forces rather than its nuclear posture. To minimize
the risk, he reaffirmed an offer made by President Eisenhower that the United States
would dedicate five U.S. Polaris submarines to NATO and move toward the next
stage—the creation of a full-blown MLF—"once NATO’ nonnuclear goals have
been achieved.”*

Though McNamara and the Joint Chiefs saw no compelling military need
for the MLE they went along with the idea largely in deference to the enthusiastic
backing it had among Kennedy loyalists in the State Department. To this group,
the MLF was a crucial component of the President’s “Grand Design” for Euro-
pean political, military, and economic integration, and another step toward eventu-
ally achieving European union. The Pentagon’s main contribution was to push the
concept in the direction of a predominantly, if not exclusively, sea-based system to
expedite the project and to minimize costs through the use of existing technologies.
The proposed force would comprise 25 surface vessels armed with 200 Polaris A—3
missiles, manned by multinational crews and funded collectively by contributions
from NATO members. Costs would be limited to 1 to § percent of a nation’s mili-
tary budget. Though SACEUR would have operational command and control of
the ships and their missiles, the United States would retain custody of the warheads
and exercise ultimate veto power over their use. Many Europeans disparaged these
arrangements as being not much better than the current system.*

The Kennedy administration’s recasting of the MLF concept encountered no
strong objections from the JCS. Lukewarm toward the MLF from the start, the
chiefs supported it as long as it posed no excessive drain on American resources and
caused no major diversion of assets from SAC or other major commands. Their most
serious concerns had to do with the composition of the force. Siding with Norstad,
they repeatedly urged McNamara to include mobile land-based MRBMs in the
MLE along with Polaris. More accurate and reliable than sea-based missiles, land-
based MRBMs would give NATO a broader range of capabilities and options and
help dissuade the FRG and others from developing independent nuclear capabili-
ties outside of NATO.* McNamara, however, believed that a European land-based
missile force would drive up costs and duplicate functions already assigned to U.S.
strategic forces. Still, in deference to growing pressures, he agreed to think about it
and acknowledged to NATO leaders in May 1962 that a land-based MRBM might
be acceptable to the United States under the right conditions.*

Despite efforts by Washington to come up with an acceptable plan, European
opponents of the MLE led by the French, continued to make headway. Turning
their back to a multilateral solution, the French remained focused on acquiring

an independent nuclear force de frappe. A low-key affair for much of the 1950s, the
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French nuclear program grew out of theoretical studies dating from 1951 and gath-
ered momentum quickly in the aftermath of the Suez affair when the United States
failed to support Britain, France, and Israel in their attack on Egypt. Convinced
that the Americans were capricious friends, the French sought a “trigger” that was
certain to bring U.S. nuclear power to bear regardless of American policy. Denied
American assistance, France pursued collaboration with Italy and West Germany.
With the return to power of General Charles de Gaulle in 1958, this brief partner-
ship ended and France embarked on unilateral development. In February 1960,
France detonated its first atomic explosion, a plutonium bomb, in the Sahara desert.
At first, the French relied on air-delivered weapons using Mirage IV bombers. But
as the 1960s progressed, they expanded their arsenal to include silo-based IRBMs
and submarine-launched ballistic missiles.™

For de Gaulle, the force de frappe was part of a larger effort to restore France’s
faded power, glory, and international prestige. Leader of the Free French in World
War II, de Gaulle had emerged from his wartime experience feeling that the British
and Americans had slighted him. According to diplomatic historian Erin R. Mahan,
de Gaulle carried “a smoldering animosity toward les Anglo-Saxons” practically his
entire adult life.* Dismissing the MLF as “a web of liaisons,” he opposed any mea-
sure that did not give France a veto over the use of nuclear weapons. In place of the
MLE he wanted a tripartite (Anglo-French-American) directorate, with each coun-
try having an equal voice in decisions on when and where to use nuclear weapons.
After the Nassau conference, he became convinced that NATO was in the hands of
an Anglo-Saxon cabal and redoubled his efforts to assure France its independence
in foreign and defense affairs, a process leading eventually to the announcement in
February 1966 that French forces would cease to operate under NATO’s integrated
command.

Never excessively strong to begin with, the momentum behind the MLF
slowed to a crawl in the face of unrelenting French resistance and the lukewarm
support of other NATO members. Scrambling to salvage what he could, President
Kennedy sent veteran diplomat Livingston Merchant to Europe in the spring of
1963 to mobilize British and West German support for the beleaguered MLE De-
spite Merchant’s upbeat reports, he achieved no major breakthroughs.® About the
same time, under pressure from McNamara, the Joint Chiefs offered a tepid en-
dorsement of the MLE not for its military value (which they assessed as negligible)
but as a brake on nuclear proliferation. The chiefs’ support, however, made little dif-
terence. By the time of Kennedy’s assassination, the MLF was practically moribund,
the victim of its own muddled objectives and shortcomings and waning interest on
both sides of the Atlantic.’*
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Learning from his predecessor’s experience, President Johnson distanced him-
self from the MLF and never seriously pursued it.’s Nevertheless, on the off chance
that there might be a revival of the idea, McNamara asked the Joint Chiefs in the
summer of 1964 for a fresh analysis of the MLF’s command and control procedures,
with particular attention given to the prevention of an unauthorized or accidental
detonation. McNamara wanted to reassure anxious Members of Congress that a
“pilot project” involving a NATO crew operating a U.S. guided-missile destroyer,
USS Claude V. Ricketts, would not compromise the custody and control of any U.S.
nuclear weapons.*® But even though the Navy rated the Ricketts experiment a suc-
cess, it failed to generate any appreciable renewed support for the MLE Dropped
from further discussion at NATO meetings, the MLF passed into the history
books sometime in late 1964 or early 1965, with the exact date of its obsequy still

unknown.

A NEW NATO STRATEGY: MC 14/3

Following the MLF’s demise, the Johnson administration sought other arrangements
for nuclear sharing and coordination. The JCS wanted to explore closer cooperation
through military channels between U.S. and French nuclear forces, with the goal of
eventually integrating the force de frappe into NATO.? But as it became apparent
that Paris was determined to pursue an independent course, not only in nuclear
affairs but in all aspects of military planning, the United States dropped efforts to
placate de Gaulle and refocused on strengthening neglected ties with the FRG and
other NATO members. Meanwhile, with McNamara in the forefront, the Johnson
administration continued to push for formal adoption of a forward defense strategy
resting on flexible response. The upshot during 1966-1967 was the creation of a
new high-level consultative body, the Nuclear Planning Group (NPG), to guide the
Alliance in nuclear matters, and a reconfiguration of basic NATO strategy around
a new policy directive (MC 14/3) that finally brought the era of massive retaliation
to a close.

Overshadowing these accomplishments was a perceptible diminution of
American power and influence within the Alliance, accelerated by the American
preoccupation with Vietnam and the attendant diversion of resources. Unable to
give NATO the time and attention accorded it in the past, the Johnson administra-
tion struggled to preserve U.S. leadership. The most serious challenger remained
de Gaulle, whose assault on the U.S. dollar and unrelenting criticisms of American
foreign policy left the Alliance in tension and disarray until February 1966, when

France announced the withdrawal of the last of its forces from NATO command.
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By any measure, de Gaulle’s decision to secede from the NATO military structure
(the first and only defection of its kind until Greece withdrew its forces in 1974 over
the Cyprus issue) was a severe blow to Alliance solidarity and to American pres-
tige. Summarily evicted from its facilities in France, NATO’s weighty military and
civilian bureaucracy had to scramble to find new offices and headquarters. Though
relocating to Belgium proved less difficult than the Joint Chiefs expected, it was
still a major disruption that left the Alliance dependent in the short term on hastily
organized and largely untested lines of support and communication.*

The erosion of the American presence in Europe was especially apparent from
the shrinking size and quality of the U.S. forces committed to NATO. As of the
mid-1960s, just as the Vietnam buildup was beginning, the United States had almost
5 Army divisions, 3 regimental combat teams, and 28 combat air squadrons assigned
to Europe. But because of rising costs, the French drain on U.S. gold reserves, and
growing requirements in Southeast Asia, it was only a matter of time before the
United States reassessed its military role in Europe. The Joint Chiefs invariably op-
posed cutbacks in U.S. forces. Arguing that it would weaken NATO’ defenses,
they saw any lessening of the U.S. presence as setting a poor example and making
it harder for the United States to elicit troop contributions from the European Al-
lies. As time passed, however, and as the requirements for Vietnam grew, the chiefs’
position became increasingly untenable. The solution pushed by McNamara and his
systems analysts was “dual-basing”—the prepositioning of supplies and equipment
in Europe and the rotation of selected units between there and the United States.
Initially opposed to the idea, the JCS became more amenable when Presidential
preferences for McNamara’s approach left them no choice. The near-term practical
results were a 10 percent troop reduction and the withdrawal from Europe of two
combat brigades of the 24th Mechanized Division and three tactical air squadrons.
Pleading financial difficulties, the British, Dutch, and Belgians soon followed suit
with similar troop reductions.®

Pressures on the force structure complicated the work of NATO planners
in translating flexible response into concrete plans. Once skeptical of the whole
idea, the Joint Chiefs had gradually come to accept it as long as it did not rule
out recourse to nuclear weapons should a defense with conventional firepower
falter.” Accordingly, throughout the 1960s, the Joint Chiefs continued to stockpile
tactical-sized nuclear weapons and delivery systems in Europe. By the end of the
decade, the nuclear arsenal earmarked for NATO had doubled in size to more than

7,000 bombs and warheads.”

At the same time, because of overriding priorities in
Vietnam, U.S. reserves available to NATO declined drastically. In 1961 when Ken-

nedy and McNamara began talking about flexible response, the United States had a
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strategic reserve force of one infantry and two airborne divisions earmarked for im-
mediate deployment to Europe. By 1968, the NATO-committed reserve was down
to two airborne brigades available by M+30 and one airborne, one mechanized,
and two infantry brigades by M+60. Time and again, from the mid-1960s on, the
Joint Chiefs urged a call-up of Reservists and an increase in Active-duty strength
to overcome the shortfall. For fiscal and political reasons, President Johnson turned
them down.*”

Meanwhile, efforts to achieve a nonnuclear defense continued to meet strong
resistance from NATO’s European members. The most difficult to convince (once
the French took themselves out of the debate by withdrawing from NATO’s Mili-
tary Committee in 1966) were the West Germans, who feared that flexible response
would increase the risk of a conventional conflict. Clinging to the defense doctrines
of the 19505, West German military leaders contended that threatening the Soviets
with the early use of nuclear weapons constituted “the very nature of the strategy
of deterrence.” Operating on this premise, they insisted that nuclear weapons con-
tinued to be “the most significant political instrument for the defense of NATO
Europe.”® But under persistent American pressure, their resistance gradually wore
down, paving the way for NATO planners to reconcile differences and adopt the
new flexible response strategy in December 1967.

A tribute to McNamara’s hard work and determination, MC 14/3 was the
most far-reaching revision of NATO strategy since adoption of the original strate-
gic concept in 1950. Ending primary reliance on nuclear weapons, it mandated an
initial defense “as far forward as is necessary and possible,” supported by “sufficient
ground, sea and air forces in a high state of readiness.” While MC 14/3 did not dic-
tate exclusive reliance on conventional arms, it clearly stated that the “first objective”
should be to “counter the aggression without escalation.”* In interpreting these
instructions, the rule of thumb for Alliance planners was that NATO should be ca-
pable of mounting sustained conventional operations for up to 30 days.” According
to Sir Michael Quinlan, Britain’s leading nuclear strategist and a key participant in
the debate leading up to the adoption of MC 14/3, one of the purposes behind the
new strategy was to send a clear signal to the Soviets.“We rightly believed,” Quinlan
later related, “[that] Soviet Intelligence would obtain accounts of the policy discus-
sions that had taken place behind closed doors, so we tried to ensure that two key
messages got through to Moscow—first, NATO had faced up to the tough issues
of nuclear use; and second, NATO would not take provocative or hasty action.”*

A companion document—MC 48/3—dealt with implementation measures.
Framed in broad language, MC 48/3 called for improved intelligence, coordina-

tion, readiness, and logistical support to increase NATO’s capacity for flexibility in
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response to aggression. Unlike earlier exhortations, however, this one fell mostly on
deaf ears and remained unapproved in NATO’s military committee system for the
next several years.” A more accurate barometer of NATO sentiment was the Harm-
el Report, adopted in conjunction with MC 14/3. Named for Belgian Foreign
Minister Pierre Harmel, the chairman of the committee that produced it, the report
addressed “future tasks which face the Alliance” and reflected a distinctly European
perspective in urging a dual policy of defense and détente. As part of this process, it
suggested exploring confidence-building measures to improve East-West relations
and stepped up efforts toward arms control and disarmament. “Military security and
a policy of détente,” the report argued, “are not contradictory but complementary.”
Given the overall tenor of the Harmel panel’s findings, it was clear that, while the
European Allies accepted flexible response in principle, they viewed it as a less than
credible form of deterrence unless accompanied by a fundamental change in the
East-West political climate. Before proceeding much further in implementing flex-
ible response, they wanted to explore relaxing tensions and improving relations with
the Soviet bloc.”®

‘Whether flexible response would reduce the dangers of a nuclear war never
ceased to be a hotly contested issue. With the United States preoccupied in Viet-
nam and with many European Allies skeptical of the American commitment, the
link between the security of NATO territory and nuclear weapons was as strong
and as close as ever, the adoption of MC 14/3 notwithstanding. Acknowledging
as much, McNamara told President Johnson that, despite “years of effort,” NATO
still had a long way to go “to deal successtully with any kind of nonnuclear attack
without using nuclear weapons ourselves.” Concurring with this assessment, the
Joint Chiefs continued to see no other choice than “early selective employment of
nuclear weapons” to counter even a limited Warsaw Pact attack. An agreed concept
on paper, flexible response still had a long way to go before becoming an attainable

objective on the battlefield.”

THE DAMAGE LIMITATION DEBATE

NATO’ adoption of flexible response marked a major turning point in Alliance
strategy. In theory, it moved away from dependence on massive retaliation and, by
positing a broader range of conventional responses, lessened the dangers of a nuclear
war in Europe. But by the mid-1960s, the larger and more urgent problem facing
the Joint Chiefs and other Western military planners was the relentless expansion of
the Soviet ICBM force. As these deployments continued, they threatened to negate

the U.S. advantage in strategic nuclear power and, with it, the concept of extended
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deterrence on which transatlantic security ultimately rested. With their own strate-
gic force levels effectively frozen, the JCS sought qualitative enhancements to U.S.
capabilities, largely in two areas. One was a new system of multiple independently
targetable reentry vehicles, or MIRVs, which enhanced the capabilities of a single
long-range missile by increasing the number of warheads it could carry. The other
was the advent of improved interceptors and tracking radars for ballistic missile
defense, which made an American ABM a more credible and attractive option for
countering the growing Soviet missile force. Out of the debate over these issues,
summarily referred to by the Joint Chiefs as “damage limitation” measures, emerged
not only a series of fateful decisions affecting refinements in the strategic posture,
but also a new realm of negotiations with the Soviets—the Strategic Arms Limita-
tion Talks (SALT).

MIRV appealed to McNamara and the JCS alike, but for different reasons.
For the Joint Chiefs, MIRV was a way of upgrading strategic capabilities while
staying within the limits of the programmed missile force, which the Secretary of
Defense had capped at 1,054 ICBMs and 41 ballistic missile submarines. For Mc-
Namara, it was a convenient way of fending off JCS requests for new systems—an
advanced manned strategic bomber (the AMSA, later the B—1) to replace the
obsolescent B—s2 and a larger, more powerful ICBM (the MX)—on the grounds
that, with MIRV factored in, programmed delivery systems would more than sat-
isfy targeting requirements. As McNamara saw it, in other words, MIRV enhanced
the Services’ capabilities, but it was also a mechanism for imposing restraint on
the acquisition process.

Proposals for deploying multiple warheads on a missile dated from the late
1950s. The earliest missile that actually incorporated a multiple warhead design was
the Navy’s Polaris A—3, first tested in 1962 and declared operational aboard sub-
marines 2 years later. Capable of carrying three 200 kiloton warheads, the A—3
employed a system of multiple reentry vehicles (MRVs) that, instead of being inde-
pendently targeted, applied a “shotgun” pattern against a single target. Since SLBMs
were less accurate and reliable than land-based ICBMs, targeting planners in Omaha
generally held them in reserve for follow-on attacks against “soft” targets like troop
concentrations and urban-industrial facilities.”

Fully developed MIRV systems came along later, emerging from design stud-
ies done by the Air Force’s Ballistic Systems Division in the early 1960s and the
Navy’s Special Projects Office. More sophisticated and versatile than the A—3, a
MIRVed reentry vehicle (known as a “bus”) could attack several separate targets
simultaneously or one target redundantly. The Joint Chiefs considered it impera-

tive to develop a submarine-launched MIRV missile (the Poseidon), and indicated
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that they would also welcome MIRVed versions of the Minuteman ICBM (known
as Minuteman III), which the Air Force planned to deploy in the late 1960s.” To
increase the versatility and effectiveness of programmed forces, the JCS sought and
obtained penetration aids, improvements in command and control, and increased
missile accuracy. However, they were unsuccesstul in persuading McNamara to ac-
cept higher-yield warheads and other qualitative improvements that would have
further boosted counterforce potential by threatening “hardened” targets like So-
viet missile silos and command bunkers. Although McNamara conceded that these
measures would limit damage to the United States, he refused to embrace damage-
limitation as his overriding priority.”

McNamara believed that were he to accept the full range of the Joint Chiefs’
proposed enhancements and make damage limitation a high-priority objective, he
would be signaling to the Soviets that the United States was striving for a first-
strike capability. The result, he feared, would destabilize relations with Moscow and
increase the risk of a Soviet preemptive attack in a crisis. Thus, as plans and prepara-
tions for MIRV deployment went forward, McNamara continued to think in terms
of assured destruction. For Poseidon, he rejected a counterforce MIRV package
consisting of warheads in the three-megaton range, and opted instead for the C—3
reentry vehicle, which could deliver a large number of relatively small warheads and
was best suited for urban-industrial attacks. He likewise insisted that the Air Force’s
Minuteman III use a three-warhead “light” version of the MK—12 RV, a configura-
tion the Air Force considered best suited for attacking soft targets, rather than the
MEK-12 “heavy” design (also known as the MK—17), which could have delivered a
larger payload.”

Unable to make much headway with McNamara in configuring offensive
forces for damage-limitation purposes, the Joint Chiefs eyed recent advances in
ballistic missile defense technology to help achieve their goals. By 1965, the JCS
had changed their minds about ABM and now embraced it as an essential strategic
requirement in the JSOP, their annual mid-range estimate of military programs.”
‘What sparked the shift in the JCS position is not clear. British historian Lawrence
Freedman explains it as a reaction within the military to McNamara’s policies, a
feeling that the time had come to challenge his whole strategic philosophy.” Mor-
ton H. Halperin, who served on McNamara’s staff, remembered it more as the
product of tradeoffs between the Services and bureaucratic politics.” Personalities
also played a part. As Air Force Chief of Staff, LeMay had never had much confi-
dence in ABM being able to cope with a large-scale enemy attack. Preferring to
invest in offensive weapons, LeMay had probably done as much as anyone other

than McNamara to block JCS endorsement of the ABM program. However, his
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successor, General John P. McConnell, USAE who joined the JCS in February 1965,
was more open-minded and flexible on the missile defense issue.”” Also, with Tay-
lor’s departure in July 1964 to become Ambassador to South Vietnam and General
Earle G. Wheeler’s appointment as Chairman, the JCS were again under “one of
their own,” in whom they had greater confidence to present their views and argue
their case with the Secretary and the President.

‘Whatever their motivations, the Joint Chiefs had a strong incentive, based on
intelligence reports, to review and change their position on missile defense. From
about s0 ICBM launchers in mid-1962 and a handful of ballistic missile submarines,
Soviet capabilities had increased to an estimated strength to 350—400 ICBMs and
36 ballistic missile submarines by the mid-1960s. As part of this buildup, the Soviets
had phased out their first generation SS—6 ICBMs, and were proceeding posthaste
with the deployment of a more effective and easier-to-use second generation (the
SS—7, the SS—9, and the SS—11). Though about 40 percent of the Soviet ICBM
force remained above ground in “soft” configurations, all new deployments were
in hardened underground silos. The Intelligence Community projected Soviet ca-
pabilities of approximately a thousand ICBM launchers by the end of the decade
(equal in number to the programmed U.S. deployment) and 40—so ballistic missile
submarines.”

No less unsettling was evidence that the Soviets were pursuing a well-defined
ballistic missile defense R&D program, which could complicate U.S. targeting and
reduce the attainment of assured destruction goals. Like the Soviet ICBM program
a few years earlier, Soviet BMD development had become a source of intense con-
troversy within the Intelligence Community. The Army and Air Force saw the So-
viets engaged in a massive BMD effort, while the CIA, State Department, National
Security Agency, and Naval Intelligence reserved judgment.” Under study were the
characteristics and capabilities of three known systems: one around Leningrad, appar-
ently started as an air-defense system, which the Soviets suddenly dismantled in 1964
prior to completion; a second, known as the “Tallinn Line,” also for air defense with
discernible ABM capabilities; and a third, known as “Galosh,” the most advanced and
sophisticated, under construction around Moscow. All three exhibited design features
seen at the Soviet ABM development and test center at Shary Sagan.™

Worried that the Moscow system might give the Soviets a critical advantage,
the Joint Chiefs recommended in early December 1966 that Secretary McNamara
and President Johnson begin full-scale ABM production and deployment without
delay.* The ABM the Joint Chiefs proposed to field was the Nike-X, successor to
the Army’s earlier Nike-Zeus, which offered initial protection for up to 25 Ameri-

can cities. In contrast to the point defense concept used in Nike-Zeus, Nike-X was
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a layered defense with area-wide applications. Employing the basic Zeus missile (lat-
er renamed Spartan) for long-range interception, it would use a second interceptor,
the Sprint, to destroy whatever leaked through the first line of defense. The prin-
cipal advantage of Nike-X over any of its predecessors was its phased array radar,
a major breakthrough in battle management pioneered by the Advanced Research
Projects Agency (ARPA,; later, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency)
under a set of studies known as Project Defender. Faster and more accurate than
the manually operated Nike-Zeus radar system, phased array radar used solid-state
electronics and high-capacity computers to process large amounts of data quickly,
track multiple reentry vehicles, and guide interceptor missiles to their targets all at
the same time. While there were still serious “bugs” in the system, not the least of
which was its limited capacity to distinguish decoys from real warheads, Nike-X
seemed a giant stride toward more effective missile defense.®

Nike-X had originally been McNamara’s idea, an outgrowth of his efforts dur-
ing the Kennedy administration to find a more reliable and cost-effective alternative
to Nike-Zeus.® But as he drifted away from the counterforce/no-cities doctrine
and became increasingly committed to the assured destruction concept, he lost
interest in pursuing strategic defense and related damage-limitation options such as
civil defense.™ “It is our ability to destroy an attacker,” he argued, . . . that provides
the deterrent, not our ability to partially limit damage to ourselves.”® For advice, he
turned to scientists who opposed the whole notion of ABM and contractors who
doubted whether Nike-X was sufficiently advanced for deployment.*® Contrary
assessments, like the 1964 Betts Report, an internal DOD study that endorsed mis-
sile defense as both feasible and compatible with the preservation of mutual nuclear
deterrence, had no apparent impact on his thinking.’” Indeed, McNamara became
firmly convinced that the pursuit of BMD by both sides was provocative and de-
stabilizing and that it represented an open-ended invitation to a costly escalation of
the arms race. He seemed to feel also that the responsibility for showing restraint
fell more on the United States than the Soviet Union. “Were we to deploy a heavy
ABM system throughout the United States,” he maintained, “the Soviets would
clearly be strongly motivated to so increase their offensive capability as to cancel out
our defensive advantage.”

The showdown over Nike-X came during the final markup of the FY 1968
defense budget in early December 1966, shortly after the JCS recommended pro-
ceeding with deployment. By now, the Moscow “Galosh” ABM was public knowl-
edge, and there was growing support for missile defense among key Democrats in
Congress. Among these were some of the President’s closest friends, including Sena-

tors Richard Russell, Jr., Henry M. Jackson, and John C. Stennis, whose continuing
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cooperation the White House needed in the face of mounting opposition to the ad-
ministration’s Vietnam policies.” While the President shared McNamara’s concerns
over an expensive and dangerous arms race with the Soviets, he leaned toward the
JCS position that the time had come to settle the ABM debate.

Matters reached a head at a budget review meeting attended by McNamara,
the Joint Chiefs, and the President in Austin, Texas, on December 6, 1966. Though
aware that the decision could go either way, the JCS had good reason to be con-
fident that the momentum was moving in their favor. Taking steps to outmaneu-
ver them, McNamara offered a compromise that consisted of two components—a
token deployment of Nike-X in the mid-1970s against an as-yet nonexistent (but
expected) Chinese ICBM threat, to show the Soviets and critics alike that the ad-
ministration was serious about missile defense, in tandem with exploratory talks
to see if Kremlin leaders would be interested in a negotiated “freeze” on future
ABMs. The deal was too good for Johnson to pass up. Not only would it confirm
the administration’s determination to respond to an increasingly dangerous situa-
tion, it would also save money at a time when the costs for the Vietnam War were
becoming onerous. Above all, both elements of the compromise would shore up the
President’s image as a peacemaker. Making no secret of their disappointment, the
Joint Chiefs acquiesced.”

The President’s decision proved neither firm nor final. Returning to Wash-
ington, he met in early January 1967 with a group of distinguished scientists who
convinced him (apparently without much difficulty) that even a limited ABM de-
ployment would accelerate the arms race, undermine the chances for arms control,
and be “extremely dangerous.”" Johnson accepted the scientists’ advice and in his
budget message to Congress toward the end of the month he announced his in-
tention to continue “intensive development” of Nike-X, but to hold production
and deployment in abeyance pending exploratory talks with the Soviets to curb or
freeze ABMs.”

‘Whether the talks with the Soviets would be productive remained to be seen.
Until then, arms control negotiations involving the United States and the Soviet
Union had yielded only two agreements—the 1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty ne-
gotiated under Kennedy, and a pending Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT),
with key clauses still in draft form. Doubtful whether the NPT would significantly
improve U.S. security, the JCS hoped the administration would not “aggressively
pursue” it.”* In the case of the proposed freeze on ABMs, as with practically all
other arms control matters, the Joint Chiefs’ uppermost concern was the adequacy
and effectiveness of verification measures. To avoid any misunderstanding of their

position, they notified McNamara that they would resist “any proposal” that might
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foreclose deployment of missile defenses or prevent planned improvements to of-
fensive forces.%

Seeking a breakthrough, President Johnson and Secretary McNamara arranged
a meeting with Soviet Premier Alexei N. Kosygin at Glassboro, New Jersey, in late
June 1967, while Kosygin was in the United States addressing the UN General As-
sembly. A showy, impromptu affair, the Glassboro summit benefited from none of
the detailed staff work and prior exchanges that might have narrowed differences
and paved the way for an agreement. Neither side brought along any senior military
representatives. Despite a vigorous presentation of his views, McNamara failed to
convince Kosygin that a freeze on ABM deployments was in the best interests of all
concerned. By stressing curbs on missile defense, he apparently misled Kosygin into
believing that the United States was indifferent toward restraints on offensive arms.
McNamara and Johnson rushed to assure Kosygin that this was not so. But the dam-
age was irremeable. As McNamara recalled the scene, Kosygin “absolutely erupted.”
Turning red in the face, he pounded the table. “Defense is moral,” he declared, “of-
fense is immoral.” Concluding that the Soviet leader probably lacked the authority
to make a deal, Johnson and McNamara shrugged off their disappointment and
returned to Washington empty-handed.®

SENTINEL AND THE SEEDS OF SALT

If it accomplished nothing else, the Glassboro summit confirmed that the adminis-
tration had no choice but to move ahead on ABM. Indeed, once Kosygin rejected
American overtures for a freeze, deployment by the United States became virtually
certain. In addition to the Soviet threat, there was now the danger posed by the
Communist Chinese, who had detonated a thermonuclear device the week before
the Glassboro summit. Speculation was rife that even if the administration opted
against a “heavy” ABM aimed against the Soviets, it would still deploy a “thin” de-
fense against the Chinese.”” A heated debate developed in Congress, while at the
Pentagon the Joint Chiefs put renewed pressure on McNamara to lift the prohibi-
tion on deployment and approve the heavy system they had recommended earlier.
The JCS rarely prioritized military or Service programs. But in this instance, they
told McNamara that they could think of“no other action ... more necessary” to the
Nation’s security than full production and deployment of Nike-X. Not only would
a firm decision remove all doubt about American resolve, they maintained, but
also it “would either stimulate Soviet participation in meaningful negotiations or
disclose their lack of serious interest in this matter.” Here in a nutshell was the co-

nundrum of Cold War arms control: to convince the other side to curb or eliminate
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weapons, one had first to demonstrate one’s readiness to bear the risk and expense
of acquiring them, if only to see them later negotiated away as a bargaining chip.”
With the JCS and powerful figures in Congress pushing for deployment, McNa-
mara launched a feverish search for a credible alternative. Above all, he wanted to pre-
serve the arms control option and avoid giving the Soviets an excuse to increase their
offensive arsenal. For budgetary planning purposes, he notified the JCS in early August
1967 that he was still leaning toward a limited ballistic missile defense to deal with the
emerging Chinese threat and, as a bonus, to provide a small degree of protection for
Minuteman missile fields.” The JCS did not doubt the potential threat posed by the
Chinese, but they saw that threat as rather remote and could find no urgent need for the
protection of missile fields, given the imperfect accuracy of Soviet missiles and the hard-
ness of U.S. silos. They continued to believe that the first order of business should be a
full-scale nationwide ABM deployment.” As far as McNamara was concerned, however,
the matter was closed. In a well publicized speech in San Francisco on September 18,
1967, he confirmed that the United States was going ahead with a limited ABM deploy-
ment aimed against Communist China rather than the Soviet Union. While this was
a volte-face from his previous position on missile defense, McNamara insisted that his
strategic objectives were unchanged and that preserving assured destruction (“the very
essence of the whole deterrence concept”) remained his paramount concern.™
Attempting to put the best possible interpretation on the Secretary’s decision,
the Joint Chiefs treated it not as the beginning of the end for ABM, but as the end
of the beginning.”" Nonetheless, ABM faced an uncertain future and over the ensu-
ing year it remained the subject of intense legislative debate, diplomatic maneuver-
ing, and Pentagon infighting. As he was leaving office in February 1968, McNamara
was still cautioning against an anti-Soviet ABM and insisting that assured destruc-
tion constituted the only reliable and effective form of deterrence. Skeptical, the
Joint Chiefs in April 1968 urged McNamara’s successor, Clark M. Clifford, and his
deputy, Paul H. Nitze, to approve a nationwide ABM system (now dubbed Sentinel)
for full deployment by FY77. Their efforts, however, were no more successtul with
Clifford and Nitze than they had been with McNamara.” Even though the Army
began acquiring Sentinel deployment sites during this time, it remained to be seen
whether the incoming Nixon administration would carry the program forward.™
As the Johnson Presidency drew to a close, it was increasingly likely that the
fate of ABM would be decided at the negotiating table, as McNamara had hoped.
Though the Glassboro summit had failed to achieve a breakthrough, behind-the-
scenes talks held afterwards in conjunction with the final negotiation of the NPT
yielded broad agreement between Washington and Moscow that the time was ripe

to address larger arms controls issues. On July 1, 1968, in conjunction with the
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signing of the NPT, the two sides announced their intention to discuss limiting
offensive and defensive strategic weapons systems.” The date and place of these
talks were about to be announced when, on August 20, Warsaw Pact forces invaded
Czechoslovakia, crushing that country’s nascent democracy and causing the Johnson
administration to postpone arms control negotiations indefinitely. But as the Nixon
administration was taking office on January 20, 1969, the Soviet Foreign Ministry
expressed renewed interest in limitations on strategic arms. The long-anticipated
SALT negotiations were soon to begin.

For the Joint Chiefs, as for others in the military establishment, McNamara’s
departure and the end of the Johnson administration constituted a watershed. In the
corridors of the Pentagon it was said that the history of the Defense Department fell
into two periods—before McNamara and after. Not only did the administrative and
managerial reforms he instituted reshape Pentagon business practices; they also had
profound effects in the areas of weapons procurement, force structure, and military
doctrine. More than any other Secretary of Defense, he fundamentally transformed
the way the country thought about and approached armed conflict. Prior to Mc-
Namara, the decisions affecting the force structure, its composition, and the strategic
concepts under which it operated had been largely in the hands of military profes-
sionals—the Joint Chiefs of Staff—who worked under broad guidance from the
President, the Secretary of Defense, and the National Security Council. But during
McNamara’s tenure, such decisions became a joint function of the JCS organization
and analysts in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, with the latter often having
the final word. Combined with the handling and political repercussions of the war
in Vietnam, the net effect was a dramatically reduced role and influence for the

military in national security affairs, to a level not seen since the 1930s.
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Chapter 9

VIETNAM:
GOING TO WAR

The scene was reminiscent of many amphibious operations of World War II. On
the morning of March 8, 1965, with a light mist reducing visibility, elements of
oth Marine Expeditionary Brigade landed on a sandy beach near Da Nang, South
Vietnam. Wading ashore with their gear, they encountered reporters, photographers,
the mayor of Da Nang, and their commander, Brigadier General Frederick J. Karch,
whom local school girls had laden with garlands in celebration of the occasion. A
cordial welcome, it belied the presence of Viet Cong guerrillas a few miles away.
Climbing into waiting trucks, the Marines were transported to the nearby Ameri-
can air base to take up security duties. The vanguard of a larger U.S. presence yet
to come, these Marines were the first American combat troops to arrive in Viet-
nam. “Americanization” of the Vietnam War had begun.” It was a policy the Joint
Chiefs of Staft had helped to shape, but not one that gave them much satistaction
or sense of confidence. The war in Vietnam was entering a new phase, and with it
came growing uncertainty among the JCS whether they would have the tools and

resources at their disposal to make that policy succeed.

THE ROOTS OF AMERICAN INVOLVEMENT

By the time U.S. combat troops began to deploy to Vietnam in 1965, the United
States had been involved there fighting Communism for more than a decade and a
half. With the escalation of Cold War tensions brought on by the Korean War, the
Truman administration funneled massive support to the French effort in Indochina
(Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia) against the Communist Viet Minh. In 1954, after
the Viet Minh victory over the French at Dien Bien Phu, an international confer-
ence in Geneva agreed to a settlement that resulted in the division of Vietnam
between a Communist regime in the North and a non-Communist one in the
South. The Joint Chiefs of Staff viewed the Geneva accords as a major setback for

U.S. interests in Southeast Asia. But given the American public’s war-weariness in
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the wake of the Korean conflict and the Eisenhower administration’s reallocation
of resources limiting the size and capabilities of general purpose forces, they ruled
out recommending direct military involvement to change the outcome. Elections
leading to unification were never held owing to chronic political instability in the
South (much of it instigated by agents from the North) and the intransigence of
South Vietnamese Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem, a stalwart anti-Communist,
whose rejection of the vote the United States fully supported.

After the French withdrawal in 1954—1955, the United States assumed major
responsibility for South Vietnam’s economic welfare, political stability, and military
security. Expecting continuing pressure from the North, the Joint Chiefs saw a
Korean War-style invasion, assisted by the Chinese, as the most serious threat that
South Vietnam might face. Since the Joint Staff lacked the requisite personnel and
resources at the time, the JCS relied on ad hoc fact-finding committees or the
Army General Staft for assessments and recommendations. The results of one such
inquiry in 1955 credited the South Vietnamese with a limited capacity for offering
resistance and estimated that it would take up to eight U.S. divisions, two to three
tactical air wings, a carrier task force, and a Marine landing force to defeat a full-
scale North Vietnamese invasion.” The Eisenhower administration had no desire to
become involved in Vietnam on such a scale and turned instead to heavy infusions
of political, economic, and military assistance to buttress South Vietnam’s position.
But by the end of the decade an increase in assassinations, terrorism, and guerrilla
activity by the Viet Cong (successor to the Viet Minh) pointed to the need for
stronger measures to avert a Communist takeover. In April 1960, at JCS instigation,
the Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC) assembled a group of senior U.S.
officers on Okinawa to take a fresh look at the problem. Based on supposed lessons
learned in the recent insurgencies in Malaya and the Philippines, the conference
recommended a counterinsurgency plan (CIP) that included increases in military
strength for the South Vietnamese armed forces and paramilitary units, and major
political and administrative reforms in the Diem government.’

Action on the CIP was still pending when the Kennedy administration took
office in January 1961. By then, insurgency and terrorism had grown into the most
ubiquitous forms of conflict worldwide. In the aftermath of Khrushchev’s speech
of January 6, 1961, welcoming “wars of national liberation,” the new President had
all the more reason to be concerned. The development of countermeasures, how-
ever, was still in its infancy. Among the JCS and elsewhere within the military there
was considerable debate over strategy and doctrine. One of the leading figures in
counterinsurgency warfare was Brigadier General Edward G. Lansdale, USAE, who

had been instrumental in defeating the Communist Hukbalahap in the Philippines
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after World War II. Turning to Lansdale for advice and guidance, President Ken-
nedy decided to expand the use of covert operations and to increase the size of U.S.
Army Special Forces (the “Green Berets”). The JCS alternative for dealing with the
crisis at the time in neighboring Laos seemed to be a costly and politically risky
large-scale military buildup, the prelude to possible intervention. The Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs, General Lyman L. Lemnitzer, USA, lacked the President’s confi-
dence in special forces and disputed the notion that current programs in Vietnam
were insufficient and ineffective against the guerrilla threat. But in the aftermath of
the Bay of Pigs episode, Kennedy paid little attention to JCS advice. In April-May
19671, he approved a series of counterinsurgency measures using the Green Berets
to spearhead the effort.*

Along with increased military activity, Kennedy sought political and economic
reforms from Diem to bolster his regime’s credibility and popularity. This process
of attempting to develop a “balanced” policy lasted, with mixed success, from Ken-
nedy’s Presidency into Lyndon Johnson’s. But as early as the autumn of 1961 it was
clear that without a major improvement in the security situation, efforts to achieve
political and economic reform would fall short of the goal. Military power by itself
might not determine the outcome of the struggle for Vietnam, but the side without
it in preponderance was unlikely to prevail.

The catalyst for the rapid and sustained expansion of the American military
presence in South Vietnam was the Taylor-Rostow report, the product of a fact-
finding mission jointly headed by the President’s MILREP, General Maxwell D.
Taylor, USA (Ret.), and Walt W. Rostow, an economist on the NSC Staff who
specialized in underdeveloped countries. Delivered to President Kennedy in early
November 1961, the report painted a bleak picture of the situation in South Viet-
nam and recommended an “emergency program’ of additional assistance, to include
allowing U.S. trainers and advisors to “participate actively” in planning and execut-
ing operations against the Viet Cong. The most controversial part of the report was
its call for the introduction of an 8,000-man “task force” to boost security while
ostensibly assisting in flood repair and other civic action projects in the Mekong
Delta. Later, as Ambassador to SouthVietnam in 1964—1965, Taylor was apprehensive
about the introduction of U.S. combat troops, arguing that it could undermine the
government’s commitment to the war. In 1961, however, he saw things differently
and insisted that “there was a pressing need to do something to restore Vietnamese
morale and to shore up confidence in the United States.”

The Joint Chiefs agreed that the situation was critical, but they believed that if
the United States intervened, it should do so wholeheartedly and without illusion.

In General Lemnitzer’s view, the “8ooo-man force,” once in place, would be too
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thinned out to make much difference.® Working in collaboration with CINCPAC,
the JCS came up with an alternative contingency “Win Plan” that would involve
the use of up to six divisions and put heavy military pressure directly on NorthViet-
nam with air and naval power.” Initially, McNamara seemed to prefer the JCS Win
Plan to the limited course outlined in the Taylor-R ostow report. But upon further
reflection, he and Secretary of State Dean Rusk concurred that even though the
introduction of U.S. combat troops might someday become unavoidable, there was
no immediate need to go quite so far, a conclusion Kennedy gladly embraced.® On
November 15, 1961, leaving the question of combat troops in abeyance, Kennedy
approved a revised Vietnamese assistance policy (characterized as a “first phase” pro-
gram), which authorized an increase in the number of U.S. advisors and specialized
support units and an expansion of their role.®

Kennedy’s decision entirely reshaped the U.S. commitment in Vietnam. From
a strength of around 1,000 advisors in 1961, the U.S. military advisory presence
grew to over 5,000 by the end of the following year. To increase the mobility of
government troops, the United States also sent nearly 300 helicopters and trans-
port planes to Vietnam.™ In February 1962, to oversee the expanded effort, Presi-
dent Kennedy authorized a new command structure—the U.S. Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACV)—a subordinate unified command which
reported through CINCPAC to the Joint Chiefs, the Secretary of Defense, and
the President.” Officially, U.S. policy drew the line at the direct involvement of
American advisory personnel in combat operations. The reality, however, was dif-
ferent. Having previously served in rear echelon training areas and command posts,
U.S. advisors now fanned out into the countryside, operating at the battalion level
or lower. Some advisors actually fought alongside government troops; others flew
combat missions.” But with Berlin, Cuba, and other hot spots capturing the head-
lines, Vietnam remained a remote and distant war for policymakers and the Ameri-
can public alike.

By the start of 1963 the surge of American advisors and assistance appeared to
be having the desired effects of reinvigorating the South Vietnamese armed forces
and placing the Viet Cong on the defensive. By now there were over 11,000 U.S.
military personnel in Vietnam. Confident of ultimate success, McNamara told the
JCS to plan on U.S. advisors being out of the country in 3 years.” But just as the war
appeared to be looking up, it took a turn for the worse, owing to unexpected set-
backs suftered by the South Vietnamese Army (ARVN), increased political protests
against Diem by the Buddhists and other noncommunist groups, and stepped up
infiltration of men and supplies from the North. By the summer of 1963, the prog-

ress of the previous year was a fading memory. Knowing the President’s aversion to
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the use of combat troops, the Joint Chiefs, CINCPAC, and the CIA came up with
a plan (later designated OPLAN 34A) to bring the war home to North Vietnam
through a campaign of sabotage and covert operations.™ However, it was too late
for any improvement in the course of the war to save Diem’s crumbling regime,
which fell victim in early November 1963 to a bloody coup d’état fomented, with
American encouragement, by disgruntled South Vietnamese generals. Weapons, tac-
tics, and equipment meant to fight the Viet Cong were used instead to settle old
scores and to prop up the new military junta.

Shortly before his death, President Kennedy said publicly that he was confident
most U.S. advisors could leave Vietnam in the foreseeable future and turn the war
over to the ARVIN.” But he had no fall-back strategy in case he found withdrawal
ill advised and remained averse to putting pressure on North Vietnam, other than
through limited, indirect means, to cease and desist its support of the Viet Cong.
Though the Joint Chiefs grudgingly accommodated themselves to the President’s
wishes, they had yet to be convinced that a policy of restraint would succeed. What
they saw evolving was an ominous repetition of the stalemate in Korea—a remote
war, offering no sign of early resolution, consuming precious resources, and diverting
attention from larger threats. Hence their support for a more aggressive, immedi-
ate strategy to confront the enemy directly with strong, decisive force. Militarily,
the chiefs’ solution had much to recommend it. The United States still possessed
overwhelming strategic nuclear superiority and could have used that power as an
umbrella for large-scale conventional operations against North Vietnam. But it was a
strategy fraught with enormous political risks that Kennedy was unwilling or unpre-

pared to take. It would be up to his successor to try to find a more durable solution.

THE ROAD TO AN AMERICAN WAR

By the time Lyndon Johnson entered the Oval Office in November 1963, the situa-
tion in South Vietnam had clearly deteriorated to the point that a Communist take-
over seemed more probable than ever. Remembering the backlash against Truman
over the “loss” of China after World War II, Johnson was determined not to become
tagged as the President who “lost”Vietnam. While professing continuity with Ken-
nedy’s policy, he quietly abandoned his predecessor’s timetable for the withdrawal
of U.S. advisors and told General Maxwell Taylor, the new Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs, to treat Vietnam as “our most critical military area right now.” Identifying
the problem as one of insufficient will and commitment, he exhorted Taylor and the
JCS to pay close attention to the selection of personnel and to send only “our blue

ribbon men” to Vietnam as advisors.'
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By early 1964, it was apparent from the continuing political turmoil in Vietnam
and a surge inViet Cong activity that reducing the U.S. presence could have adverse
consequences. General Wallace M. Greene, Jr., Commandant of the Marine Corps,
believed the situation had reached the point where the United States needed “a
clear-cut decision either to pull out of South Vietnam or to stay there and win.”"
Embracing the latter course, the Joint Chiefs offered a ten-point program of “in-
creasingly bolder actions in Southeast Asia” that amounted to a virtual take-over of
the war. Among the recommended measures were overt and covert bombing of the
North, increased reconnaissance, large-scale commando raids, the mining of North
Vietnamese harbors, operations in Laos and Cambodia, and the commitment of
U.S. forces “as necessary” in direct actions against North Vietnam.™ An expansion of
the war at this time, however, was the last thing President Johnson wanted. Meeting
with the Joint Chiefs on March 4, 1964, he stated that he remained committed to
keeping South Vietnam out of Communist hands, but would do nothing that might
involve the country in a war before the November elections. “We haven’t got any
Congress that will go with us,” he told them, “and we haven'’t got any mothers that
will go with us in the war”’™

Until the election, then, Johnson all but ignored JCS advice onVietnam, find-
ing it excessively focused on applying overwhelming military power.* Limiting his
contacts with the chiefs, he saw only Taylor on a regular basis and turned to a small
circle of civilian advisors for guidance on the war. Increasingly preeminent within
this group was McNamara, who remained confident that the careful and selective
application of military power (as opposed to the sweeping intervention favored
by the JCS) could produce the desired results. Applying the lessons he had drawn
from the Berlin and Cuban Missile crises, McNamara viewed a successful outcome
in Vietnam in relatively narrow terms that involved applying precisely the right
amount of pressure to achieve the withdrawal of North Vietnamese support for the
Viet Cong without escalating the war into a superpower confrontation. With this
strategy in mind, he returned from a fact-finding trip to Saigon around mid-March
1964, cautioning against large-scale U.S. military action against North Vietnam and
favoring only a limited buildup of American airpower, “tit for tat” reprisal air strikes
by the South Vietnamese, and stepped-up commando raids against the North.”'

A key figure in developing the flexible response doctrine, Taylor shared McNa-
mara’s view that the graduated application of finely tuned military pressure would
produce the desired results in Vietnam and avoid the need for large-scale interven-
tion. Urging his JCS colleagues to support the Secretary’s plan, Taylor defended it
as a suitably aggressive, yet measured, response. But to the Service chiefs it smacked

of more of the same and did not go nearly far enough to satisty them.>* “We are
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swatting flies,” complained Air Force Chief of Staff General Curtis LeMay, “when
we ought to be going after the manure pile.”* Intelligence reports supported the
Service chiefs’ contention that North Vietnam would be largely impervious to the
limited raids and retaliatory attacks McNamara had in mind.Yet despite the draw-
backs, President Johnson preferred McNamara’s plan over a full-blown war, and on
March 17, 1964, he decided to put it into action.*

Shortly after the President’s decision, in April 1964 the Joint Chiefs conducted
a wargaming exercise (SIGMA [-64) to test McNamara’s hypothesis that a strategy
of graduated pressure against the enemy would turn the war around. Organized un-
der the JCS Joint War Games Agency, SIGMA [ involved military officers from the
lieutenant colonel to the brigadier general level, their civilian equivalents, and rep-
resentatives of the Intelligence Community. Described by historian H.R. McMaster
as “eerily prophetic,” the exercise’s main finding was that steadily escalating military
pressure failed to have any significant deterrent effect on North Vietnamese behav-
ior.”® On the contrary, as the game progressed, it led to both a stiffening of North
Vietnamese resistance and a worsening of the political-military situation in the
South that narrowed American options to two unappealing alternatives—a greatly
expanded war against the North that risked Chinese intervention, or a humiliat-
ing withdrawal with a marked loss of U.S. credibility and prestige worldwide. As
one participant in the game later observed: “The thesis of escalated punishment of
North Vietnam had again been tested by interagency experts and found wanting.”*’

With their doubts about a strategy of graduated pressure steadily growing, the
Joint Chiefs, less General Taylor, continued to urge the use of large-scale military
force to thwart the North Vietnamese and to curb the insurgency. But without Tay-
lor’s support and endorsement, their ideas and recommendations stood little chance
of having much impact.”” On July 1, 1964, Taylor stepped down as Chairman to
take up new duties as Ambassador to Saigon. His departure came as a relief to the
Service chiefs who believed, almost without exception, that he could have done a
more effective job representing them and conveying their views to the Secretary of
Defense and the President.

Whether his successor, General Earle G. Wheeler, USA, would be a more
forceful spokesman for JCS views remained to be seen.The third army officer in a
row to serve as CJCS,Wheeler came to the job largely on Taylor’s recommendation.
Having once been Director of the Joint Staff, he knew the ins and outs of the JCS
system as well as anyone. As Army Chief of Staft immediately prior to becoming
Chairman, Wheeler had been critical of the administration’s emerging strategy of
graduated response in Vietnam, but he had been far less outspoken than the other

chiefs.”® Throughout his years at the Pentagon prior to becoming CJCS, he had
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always gotten along well with his superiors. Though he might not always agree, they
could count on him, once a decision was taken, to implement it without complaint.
Perhaps the most obvious shortcoming in his otherwise distinguished résumé was
his limited combat experience (confined to a few months as chief of staff to an
infantry division in Europe in World War II), a drawback in the eyes of some of his

29

peers, but not a great concern to either McNamara or President Johnson.

THE GULF OF TONKIN INCIDENT AND ITS AFTERMATH

Wheeler was still settling into his job as Chairman when in early August 1964 the
fateful Gulf of Tonkin incident occurred. At the time, it seemed that North Viet-
namese torpedo boats had launched two separate attacks 2 days apart against two
U.S. destroyers operating in international waters off North Vietnam. The first attack,
against USS Maddox, occurred August 2; the second, involving both the Maddox and
USS Tisrner Joy, appeared to follow 2 days later. Both ships were part of the Desoto
Patrol Program, a JCS-authorized effort conducted by the Seventh Fleet to collect
intelligence on Sino-Soviet bloc electronic and naval activity. Since mid-December
1962, Desoto Patrols had paid regular visits to the Gulf of Tonkin. Despite a loose
system of coordination, Desoto Patrols and the covert missions mounted by Com-
mander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACYV) against
North Vietnam under OPLAN 34A were separate and independent of one another.
Thus, the possibility of one set of operations overlapping or interfering with the
other was ever-present. Matters came to a head in late July 1964 when South Viet-
namese commandos, part of the 34A program, carried out a pair of raids along the
North Vietnamese coast. Apparently in response to these raids, the North Vietnam-
ese attacked the Maddox, mistaking it for part of the raiding force.®

The role of the Joint Chiefs in this episode was relatively minor and consisted
mainly of drawing up a list of targets for retaliatory air strikes following reports of
the second attack. As was increasingly the custom, the only member of the Joint
Chiefs to attend face-to-face meetings with the President was the Chairman, Gen-
eral Wheeler. To expedite matters, McNamara at several critical points bypassed the
Joint Chiefs and dealt directly with CINCPAC. On the morning of August 4, while
McNamara was attending an emergency NSC meeting with the President, the JCS
prepared their recommendations and forwarded them to the White House, urg-
ing severe retaliation against North Vietnamese naval bases and petroleum, oil, and
lubricants (POL) storage in the Vinh area. That afternoon, McNamara returned to
the Pentagon and told the JCS that the President had approved their recommenda-

tions, with several notable modifications. In a foretaste of the micromanagement of
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the air war yet to come, the President had added two base areas to the target list
but had decided that, except for striking the storage tanks, the U.S. attacks would
be mounted against boats only, not against the bases or port facilities. The next day
carrier-based aircraft executed the mission.”

Soon after the Tonkin Gulf incident, questions arose over whether the second
attack had actually taken place. The issue was especially relevant since it was on the
basis of the second attack that President Johnson had decided not only to order re-
taliatory air strikes against North Vietnam, but to seek authorization from Congress
for further military action in the event of additional provocations. Had there been
only one attack, the President said, he was prepared to dismiss the incident with
a diplomatic protest.”” Years later, a reexamination of the evidence confirmed sus-
picions that the North Vietnamese never mounted a second attack, though it may
have appeared so at the time to Sailors aboard the Titrner Joy. According to a detailed
study by Robert J. Hanyok, a historian for the National Security Agency, errors in
the translation of North Vietnamese radio traffic and the Navy’s mishandling of
SIGINT led to the misidentification of a North Vietnamese salvage operation as a
second attack. Hanyok found nothing to indicate that the Navy, the National Se-
curity Agency, or the White House had manipulated the data or acted improperly.
But under the pressure of events, those monitoring the situation interpreted the
evidence as pointing to two separate incidents.¥

The most important long-term consequence of the Gulf of Tonkin episode was
a joint congressional resolution giving the White House practically carte blanche in
Southeast Asia. The idea of seeking such authority had apparently originated with
Walt W. Rostow, then serving in the State Department, who began discussing the
matter with members of the NSC Staff as early as December 1963. By June 1964,
Rostow’s suggestion had attracted the attention of McGeorge Bundy, the President’s
National Security Advisor, who felt that a congressional resolution would “give ad-
ditional freedom to the Administration in choosing courses of action.” President
Johnson agreed, but with the election looming, he was reluctant to tarnish his image
as the “peace” candidate unless the situation warranted.’*

The Tonkin Gulf episode had a galvanizing effect on administration policy to-
ward Vietnam. With the White House unsure how far it could go in Vietnam, it be-
came the rallying point for testing support of the war and mobilizing congressional
backing. Leading the charge in the Senate was J. William Fulbright, Chairman of the
Foreign Relations Committee. Later, as the war degenerated into a stalemate, Ful-
bright became one of the administration’s harshest critics and a key figure in the an-
tiwar movement on Capitol Hill. But at the time of the Tonkin Gulf incident, he was

still a strong advocate of taking firm action to curb the “aggressive and expansionist
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ambitions” of the North Vietnamese. The upshot was a unanimous vote in the House
and overwhelming support in the Senate to give the White House a free hand to re-
taliate—the closest the United States came to a formal declaration of war.*

Following the Gulf of Tonkin episode, the Johnson administration launched yet
another review of its Vietnam policy. In light of the recent congressional resolution
and the stepped-up pace of military activity, the Joint Chiefs now viewed direct U.S.
intervention as inevitable, though they were split over the form it should take. Con-
fident that airpower could be decisive, LeMay downplayed the need for large-scale
troop deployments and urged an intensive bombing campaign against 94 high priority
military and industrial targets across North Vietnam. “All of his experience,” one of
LeMay’s colleagues recalled, “taught him that such a campaign would end the war.”¥
The intent, as the Joint Chiefs described it to the Secretary of Defense, would be to
deal the enemy “a sudden sharp blow.” If it failed, the United States could reconsider
whether to commit a large ground force.”” However, the new Army Chief of Staff,
General Harold K. Johnson, doubted whether the increased use of airpower, without
accompanying increases on the ground, would have the desired impact on the insur-
gency in the South. In Johnson’s view, expanding the war in the air and on the ground
should go hand in hand.?® Unable to achieve a full reconciliation of their differences,
the chiefs papered them over and in late August recommended a program of “prompt
and calculated responses” emphasizing “air strikes and other operations” against en-
emy targets in North Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.®

The JCS found their advice for expanding the scale and scope of the war no
more welcome now than earlier. Having decided to cast his Republican Presiden-
tial opponent, Senator Barry Goldwater, in the role of warmonger, Johnson often
went out of his way to avoid making it appear that he was under the military’s spell
or influence. The result, however, was a policy that seemed to straddle two stools.
“I haven’t chosen to enlarge the war,” the President declared publicly. “Nor have
I chosen to retreat and turn [Vietnam| over to the Communists.”* Gathering his
key advisors at the White House on September 9, he heard a report by Ambassador
Taylor on the unsettled political situation in Saigon and a reiteration of JCS views
on the air campaign—*"“this bombing bullshit,” the President called it.* The next
day he approved increasing the military pressure against North Vietnam but limited
it to low-profile activities that included the resumption of Desoto naval patrols
in the Gulf of Tonkin and covert operations by the South Vietnamese against the
North. He also approved discussions with the Laotian government to allow South
Vietnamese air and ground operations in the Lao panhandle, and preparations for
an “appropriate” response (i.e., a further build-up of air power in the South and off

the coast) should the North Vietnamese resume attacks on U.S. forces.*
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With “graduated response” becoming the accepted strategy, the Joint Chiefs
decided to take another look at its probable effects. The upshot was a second round
of war games known as SIGMA 11-64. Conducted in mid-September 1964, SIGMA
[I-64 occurred at the same time the President was reviewing proposals to step up
operations in Vietnam. Organized this time to include senior officials, SIGMA II
produced about the same results as SIGMA 1. Not only was the graduated applica-
tion of military power, including bombing of the North, unlikely to stop the North
Vietnamese; it was also apt to draw the United States more deeply into an incon-
clusive war. But despite the exercise’s disturbing findings, McNamara paid little at-
tention and later dismissed SIGMA 11 as further evidence that the JCS were looking
for an excuse to ramp up the war. Interpreting the findings somewhat differently, he
chose to see them as confirmation that an expanded and more intensified bombing
effort would be a largely pointless waste of lives and resources.®

Increasingly frustrated and troubled, the Joint Chiefs made no attempt to con-
ceal their dissatisfaction with the current policy or the limited influence of their
advice. Soon, reports of “considerable unhappiness” among the JCS over their ex-
clusion reached McGeorge Bundy and were a source of concern to the President’s
staff. In mid-November, with the election now out of the way, Jack J. Valenti, a
‘White House aide who handled liaison with Congress, urged Johnson to have the
Joint Chiefs “sign on” before taking further actions in Vietnam because their inclu-
sion in presidential decisions would help to shield the administration from pos-
sible congressional recriminations. If the Joint Chiefs participated at pertinent NSC
meetings, Valenti believed, “they could have their views expounded to the Com-
mander-in-Chief face to face.” He added,“That way, they will have been heard, they
will have been part of the consensus, and our flank will have been covered in the
event of some kind of flap or investigation later.” Johnson agreed and at a November
19 White House meeting he informed his top civilian advisors that in the future
no decisions on Vietnam “would be made without participation by the military.”+

‘While the President was willing to give the chiefs the opportunity to say their
piece, he was no more inclined than before to accept their advice that the strategy
of graduated response was flawed. Johnson had no interest in a full-scale war. But as
the situation in Vietnam deteriorated, with the Viet Cong escalating attacks against
Americans, he knew it was only a matter of time before the United States moved in
with more of its military power. Exactly when the President came to this realization
is unclear, but between the election in November 1964 and the Viet Cong attack on
Pleiku in early February 1965, deliberations with his top advisors were almost nonstop.
‘What he wanted from them was a consensus recommendation. The options under

consideration fell into three general categories: 1) continuation of the present policy
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of support for counterinsurgency in the South and limited pressure on the North;
2) a graduated increase in military pressure on the North Vietnamese meshing at
some point with negotiations; and 3) an intensive bombing campaign of the North as
recommended earlier by the JCS, known variously as the “hard knock” or “fast, full
squeeze” option, which might or might not include the use of nuclear weapons.

The ensuing debate followed the “Goldilocks principle” that if the first and third
choices appeared either inadequate or too extreme, the middle course was just right.*
Assistant Secretary of State William P. Bundy, an ardent advocate of graduated response,
denounced the JCS position as an “almost reckless” invitation to Chinese intervention.*
Arguing that it would keep the commitment of U.S. prestige and resources from get-
ting out of hand, Bundy and likeminded others, including Walt R ostow, now director
of State’s Policy Planning Council, Assistant Secretary of Defense John T. McNaughton
(McNamara’s most trusted advisor), and White House assistant Michael Forrestal, all in-
sisted that the graduated application of military power would give the United States the
flexibility to negotiate or withdraw should things go sour.#” Anticipating the debate’s
outcome, McNamara ordered Wheeler to have the Joint Staft draw up a military plan to
support a graduated bombing campaign. Wheeler complied, but in submitting the plan,
the JCS expressed little confidence in it and urged the Secretary to develop a “clear set of
military objectives before further military involvement in Southeast Asia is undertaken.”+*

McNamara refused the chiefs’ request to pass their views to the President. The
reason he gave at the time was that their recommendations would become known
at the White House in due course as part of an interagency review.* Later, however,
he acknowledged that he had lost confidence in JCS advice, feeling that it was too
extreme. “The president and I were shocked,” McNamara recalled, “by the almost
cavalier way in which the chiefs . . . referred to, and accepted the risk of, the pos-
sible use of nuclear weapons.”* Be that as it may, the inclusion of nuclear weapons
in contingency planning, especially in connection with large-scale operations, was
then still a well-known routine practice, so it seems odd that McNamara and the
President were somehow surprised. The Joint Chiefs, as they saw it, were merely
doing their job and presenting the available options.

Still, the Joint Chiefs must have known that they were engaged in a losing cause.
Arrayed against them were the President’s best and brightest senior advisors, nearly all
of whom—McNamara, McGeorge Bundy, and Maxwell Taylor—favored some form
of the graduated response option. So, too, did the COMUSMACYV in Saigon, General
William C. Westmoreland, USA. Unprepared to take on a full-scale war, Westmoreland
hoped that with a modest increase in pressure, he could buy time until the South Viet-
namese were better able to hold their own.” Practically the only support for the JCS
position was that of the CINCPAC in Hawaii, Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, who thought
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the time was ripe to “hit hard” and turn the war around. But like the Joint Chiefs, his
views made little difference.’> Compelled to retreat, the JCS grudgingly concurred in
what they characterized as a “controlled program” of “intense military pressure” against
North Vietnam, “swiftly yet deliberately applied.” A lukewarm endorsement, it left the
door open to the proposal of stronger measures should the need or opportunity arise.”

President Johnson had yet to be convinced that bombing, controlled or oth-
erwise, would produce the desired results, and after listening to Secretary of State
Rusk and George W. Ball, the veteran diplomat, he decided in early December 1964
to postpone overt military action against North Vietnam for at least 30 days to give
the State Department time to explore the possibility of negotiations and to round
up contributions of troops and support from other countries. Depending on the
responses, decisions could be taken to conduct U.S. and South Vietnamese air strikes
against North Vietnam during the next 2 to 6 months, starting with targets south of
the 19th parallel and working northward. Mining of North Vietnamese ports and a
naval blockade could follow in due course. The approved policy made no mention
of inserting U.S. combat units, but neither did it rule out such a possibility. A partial
victory for the Joint Chiefs, the President’s decision acknowledged that military
power remained a key component of American policy in Southeast Asia. But it
further postponed the “hard knock” that the JCS believed to be necessary, sooner
or later, to win the war.’*

‘While the 30-day period specified by the President elapsed in mid-January, new
decisions on military action were held in abeyance owing to political instability in
Saigon. Then, on February 7, 1965, the Viet Cong attacked the U.S. military advisory
compound near Pleiku in the Central Highlands of South Vietnam, killing 8 U.S. Ser-
vicemen, wounding more than 100 others, and destroying 20 U.S. aircraft. The next
day President Johnson ordered reprisal raids (code-named FLAMING DART) and
gave the Joint Chiefs the go-ahead to prepare an 8-week bombing campaign of the
North.’ For reprisal purposes, the Joint Chiefs recommended immediate large-scale
air attacks against seven enemy targets which, after review, the President whittled to
two. Both were army barracks complexes used by the North Vietnamese to resup-
ply the Viet Cong. Initial reports indicated the effects of the bombing as “moderate
to good” in destroying enemy facilities. Upon closer inspection, however, it became
clear that FLAMING DART had fallen short of expectations, and within days, enemy
operations in the targeted areas were back to normal.*

The modest success of the FLAMING DART raids left the Joint Chiefs more
persuaded than ever that if airpower were to be effective, it needed to be concentrated
in repeated heavy doses. Hoping to move policy in that direction, the JCS secured

the Secretary’s approval to transfer an additional 325 aircraft, including 30 B—52s, to
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the Western Pacific. Sustained bombing of the North (Operation Rolling Thunder),
initially disguised as retaliation, began on March 2, but followed no coherent strategy
or consistent political objectives. Seeing an opportunity to revive the hard-knock
strategy, the new Air Force Chief of Staff, General John P. McConnell, proposed a
28-day campaign to destroy all 94 targets on the Joint Chiefs’ earlier target list. At the
same time, Admiral Sharp recommended an “eight week pressure program” against
the enemy’s logistical lines.’” Putting these proposals together, the Joint Staff came up
with a revised bombing plan for a four-phase, 12-week air campaign for the system-
atic destruction of North Vietnam’s rail network, ports, and war-production facilities,
culminating in heavy attacks on key military-industrial targets in the vicinity of Hanoi
and Haiphong.* Sharp and McConnell were convinced that over time a concerted
bombing campaign would significantly degrade North Vietnam’s capacity and will-
ingness to support the Viet Cong. However, Wheeler and Johnson (the Army Chief of
Staft) were skeptical and would sanction only the program’s initial phases, which were
underway by early April. Straddling two stools, Wheeler told McNamara that while
the bombing thus far had not reduced North Vietnam’s military capabilities in “any
major way,” he was confident that eventually it would cause a “serious stricture.”*
An expansion of the U.S. ground role in the South accompanied the enlarged
bombing campaign against the North. The heralded arrival in early March of the
Marines at Da Nang was in response to General Westmoreland’s request the month
before for additional security around U.S. air bases and coincided with Army Chief of
Staft General Harold K. Johnson’s fact-finding visit to Saigon, instigated at the request
of the White House to “get things bubbling.” Clearly, the momentum was building
for a larger commitment of U.S. forces. By far the most cautious member of the JCS
at the time, Johnson was also the least enthusiastic about the air war and further U.S.
involvement in general. A survivor of the Bataan death march in World War II and
a veteran of Korea, he knew the rigors and pitfalls of waging war in the Far East as
well as anyone. Johnson had been in Vietnam 3 months earlier and was astonished by
the rapid deterioration of security at the local level. Persuaded that the situation was
critical, he dismissed as “fictional” General Omar Bradley’s admonition against U.S.
involvement in wars on the Asian mainland. Upon returning to Washington, he se-
cured prompt endorsement from the President for 21 stop-gap measures (“band aids
of a sort,” the general called them) aimed at strengthening the existing advisory and
support effort.” For the longer term, he believed it imperative that U.S. combat forces
assume major responsibility for defending towns and installations and for operating
offensively against the Viet Cong. Ultimately, he speculated, it might take as many as
500,000 troops and § years to complete the mission. “None of us,” McNamara re-

9961

called, “had been thinking in anything approaching such terms.
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General Johnson’s unsettling assessment seemed to confirm what the Joint
Chiefs had been saying all along—that without a wholehearted U.S. commitment,
Vietnam was lost. Even so, his predictions of what would be required and the length
of time it would take to turn the situation around exceeded anything the Joint
Chiefs had thus far envisioned. Despite their tough talk about a buildup of forces
and delivering “hard knocks” to the enemy, the JCS had not looked much beyond
a 3- or 4-month campaign. If the Chief of Staff was right, the United States faced
a long, expensive, and arduous war. With that possibility in mind, General Wheeler
began laying the groundwork the day after Johnson’s return for an expanded con-
flict by having the Joint Staff initiate studies of the various administrative, funding,
and logistical adjustments that would have to be made.®

Among the Chairman’s JCS colleagues, however, there was not much inclination
to look beyond the immediate crisis. As sobering as Harold Johnson’s warnings of an
open-ended conflict may have been, they were slow to sink in. Indeed, not even John-
son himself had thought far beyond the current situation, except in highly generalized
terms. As a result, instead of trying to devise a long-range strategy, the JCS turned
to hashing out differences among themselves over near-term solutions—the size and
composition of the ground force, where to insert it, and whether it or the air war
should have priority. Resorting eventually to compromise, they agreed that stepping up
the air war and deploying forces on the ground (one full Marine division, one Army
division, and one division from the Republic of Korea, if it could be arranged) should
proceed in tandem and be aimed at achieving “an effective margin of combat power.”

Earlier studies done by the Joint Staff estimated a minimum requirement of
six divisions to defend Southeast Asia, so the deployment of two to three divisions
would not be much more than a foot in the door.* Nonetheless, the decision to
intervene in force, even at this critical stage of the conflict, was far from automatic.
‘While he supported graduated bombing of the North, Ambassador Taylor resisted
the introduction of U.S. combat troops, arguing that it would shift the burden on to
the United States and weaken South Vietnamese resolve. Others, including McNa-
mara, Secretary of State Rusk, and the NSC’s McGeorge Bundy, increasingly be-
lieved that the United States had no choice, though in making their case they urged
the President to show restraint and hold down the number of committed troops.
Knowing that he would be hard pressed to mobilize public and congressional back-
ing for an immediate deployment of the size the Joint Chiefs of Staft proposed,
President Johnson opted in early April for a lesser figure of 20,000 logistical troops
and two Marine battalions with tactical air support—a token commitment that
barely disguised the fundamental shift in administration policy. Even more signifi-

cant, he broadened the Marines’ mission “to permit their more active use” against
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the enemy.” General Wheeler promptly advised Admiral Sharp and General West-
moreland that this decision meant a change in employment from “static defense”
to “counterinsurgency combat operations.”* By the end of April 1965, U.S. forces
were engaging the Viet Cong in firefights; by June they were regularly conducting
offensive operations around their bases. For the United States, the advisory phase of

the war was essentially over and a new, more deadly combat phase was beginning.

INTO THE QUAGMIRE

The President’s decision of April 1965 committing organized units of U.S. ground
troops to combat ushered in a rapid expansion of the American role in the war.
Shortly after the President’s action, General Wheeler accompanied Secretary Mc-
Namara to Honolulu for a 1-day conference on April 20 to take stock of the situ-
ation and to discuss future deployments. The other key participants were Admiral
Sharp, Ambassador Taylor, and General Westmoreland. It was at this meeting that the
broad outlines of basic strategy for the next 3 years emerged. If the meeting accom-
plished nothing else, McNamara wanted to win over Taylor’s support for a stepped-
up air and ground war in the South, on the assumption that this was where the war
would be decided. Dominating the discussion, McNamara sought to impress upon
the others his view that destruction of the Viet Cong, rather than pressure on the
North, was crucial to a successful outcome and that land-based tactical air should be
completely at Westmoreland’s disposal for this purpose. Rolling Thunder, the coercive
air campaign against the North, assumed a secondary role.” Afterwards, without
much discussion, the JCS recommended eight U.S. battalion equivalents, with ap-
propriate air and logistical support, for immediate reinforcement of the ground ef-
fort, with an additional twelve battalions earmarked for deployment at a later date.®

As it happened, these decisions coincided with the onset of a smaller but still
alarming crisis in the Dominican Republic, brought on by a long-simmering power
struggle between rival political factions. Convinced that the threat of a Communist
coup loomed large, President Johnson in late April directed U.S. military interven-
tion to restore order.” As General Wheeler explained to his immediate staff, the
President had made up his mind to use “the force necessary” to prevent another
Cuba in the Caribbean.” Moving quickly, the Joint Chiefs deployed nearly 24,000
troops (Marines and Army airborne) in a matter of days and by late May the situa-
tion was under control. A quick, hard-hitting operation, mounted as a joint effort,
the American show of force in the Dominican Republic seemed to do its job with

relative ease and barely a whiff of inter-Service friction.”
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‘Whether the U.S. venture inVietnam would enjoy the same success as the opera-
tion in the Dominican Republic remained to be seen. One skeptic, Army Lieutenant
General Bruce Palmer, Jr., commander of U.S. forces in the Dominican Republic,
hinted darkly that American intervention in Vietnam, undeniably a far bigger affair,
might be too little too late.” However, very few, if any, of his colleagues agreed. In-
deed, by now, a race was on between the United States and NorthVietnam to see who
could put the most troops into Vietnam in the shortest possible time to gain the ad-
vantage. Gathering momentum over the summer of 1965, the U.S. buildup accelerated
rapidly as logistical capabilities improved. From around 60,000 troops in mid-196s,
American military strength in Vietnam increased to 185,000 by the end of the year. A
year later, it had grown to 385,000, and by the end of 1967, it reached 490,000. Ameri-
can combat casualties also mounted—28,000 killed in action by the time the Johnson
administration left office and 18,000 more before the ceasefire took effect in 1973.7

Contrary to what the JCS expected or hoped to see, the American buildup came
with vague war aims and constrained methods of achieving them. Since the 1950s,
the stated goal of American involvement in South Vietnam had been to preserve the
country’s independence and prevent it from falling into Communist hands. A widely
accepted hypothesis held that an enemy victory would set off a chain reaction of
Communist takeovers across Asia (the “domino theory”). The Joint Chiefs fully sub-
scribed to the domino theory and under the Johnson administration it became the
most often cited rationale for U.S. involvement in Vietnam.” Given the high stakes
involved, however, the White House remained uncommonly restrained in authoriz-
ing the application of military power, in contrast to the JCS position that the United
States should hit hard and fast. In the summer of 1965, as the administration was
contemplating how to manage the buildup, the Joint Chiefs assumed that the Presi-
dent would order a national emergency, mobilize the Reserves and National Guard,
and seek supplemental appropriations. Nothing less, General Wheeler argued, would
convince the American people “that we were in a war and not engaged in some
two-penny military adventure.”” For political reasons, however, the President decided
otherwise. Treating social reforms at home (the “Great Society”) as his first priority,
he believed that a declared emergency and a call-up of the Reserves would divert at-
tention and resources from his domestic agenda.” He thought he could downplay the
war, juggle funds from current appropriations, and rely on volunteer enlistments and
the draft to supply the necessary manpower. A “guns and butter” approach, the Presi-
dent’s decision effectively stripped the war effort of experienced noncommissioned
officers (NCOs) and over the long run played a large part in turning public opinion

against the conflict by focusing anti-war sentiment on the draft.
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The strategic concept governing the deployment of U.S. forces further under-
scored the restrained nature and limited aims of the American commitment. As de-
scribed by Secretary McNamara at a Cabinet meeting in June 1965, a military victory
in the traditional sense was not the U.S. objective. Rather, the function of American
forces was to produce a “stalemate” that would convince the Viet Cong and the North
Vietnamese that even if they continued fighting, they could never win.“We think that
if we can accomplish that stalemate,” McNamara contended, “accompanied by the
limited bombing program in the North, we can force them to negotiations, and ne-
gotiations that will lead to a settlement that will preserve the independence of South
Vietnam.””” Translating these broad objectives into a military strategy, Westmoreland
came up with what amounted to a war of attrition which he formally presented to the
Secretary of Defense and the Chairman in July 1965. While the ARVN protected the
population centers, U.S. forces would conduct “search and destroy” missions to take
back captured territory, restore government authority, and wear down the enemy.”

The Joint Chiefs endorsed this strategy, but pointed out (largely at the insis-
tence of the Air Force and the Navy) that the only way it could achieve significant
results was in conjunction with heavy pressure from air and naval power on North
Vietnam to cease directing and supporting the Viet Cong.” From the start, however,
the White House insisted that operations on the ground be confined as much as
possible to the South. The only exceptions were occasional commando raids against
the North and into neighboring Cambodia and Laos where the Viet Cong and
North Vietnamese Army (NVA) had their supply lines and base camps. Although
CINCPAC had contingency plans for invading NorthVietnam, they were rarely men-
tioned in high-level discussions and never used. On the contrary, as Undersecretary
of State George W. Ball, the President’s friend and confident, acknowledged, the ad-
ministration went out of its way to send signals “that we do not seek to bring down
the Hanoi regime or to interfere with the independence of Hanoi.”*

The air campaign was the most guarded of all. Part of the reason was the per-
sistent lack of a consensus among the Joint Chiefs over whether the air war or the
ground war should have priority. These differences had hobbled the Joint Chiefs in
developing clear-cut positions during the advisory phase and continued into the
combat phase, with the Army favoring emphasis on land operations, the Air Force
arguing for an intensive air campaign, and the Navy and Marine Corps somewhere
in between.” Yet even if the JCS had been united, it probably would have made
little difference. While CINCPAC coordinated Navy and Air Force attacks against
the North under the Rolling Thunder campaign, COMUSMACYV controlled tactical
air operations over South Vietnam and had first call on air assets under the allocation

of resources decided at the April 1965 Honolulu conference. Dominated by Army
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officers, even with the presence of an Air Force deputy, Westmoreland’s command
in Saigon regarded airpower as the handmaiden of the ground forces and used it for
close air support, escort operations, and interdiction of infiltration routes.*

The principal impediment to a more effective air war remained the President
himself. Near the outset of the buildup, President Johnson made a conscious decision
not to exploit the full potential of the air campaign against the North lest it invite
Soviet or Chinese intervention, alienate opinion abroad, or encourage further dissent
at home. “In Rolling Thunder,” observes Air Force historian Wayne Thompson, “the
Johnson administration devised an air campaign that did a lot of bombing in a way
calculated nof to threaten the enemy regime’s survival.”® By avoiding certain targets
while delaying or moderating attacks on others, the administration allowed the ini-
tiative to pass to the enemy. NVA air defenses quickly became a formidable obstacle,
costing the United States dearly in pilots and planes. A few years earlier, when the
Joint Chiefs had begun urging stronger measures, the United States had had undis-
puted superiority in strategic nuclear power over the Soviet Union and might have
carried out operations against North Vietnam with minimal worry for the wider
consequences. But by 1965-1966, U.S. nuclear superiority was on the wane, leaving
both McNamara and the President convinced that if they pushed too hard against
North Vietnam, they would invite serious trouble with China or the Soviet Union.*

The most controversial aspect of the air war was the choice of targets for U.S.
planes to bomb. A professional function customarily the domain of the Joint Chiefs,
target selection came to be closely controlled and managed by the President in col-
laboration with McNamara, Rusk, and his other top civilian advisors at his “Tues-
day lunch.” As the Joint Chiefs became accustomed to the process, their targeting
recommendations came to hinge as much on arbitrary assessments of what the Pres-
ident might accept as on what was needed to achieve military results.® For reasons
never fully explained, the CJCS did not become a member of the Tuesday lunch
group until late 1967. Until then, Secretary of Defense McNamara was the military’s
sole voice at these sessions, at which the President would go over JCS-proposed
target sets in minute detail, approve, disapprove, or amend the selections, schedule
attacks, and review the results of previous raids. Until the summer of 1966, Hanoi
and Haiphong were off limits to bombing and U.S. planes were prohibited from
approaching any closer than 30 miles to the Chinese border. Believing that attacks
on the North by B-52s would appear provocative, President Johnson limited their
use to bombing in the South and along the demilitarized zone (DMZ) separating
North from South Vietnam.* “This piecemeal application of airpower,” one senior
Air Force commander recalled, “was relatively ineffective because it still avoided

many of the targets that were of most value to the North Vietnamese.”"
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The restraint shown by Washington in prosecuting the war contrasted sharply
with the all-out commitment and well-honed objectives of the Viet Cong and the
North Vietnamese and the support they received from Communist Bloc countries.
As revealed in documents captured by U.S. forces in Cambodia in 1970, the North
Vietnamese Communist Party made a binding decision in December 1963 to do
whatever it took to “liberate” the South and to reunify it with the North under
a Communist regime. Militarily, this meant increasing assistance to the Viet Cong,
transitioning from guerrilla warfare to “big unit” tactics involving regimental-sized
operations, and sending regular NVA units into the South along the Ho Chi Minh
Trail. Thus, while Washington thought it was still dealing with a guerrilla war, North
Vietnam was gearing up for a full-scale conflict which it intended to win at any cost.
Implementation of this strategy started slowly owing to disagreements within the
party over tactics and the reluctance of Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev to sanc-
tion and assist the intensification of the conflict. But after Khrushchev’s ouster from
power in October 1964, Moscow became more amenable to providing stepped-up
assistance to the Communist insurgency in the South and weapons, including so-
phisticated air defense systems, to protect North Vietnam against U.S. retaliation.®

While U.S. intelligence detected NVA formations in South Vietnam as early as
April 1965, the battle of the Ia Drang Valley that November was the first solid confir-
mation of large-unit North Vietnamese involvement. Like the Chinese intervention
in Korea in late 1950, the bloody combat in the Ia Drang Valley that left nearly 300
Americans dead was a shocking experience. Gilding over the losses, Westmoreland
treated the battle as a major victory.Yet it should have been a wake-up call for the Joint
Chiefs to push for a reexamination of U.S. tactics and strategy, to assess whether a war
of attrition was realistic and feasible against a well-armed enemy increasingly com-
posed of highly trained and disciplined North Vietnamese regulars. But by then, with
Westmoreland and McNamara fully in control of military strategy, the Joint Chiefs
were In no position to raise such questions or make many demands. Projecting a self-
assured air, Westmoreland insisted he would prevail and took the President at his word
that he could have all the resources he needed. A strategic review of sorts did take
place, in mid-January 1966 in Hawaii, with President Johnson himself chairing some
of the sessions. But it treated an inordinately broad range of topics, from combat op-
erations to agricultural reform under the pacification program, and was so large (over
450 U.S.and South Vietnamese military and civilian participants) that it more properly
resembled a pep rally. The outcome was a resounding reaffirmation of the current
course and a full endorsement of Westmoreland’s plan to add 102 maneuver battalions

(79 of them American) to his force structure over the coming year."
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Immediately following the Hawaii Conference, the Joint Chiefs resumed their
efforts to convince the President and the Secretary of Defense to mobilize the Re-
serves, all to no avail. By now, there was serious concern among the JCS that they
were losing control over the strategic direction of U.S. military forces, not only in
Southeast Asia but worldwide, as the burgeoning demands of Vietnam were begin-
ning to erode force levels everywhere. Should a crisis erupt in Europe or Korea, the
JCS warned, the United States would be hard put to mount an effective response.*
Though fully aware of the situation, McNamara and the President regarded it as
an acceptable risk. The mobilization of the Reserves would have required approval
by Congress, where anti-war sentiment was on the rise. Even though the measure
doubtless would have passed, it probably would have fallen well short of the re-
sounding support shown for the Gulf of Tonkin resolution a year and a half earlier.

‘While deteriorating support for the war at home was rarely an explicit factor in
JCS decisions and recommendations, it was ever-present in the background of their
deliberations and impossible to ignore. Indeed, antiwar demonstrations soon became
an almost daily occurrence on the steps of the Pentagon. Meanwhile, as the war
dragged on, it seemed to acquire a life of its own, an open-ended conflict with no
clear resolution in sight. Westmoreland’s strategy of attrition may have looked sound
on paper, but it was costly, time-consuming, and hard to assess in terms of its success.
One method of evaluation was a controversial practice known as the “body count”
of enemy dead, which the command in Saigon published weekly, claiming it to be
evidence of progress in destroying the enemy. The numbers ran into the thousands,
though whether they were accurate became a matter of some dispute. The theory was
that eventually the VC and NVA would tire of taking heavy losses and cease their ag-
gression. But with U.S. losses averaging around 1,300 per week killed and wounded,
the evidence was mixed as to whether the American effort was making much head-
way toward its goal. The war of attrition, in other words, could cut both ways.”"

A further complication was the continuing indifference of both Secretary Mc-
Namara and President Johnson toward JCS advice and their preference for deal-
ing directly with Westmoreland in managing the conflict. A subunified command
to CINCPAC, the COMUSMACYV was several steps down the chain of command.
Yet almost from the start, McNamara and the White House treated Westmoreland as
being on a par with his superiors and normally put greater credence in COMUS-
MACV’s assessments than those of the theater commander, Admiral Sharp, or the JCS.
In fact, Westmoreland’s views and those of the JCS were often practically identical,
with the JCS sometimes even coaching Westmoreland on what to say or how to pres-

ent it. Yet in the day-to-day handling of the war, Johnson and McNamara seemed to

297



COUNCIL OF WAR

believe that because Westmoreland was closer to the situation, he was more familiar
with the nuances and tempo of the conflict, making his advice more authoritative.
‘Whether Westmoreland’s reportage and evaluations were in fact accurate and reliable
became one of the most hotly debated issues of the conflict. Looking back, McNa-
mara acknowledged that some of their discussions and the information he received
were “superficial.” But he never suggested that he considered Westmoreland’s advice
unsound or that he made a mistake by not paying more attention to the JCS.”

In these circumstances, it was almost inevitable that the Joint Chiefs of Staff
would exercise limited influence on high-level decisions and the strategy and tactics
used in the war. That they stuck it out, refusing to resign in protest as some have
argued they should have, underscores their willingness to persevere (their “can do”
spirit, as General Bruce Palmer, Jr., called it), and their sense of duty in the face
of mounting adversity.” A shrewd politician, Lyndon Johnson thought he could
handle the JCS like he had handled his political competitors over the years, by of-
fering them compromises and meeting their proposals halfway. But in facing up
to a confrontation with the North Vietnamese and, by extension, their Soviet and
Chinese allies, the Joint Chiefs realized something the President did not: that half-
way measures would never suffice and that waging a war against such an enemy
meant accepting great risks or getting out. From the outset, the JCS had wanted
a more vigorous response than President Johnson was willing to contemplate; for
that reason, he and McNamara elected to ignore the Joint Chiefs and to follow a
different path. Though it led ultimately to the same destination—a massive military
commitment in Southeast Asia—it had more twists and turns and brought power to

bear in increments that the enemy had less trouble absorbing.
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Chapter 10

VIETNAM: RETREAT
AND WITHDRAWAL

On March 31, 1968, President Lyndon B. Johnson announced over national televi-
sion that he would not seek reelection and would instead devote the remainder
of his tenure in the White House to finding a peaceful settlement in Vietnam. At
home, the President faced a rising crescendo of protests against the war, mount-
ing economic difficulties brought on by war-induced inflation, and challenges to
his political leadership from Senators Eugene McCarthy and Robert E Kennedy.
Meanwhile, in Vietnam, recent heavy fighting—the Communist Tet offensive and
the ongoing battle for Khe Sanh—had shattered administration predictions that
the United States was winning and that the war would soon be over. With an
American-imposed solution appearing less and less feasible, the President ordered
a halt to the bombing of North Vietnam above the twentieth parallel. Henceforth,
the United States would concentrate on strengthening the South Vietnamese armed
forces to resist Communist aggression on their own." Since committing U.S. com-
bat forces to Vietnam 3 years earlier, the United States had yet to suffer a major
defeat. But it had also been unable to score a decisive victory. As a practical matter,
President Johnson’s announcement was the first step toward U.S. disengagement
from Vietnam, a process that would still take 5 more years to yield what his succes-

sor, Richard M. Nixon, termed “peace with honor.”

STALEMATE

Long betfore President Johnson announced his decision not to stand for reelection,
the war in Vietnam had degenerated into a stalemate. At the outset of large-scale
U.S. intervention in the summer of 1965, Secretary of Defense McNamara had
wanted to demonstrate to the North Vietnamese that their aggression would never
succeed and that their only choice was to withdraw their forces and accept a nego-
tiated settlement.” The stalemate that McNamara envisioned had indeed come to

pass, but it had not worked as he had predicted. Even though American intervention
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had thwarted a Communist takeover and bolstered the South Vietnamese govern-
ment and its armed forces, the U.S. presence had failed to intimidate the enemy.
Trained and equipped for a war in Europe, American forces initially found them-
selves awkwardly adjusting to unfamiliar tactics and terrain. Dominant in mobility
and firepower, they repeatedly inflicted heavy losses on the Viet Cong and North
Vietnamese, but could not achieve decisive results. The longer the war went on, the
more resilient the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese became. Rather than wear-
ing down the enemy’s will and ability to fight, General William C. Westmoreland’s
strategy of attrition was having the opposite effect. By demonstrating the limits of
American military power, it strengthened Viet Cong and North Vietnamese resolve.
‘While they might not prevail in every engagement, they fought with growing con-
fidence that they could stand up to the Americans, inflict enough casualties to turn
public opinion in the United States against the war, and eventually win.’

Efforts by the Johnson administration to rally support for its involvement in
Vietnam yielded disappointing results. At home, a growing and increasingly strident
antiwar movement challenged the administration’s policies with mass protests, acts of
civil disobedience, and draft card burnings. In Europe and elsewhere overseas, opposi-
tion to the war was also on the rise. During the Korean conflict, twenty-two nations
had contributed forces to help turn back the Communist aggressors; in Vietnam only
four countries—South Korea, Thailand, Australia, and New Zealand—sent combat
troops to fight alongside U.S. and South Vietnamese forces. (Thai troops did not ar-
rive in South Vietnam until mid-1968 and were not much of a factor in the war.)
South Korea’s participation came with numerous strings attached, including the Ko-
rean government’s insistence that the United States provide large financial subsidies
and other incentives.* NATO, America’s long-time partner, evinced not the slightest
interest in helping. A few Alliance leaders, like West German Foreign Minister Ger-
hard Schroeder, discerned a clear link between the outcome in Southeast Asia and the
fate of Europe. Schroeder feared that, if the United States failed to prevail in Vietnam,
it would expose Europe to renewed Soviet pressure. But his was a minority view. Far
more prevalent among Europeans was the notion that Vietnam was a distraction, a
needless diversion of American attention and resources that would end up weakening
the Alliance and increase Europe’s share of the defense burden.’

At no point did the Johnson administration attempt to develop or implement a
defense policy that brought the allocation of U.S. resources for Vietnam into line with
commitments elsewhere. While the Joint Chiefs were well aware of this gap in planning,
they could never persuade either President Johnson or Secretary McNamara to take
the necessary steps to bridge it. The foreseeable result was a draw-down of personnel

and equipment assigned to or earmarked for Europe and other contingencies. Calling
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up the Reserves, a course the JCS consistently favored, would have alleviated some of
these problems. Yet any time they raised the issue, the President and the Secretary of
Detense rejected it as politically infeasible. As a result, planning for Vietnam followed no
coherent blueprint and became instead a series of ad hoc responses to an increasingly
intractable situation that consumed more and more American lives and treasure.

In the autumn of 1966, Westmoreland launched a major offensive aimed at put-
ting maximum military pressure on the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese. According
to the available intelligence, infiltration of regular NVA units from the North had
subsided and there were signs that the Viet Cong was having trouble replacing its
losses.® In light of these findings and a recent surge in U.S. troop levels, Westmoreland
believed he had at his disposal sufficient strength to deal a crippling blow that would
turn the war around. To augment the offensive in the south, the Joint Chiefs sought
permission for Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, commander of U.S. forces in the Pacific
(CINCPAC), to step up Operation Rolling Thunder attacks against North Vietnam.
By then, with Westmoreland in firm control of the ground war in the South, about
the only place where the JCS could make a difference was in the air war against the
North. Following a lengthy debate with the White House, they finally persuaded the
President in June 1966 to relax some of the restrictions on bombing petroleum facili-
ties near Hanoi and Haiphong.” Though the ensuing attacks had limited effect, they
set the stage for the submission in August of a more ambitious Rolling Thunder pro-
gram package that included industrial and transportation targets in North Vietnam’s
Red River Delta. President Johnson approved the new bombing scheme in Novem-
ber, just as the ground campaign was getting under way, but at the State Department’s
urging he deferred its full implementation pending the outcome of a British initiative
exploring the possibility of negotiations. As it turned out, it was not until February
1967 that the President allowed the approved program to proceed in toto.*

The uncoordinated execution of these measures, and delays in carrying them out,
virtually assured that they would have a limited impact on the course of the war. While
Westmoreland’s ground offensive scored some notable successes at the outset, it proved
more difficult to sustain than expected with the forces available. Taking territory held
by theViet Cong was easier than holding it and making it secure. By the early spring of
1967, the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese had begun a counterattack that reclaimed
lost ground as the American offensive became overextended and bogged down. Mean-
while, stepped-up enemy activity in the northern I Corps region along the Demilita-
rized Zone (DMZ) and against the heavily fortified American base at Khe Sanh sug-
gested that the NorthVietnamese were massing for a conventional invasion of the South,
causing COMUSMACYV to divert troops and airpower from other operations. Seeing

no other choice, Westmoreland (at Wheeler’s urging) served notice in mid-March 1967
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that he would need a minimum of 100,000 more troops within the coming year just to
hold his existing positions in I Corps, and probably double that number to maintain the
momentum of operations elsewhere. If approved, the additional buildup would bring
the American presence in South Vietnam to over 670,000 troops.’

In Washington, Westmoreland’s request for more troops touched off a heated
internal debate that lasted well into the summer. One reason the review dragged on
was that it had to compete with a sudden emergence of other critical problems—
the ABM deployment issue, growing tensions between Greece and Turkey over Cy-
prus, the escalating militancy of the antiwar movement at home, and the outbreak
of war in early June 1967 between Israel and its Arab neighbors resulting in a series
of Israeli victories that recast the balance of power in the Middle East. Finding time
to address these issues challenged the Joint Chiefs no less than it did McNamara and
others in the Johnson administration and made it difficult to pursue an orderly and
systematic assessment of the situation in Vietnam.

Once they got down to business, the Joint Chiefs rallied in support of West-
moreland, feeling that now was not the time to cut and run. All the same, there
were continuing differences among them over basic strategy, with the Army and
Marines favoring a greater effort on the ground in the south and the Air Force and
the Navy urging stronger air and naval action against the North.To get around their
disagreements, the chiefs linked a further buildup in the south such as Westmoreland
proposed with an expansion and intensification of the Rolling Thunder air campaign
against the North.” As far as Secretary McNamara was concerned, however, a re-
newed intensification of the war held no appeal. Since the previous autumn, he had
shown growing frustration over the lack of military progress and could not help
eyeing the rising financial costs of the war, which had grown steadily to more than
a third of the defense budget.” Though he had once offered Westmoreland practi-
cally a blank check, he regretted having done so, and was inclined to level off U.S.
military action in hopes of enticing the enemy into negotiations." Still, he wanted
Westmoreland’s request to receive a fair hearing and called him back to Washington
to explain his position directly to President Johnson. At one point in their meeting,
the President turned to Westmoreland and asked testily: “When we add divisions,
can’t the enemy add divisions? If so, where does it all end?”"

As the debate progressed, it focused more and more on the air war against North
Vietnam. Confident that the results would show up sooner or later, General Wheeler
characterized the air campaign was one of two “blue chips” the United States possessed
(the other being the capacity to mount an aggressive ground campaign) that could
directly influence the outcome of the war.™ In practice, however, the United States

had never pursued the air war with the same degree of commitment it had shown on
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the ground. Under the allocation approved during the early days of the war, COMUS-
MACYV had first call on air assets, with the result that about two-thirds of the sorties
flown by the Air Force and the Navy had been either in support of combat operations
in the South or for interdiction purposes against the Ho Chi Minh Trail; only about
one-third of the sorties had been against the North. Moreover, under the “graduated
response” rules that governed Rolling Thunder, many lucrative bombing targets in the
Hanoi-Haiphong area and Red River Delta remained untouched. Arguing that the
next step was obvious, Air Force Chief of Staff General John P. McConnell persuaded
his JCS colleagues that with or without a buildup in the South, they should press Mc-
Namara and the President to lift restrictions on the air campaign and pursue the rapid
and methodical destruction of North Vietnam’s war-supporting infrastructure.™

While the chiefs’ position on the air campaign had strong support in military
circles, it met with unmitigated disdain from McNamara and the OSD “whiz kids.”
Labeling the air war as counterproductive, they considered JCS proposals for expand-
ing it dangerous and risky. McNamara had never put much stock in the bombing
to begin with, so it was no surprise to him as the war dragged on that study after
study reaching his desk showed it as having limited success in curbing infiltration into
the South or on North Vietnam’s capacity to wage war. Citing the administration-
imposed restrictions on targets and bombing under which the Air Force and the Navy
operated, the JCS responded that such results were practically preordained. But under
the cost-effectiveness criteria he applied to practically everything, McNamara con-
cluded that the air war was becoming too expensive in terms of pilots and planes lost
and other factors and ought to be sharply curtailed rather than expanded.™

The showdown between McNamara and the Joint Chiefs came in August 1967
during open hearings before the Senate Armed Services Preparedness Investigating
Subcommittee, chaired by John C. Stennis of Mississippi. The instigator of the hearings
was Senator W. Stuart Symington of Missourl, first Secretary of the Air Force in the
Truman administration and an outspoken advocate of more vigorous use of airpower
against North Vietnam. Like other conservative Democrats, Stennis and Symington
had become impatient and thought that more could be done with airpower to win
the war and to avoid the need for additional ground troops. Not wanting to give the
committee any more opportunities than it already had to second-guess his conduct of
the war, President Johnson sent McNamara and Wheeler to Saigon in July to work out
a new statement of troop requirements and to review the air campaign. Following a
busy round of briefings, McNamara and Wheeler returned to Washington bearing a re-
vised request from Westmoreland for an additional 50,000 troops, the most the United
States could muster without calling up the Reserves or vastly curtailing draft defer-

ments. But despite heavy pressure from CINCPAC and the theater air staff, McNamara
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refused to endorse an expansion of the bombing operations.”” Knowing how Stennis
and his colleagues would react, Johnson took matters into his own hands and on July
20, 1967, he approved a modification to the Rolling Thunder campaign that included
about a dozen new targets, some in the Hanoi-Haiphong sanctuary area.™

Already severely strained, relations between McNamara and the Joint Chiefs
became even worse once the Stennis committee’s hearings began. Testifying in
executive session, the JCS, Admiral Sharp, and Lieutenant General William W.
Momyer, USAFE, commander of the Seventh Air Force in Vietnam, all insisted that
the administration’s “doctrine of gradualism” toward bombing had proven inef-
fective and that the air campaign they were allowed to carry out was too little too
late. In rebuttal, McNamara defended the current concept of operations as carefully
thought out and “directed toward reasonable and realizable goals.” Indicating that
JCS proposals to ramp up the bombing were exactly the opposite, McNamara left
the clear impression that he considered his military judgment superior to that of the
professionals, while his choice of words challenged their soundness of mind.” The
chiefs were dismayed and in the aftermath of the hearings, relations between the
JCS and the Secretary of Defense sank to a new low.“Leaks” to the press of growing
dissension within the Pentagon inevitably followed. Attempting to repair the dam-
age, President Johnson held a news conference at which he insisted that there was
“no deep division” within the administration over the prosecution of the war.”> A
lame defense, it convinced no one and only added to the administration’s widening
credibility gap. Like the conflict in Vietnam, the policy process in Washington had

come practically to a standstill, unable to cope or to find new ideas.

TET AND ITS AFTERMATH

The impasse over Vietnam was short-lived, broken by the tightening NVA siege of
Khe Sanh and the massive Viet Cong offensive launched in late January 1968 dur-
ing the Tet holidays. Though not the “bolt out of the blue” that the Korean invasion
of 1950 was, the Tet uprising still caught American and South Vietnamese forces off
guard by its nationwide scale and scope and by the Viet Cong’s determination to
take and hold urban areas. Fighting in the ancient capital city of Hue was especially
intense and required nearly a month of bloody house-to-house combat to dislodge
the enemy. In all, 2,100 American and 4,000 South Vietnamese soldiers died in com-
bat during the uprising.Viet Cong losses were put at 50,000 or more.*

The enemy’s dramatic Tet offensive almost obscured the ongoing struggle for
Khe Sanh, a strategic outpost in the northwest corner of South Vietnam’s I Corps
region. Defended by a combined force of U.S. Marines and South Vietnam (SVIN)
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Rangers, Khe Sanh straddled Route 9, a key east-west highway, and was an ideal
launching point for search-and-destroy operations against the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
In January 1968, the North Vietnamese started massing three divisions around Khe
Sanh, laying a siege that evoked memories of the 1954 contest for Dien Bien Phu.
While there were strong arguments for abandoning the base, the consensus among
the Joint Chiefs was that it should be held at all cost. Indeed, General Wheeler
termed Khe Sanh “the anchor of our whole defense of the northern portion of
South Vietnam,” and argued that defending it would tie down many North Viet-
namese who otherwise would be free to attack elsewhere.”

Though confident that the outpost would hold, Westmoreland wanted to mini-
mize the risk and ordered what became the most intense air bombardment of the
war against enemy positions around Khe Sanh. Toward the end of January, taking
matters a step further, he notified the Joint Chiefs that he was exploring a plan, code-
named Fracture Jaw, to use nuclear or chemical weapons to relieve the enemy pres-
sure. Referred to the Joint Staft for review, Fracture Jaw remained a topic of discus-
sion between Washington and Saigon for several weeks. But as Khe Sanh’s prospects
improved, Westmoreland lost interest in any further nuclear planning. Eventually, the
plan reached President Johnson, who wanted nothing to do with it and ordered it
summarily withdrawn, thus bringing to a close the first and only episode in which the
Joint Chiefs contemplated the specific use of nuclear weapons in Vietnam.*

A failure militarily, the enemy’s Tet offensive was a stunning political success that
broke the back of support for the war in the United States. Almost overnight, opinion
in Washington and across the country changed, leaving the Joint Chiefs practically
alone in clinging to the administration’s original objectives. Instead of insuring the
survival of an independent, non-Communist South Vietnam, President Johnson now
declared that bringing the war to a peaceful resolution was his top concern. Earlier,
McNamara had made known his decision to leave office and in late February 1968,
disillusioned and demoralized, he finally stepped down.* His successor, Clark M. Clif~
ford, promptly initiated a top-to-bottom review of the war. Unsure of what to expect,
the Service chiefs turned to Wheeler, who did his best to bolster their morale and
keep the momentum of the war going even while the President was renewing his call
for negotiations and ordering cutbacks in air operations against the North, all with an
eye toward eventual withdrawal. The result was a continuation of the conflict, but at a
reduced tempo that left the outcome more in doubt than ever.*

‘With McNamara’s departure, the JCS were cautiously optimistic that in reassessing
its options, the administration would not stray too far from its original course. By then,
‘Wheeler was both the dominant figure in JCS deliberations and an accepted member

of President Johnson’s inner circle. Shortly after the Stennis committee hearings in late
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summer 1967, he had suffered a mild heart attack. Despite a swift recovery, he indicated
he might have to retire. Johnson refused to let him go.“I can'’t afford to lose you,” the
President told him. “You have never given me a bad piece of advice.”” Starting in
October 1967, Wheeler was a regular participant in the Tuesday lunch, attended by the
President and his senior advisors. On March 22, 1968, Johnson announced that Wheeler
would serve an unprecedented fifth year as Chairman.*” Yet proximity to power did not
equate with influence and, as was often the case, Wheeler returned to the Pentagon from
his meetings with the President appearing to his staff tired and discouraged.*®

Day in and day out, Wheeler and the other chiefs waged an uphill battle to be
heard. In fact, intelligence reports affirmed that the Tet offensive had decimated the
Viet Cong, resulting in an improved military situation across Vietnam. It was the
opportunity the Joint Chiefs had been waiting for and, wasting no time, Wheeler
urged Westmoreland to exploit the enemy’s weakness through a series of new op-
erations. Accordingly, Westmoreland revived his earlier request for another 200,000
troops to finish the job. Wheeler knew that an increase of that size was bound to be
controversial and that the odds of approval were against it, but he felt the war was
entering a new and more “critical phase” and couched his endorsement of West-
moreland’s request in an ominous assessment of the alternative.” What the President
wanted, however, was less conflict, not more, and with that end in mind he accepted
the advice of his new Secretary of Defense and others whose political instincts he
trusted, that the time had come to deescalate the war, turn it over to the South
Vietnamese, and get American troops out in an orderly manner.*

Disappointed by the turn of events, the Joint Chiefs of Staff felt increasingly
beleaguered and isolated. They regarded the President’s decision of March 31, 1968,
to stop bombing above the twentieth parallel and to expedite the search for a ne-
gotiated settlement as ill-advised and militarily unsound. As Wheeler characterized

231

it, the bombing halt amounted to an “aerial Dien Bien Phu.”*" Yet neither he nor
the Service chiefs had anything better to offer that the President, Congress, or the
American public would have considered acceptable. As during bombing pauses in
the past, the JCS expected the North Vietnamese to use the respite to build up
their defenses and to resupply their troops, and were not disappointed. Yet even
airpower enthusiasts acknowledged that there was not much they could do for the
next month or so due to the onset of the monsoon season and poor flying weather.
Everything, it seemed, was conspiring against JCS efforts to keep the war on track.?

Setting the stage for an American withdrawal became the de facto policy.
On October 31, 1968, President Johnson suspended the entire bombing campaign
against the North, a gesture aimed at jump-starting the stalled Paris peace talks.

Only armed reconnaissance flights continued. By now, the JCS realized that there
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was virtually nothing they could say or do that might convince the President to
change his mind. Treating the bombing halt as inevitable, they minimized the risks,
accepting them as “low and manageable,” even though they remained uneasy over
the ultimate consequences for South Vietnam. Slowly but surely, the United States
was winnowing its participation in the war and shifting the burden to the South
Vietnamese, a process that came to be known as “Vietnamization.”

Carrying out the draw-down fell to the new COMUSMACYV, General
Creighton W. Abrams, who succeeded Westmoreland in mid-1968 when the latter
returned to Washington to become Army Chief of Staff. A leading expert in tank
warfare, Abrams’ combat experience dated from World War II when he commanded
an armored task force. AsVice Chief of Staff of the Army from September 1964 to
May 1967, he had been deeply involved in the massive deployments of Army units
to Vietnam. Though aggressive by instinct, he could sense that the war was winding
down and that he would soon be under strong political pressure to limit casualties
with low-risk operations and a more defensively oriented deployment of his forces.
The Joint Chiefs would have preferred a more proactive posture to keep the enemy
off balance. But by the time the Johnson administration left office, the pursuit of a
military outcome was no longer a credible option. The best the chiefs could hope

for from that point on was a holding action to allow a graceful exit.**

NIXON, THE JCS, AND THE POLICY PROCESS

It fell to a new President, Richard M. Nixon, to create something positive out of
the previous administration’s fiasco in Vietnam. As a candidate for the White House
in 1968, Nixon promised to bring American troops home and to end the war “with
honor.” Even so, he opposed a precipitous withdrawal because it might damage Amer-
ican prestige and trigger a chain reaction of Communist takeovers in Southeast Asia.
Once in office, he ruled out seeking “a purely military solution,” but affirmed his
determination to use force as necessary to achieve his goals.® At the same time, he
and his assistant for national security affairs, Henry A. Kissinger, sought to enhance the
prospects for a negotiated settlement by pursuing “détente” with the Soviet Union
and a rapprochement with Communist China (see chapter 11). Though more open to
JCS advice than Kennedy and Johnson, he also had no qualms about second-guessing
or even belittling the chiefs’ advice. Indeed, he was fond of citing H.G. Wells” observa-
tion that military people had mediocre minds because intelligent people would never
contemplate a military career.** But he had the good sense to realize that it was bet-
ter to have the Joint Chiefs on his side than against him. The result was a somewhat

smoother relationship than in the past between military and civilian authorities, even
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if at times Nixon followed a separate, secret agenda and seemed to have little use for
professional military advice if it conflicted with his political objectives.

Those serving on the JCS during Nixon’s first year in office were holdover ap-
pointments from the Johnson administration. As their terms of service expired, Nixon
gradually brought in people of his own choosing. Like Kennedy and Johnson, Nixon
found it easier and more convenient to deal with the Chairman. Once a year, he held
a formal Oval Office meeting with JCS for picture-taking. Otherwise, he seldom met
with them as a group. At Nixon’s request, Wheeler stayed on as CJCS until July 1970,
but his deteriorating health caused him to share his responsibilities with his heir-appar-
ent, Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, Chief of Naval Operations. An aviator in World War
I with a distinguished record of combat experience, Moorer had a reputation around
the Pentagon for being blunt but affable, cantankerous yet effective. As Commander in
Chief of the Pacific Fleet (CINCPACFLT) in 1964—1965, Moorer had a personal hand
in planning and overseeing the early stages of the Rolling Thunder air campaign against
North Vietnam. Known as a “hawk” on the war, he was definitely the right choice for
carrying out the administration’s strategy of stepping up military pressure on North
Vietnam. Following in Taylor’s footsteps, Moorer shunned the role of “team player” and
viewed himself first and foremost as an agent and spokesman for the administration.
According to one official account, Moorer’s influence as Chairman was so thoroughly
pervasive that he “was now the only JCS member who really counted.””

Moorer’s JCS colleagues were a typically diverse group with diverse interests.
General John D. Ryan, who succeeded McConnell in August 1969 as Air Force Chief
of Staff, was a leading airpower strategist in the Curtis LeMay tradition. An outspo-
ken advocate for his Service, he touted the efficacy of strategic bombing whenever
he could. His Army counterpart, General William C. Westmoreland, was the for-
mer COMUSMACYV, whose frustration and brooding over his recent experiences in
Vietnam were all too apparent. Though not yet a full-fledged member of the Joint
Chiefs, the Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Leonard E Chapman, Jr.,
acted as if he were. Described as “quiet, articulate, and thoughtful,” he was an active
contributor during JCS deliberations.® But with ending the Vietnam War now a
foregone conclusion, most of the chiefs showed less interest in joint matters than in
protecting their respective Services against the inevitable effects of postwar cutbacks.

The exception was Moorer’s successor as CNO, Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr.,
who professed determination to demonstrate that Service and joint interests were
not mutually exclusive, as some in uniform believed. The first surface commander
to become CNO since Arleigh Burke, Zumwalt wanted to augment the Navy’s fleet
of expensive nuclear-powered aircraft carriers (CVANs) with smaller, convention-

ally-powered carriers and surface ships that could be built in greater numbers for
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less money. He also stressed the need for improved inter-Service cooperation and
collaboration to maximize available resources. One of his suggestions was that Army
helicopter pilots and Air Force fliers train to operate from Navy vessels. While the
Army warmed to the idea, the Air Force wanted no part of it. Still, it did not stop
Zumwalt from continuing to explore other joint ventures for sharing assets.*
While the policy process in which the Joint Chiefs operated remained outwardly
similar to that of previous administrations, decisionmaking became more entrenched
than ever in the White House, where Nixon and Kissinger, the national security advi-
sor, played the key roles. A complex and controversial figure, Nixon was exceptionally
well versed in world affairs. In Peter W. Rodman’s estimation, he had “the deepest
intuition and shrewdest strategic judgment of any modern president.”’* Kissinger was
equally well informed. Like McGeorge Bundy and Walt Rostow, he came from an
academic background, but was far more practical and better steeped in the history of
great power politics. As a professor of government at Harvard University before join-
ing the Nixon administration in 1969, Kissinger had published at length on balance-
of-power politics and the concept of “limited” nuclear wars. He had built his reputa-
tion around studying the tactics and behavior of historic power brokers who excelled
in the behind-the-scenes art of Realpolitik—like Otto von Bismarck, Germany’s
19th-century “iron chancellor,” and Prince Clemens von Metternich of Austria. His
biographers generally agree that he saw himself in a similar light, operating as an Old
World diplomatist when raison d’état and personal diplomacy reigned supreme.
Coordination between the White House and the JCS took two forms—
through the resuscitated mechanisms of the National Security Council, and through
backchannel communications. One of Nixon’s declared goals was to restore the
NSC to an approximation of the system that had existed under Eisenhower. Toward
that end, he directed that the Council function as his “principal forum for the con-
sideration of policy issues.”" Initially, the Joint Chiefs welcomed this reaffirmation
of the NSC’ central role since it promised to restore more structured, reliable, and
predictable procedures to the policy process. But according to Zumwalt, it was not
long before the JCS began to question how much they could rely on Nixon and
Kissinger to match words with deeds.*> As time passed, Nixon relied less and less
on the NSC and held fewer and fewer meetings.* Helmut Sonnenfeldt, a member
of the NSC Staff at the time, recalled that Nixon studiously reserved the right of
final decision and treated NSC deliberations as “purely advisory meetings.”+ Nor
did Nixon bring back Eisenhower’s practice of adopting detailed, all-encompassing
basic policy papers to guide budgetary decisions, the development of programs, and
the allocation of resources. Instead, he attacked problems piecemeal—an effective

means of keeping others oft balance and concealing his overall purpose—with a
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barrage of directives, known as national security decision memoranda (NSDM) and
requests for reviews, called national security study memoranda (NSSM).#

Below the NSC, JCS access to policy guidance was through a battery of in-
teragency committees, all closely overseen, if not personally chaired, by Kissinger.
These included the NSC Review Group, headed by Kissinger, to screen matters for
submission to the full NSC, and four specialized advisory bodies organized at the
Deputy Secretary level for Vietnam, defense policy, arms control, and crisis manage-
ment.* Outside this structure, Kissinger also established informal contacts with the
Pentagon through the JCS liaison office. The proper channel of communication was
from the White House through the Office of Secretary of Defense to the Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs. Kissinger, however, often bypassed OSD by calling Moorer di-
rectly and by transmitting documents to him through the JCS liaison office, housed
next door in the Old Executive Office Building. Melvin R. Laird, Secretary of
Defense during Nixon’s first term, deeply resented Kissinger’s circumvention of
his authority and after an unseemly episode in 1971 involving the mishandling of
classified documents by a Navy yeoman assigned to the NSC as a stenographer, he
closed the JCS liaison office. Whether the yeoman, Charles E. Radford, was “spying”
for the JCS or acting on his own was never conclusively ascertained. But despite
the closure of the office, backchannel contacts continued to be one of Kissinger’s

preferred methods of doing business, a habit he found impossible to break.*

WINDING DOWN THE WAR

Nixon’s first order of business in Vietnam was to create a politico-military environ-
ment favorable to the withdrawal of U.S. forces. When he became President in 1969,
the United States still had over half a million troops engaged there and no concrete
plans for getting them out.*® Modeling his policy on Eisenhower’s strategy for end-
ing the Korean War, he sought to apply a combination of diplomacy and “irresistible
military pressure” to achieve a negotiated settlement with the North Vietnamese
that would include the mutual withdrawal of U.S. and NVA forces.* Known as
“linkage,” his diplomatic strategy was to encourage détente with the Soviet Union
and exploit signs of a Sino-Soviet ideological split to weaken Communist bloc
support of Hanoi. Simultaneously, he extended the war through covert means into
Cambodia and accelerated the Vietnamization and pacification programs to cover
the phased withdrawal of U.S. ground forces and to provide the government of
SouthVietnam with increased capabilities for future self-defense. At the outset of his
Presidency, Nixon announced to his Cabinet that he expected the war to be over in

a year. Almost immediately, he was backtracking from his prediction.®
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While the Joint Chiefs of Staff took close note of the negotiations, they were
rarely directly involved. Even though they had representatives on the various inter-
agency bodies dealing with the peace talks, the governing assumption within the JCS
organization was that negotiating strategy did not lie “within the normal purview”
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.’" Their more direct and immediate concern was to figure
out ways of keeping military pressure on the enemy while the United States scaled
back its participation in the war. With the loss of U.S. nuclear superiority in the 1960s,
Nixon was in no position, as Eisenhower was in 1953, to threaten the use of atomic
weapons. Casting about for options, he and Kissinger flirted with the idea of resuming
the air war against the North and briefly considered a plan (Operation Duck Hook)
to launch a series of quick, intense, and “brutal” strikes against key North Vietnamese
targets. But they quickly dropped the idea owing to the lukewarm support it enjoyed
among the Joint Chiefs, the political repercussions such actions could have at home,
and the danger of derailing plans for détente with the Soviet Union.*

With the range of options limited, the preferred approach both at the White
House and in the Pentagon became a concerted bombing campaign with B—352s
against Viet Cong and NVA sanctuaries in neighboring Cambodia, targets previ-
ously off limits to U.S. air attack. The Joint Chiefs, COMUSMACYV, and CINCPAC
had long favored the destruction of these enemy bases, but had had no luck per-
suading the previous administration to accept the political and diplomatic risks such
an operation might entail. With Nixon’s advent, they found a more receptive audi-
ence and on March 15, 1969, they received a green light to proceed.

Like the decision to intervene with ground troops in 1965, the “secret” bomb-
ing of Cambodia was one of the most controversial episodes of the war. Lasting into
May 1970, the attacks concentrated on six enemy bases along the Cambodian-South
Vietnamese border and involved the expenditure of over 180,000 tons of muni-
tions.’* To keep the operation quiet, the White House, the Joint Staff,and COMUS-
MACYV resorted to elaborate deception measures that concealed flight plans and the
expenditure of bombs. Privately, members of the Joint Chiefs grumbled at being
party to Nixon’s duplicity, some complaining that efforts to hide the bombing were
“stupid” and bound to fail.¥ But in Nixon’s view, preserving secrecy was essential
in order to avoid antiwar protests.’ Actually, there was not much secret about the
whole affair. Cambodian leader Prince Norodom Sihanouk knew about the bomb-
ing from the outset and obligingly looked the other way. The North Vietnamese
were well aware, as were the Soviets, the Chinese, and key figures on Capitol Hill.
About the only group not privy to the secret was the American public.

‘While putting pressure on the enemy through the secret bombing campaign,

Nixon sought to expedite the U.S. withdrawal under cover of the Vietnamization
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program, the incremental substitution of SVN troops for U.S. forces. As the Joint
Chiefs repeatedly cautioned, however, the Vietnamization program devised under the
Johnson administration and inherited by Nixon was intended solely to develop a
security force and would not result in a SVN army that could tackle the North Viet-
namese.’’ After taking a personal look at the program in operation, Secretary of De-
fense Laird came back from a trip to Southeast Asia in March 1969 with an alternative
plan to increase the arming, training, and equipping of the South Vietnamese so they
could take on not only the Viet Cong but also the NVA.** Though Nixon viewed
Vietnamization as an integral part of his strategy, he had never envisioned developing
and refining South Vietnam’s military capabilities quite as fast or to the same degree.
Initially skeptical of Laird’s proposal, Nixon and Kissinger quickly changed their minds
after the Secretary of Defense, without consulting the White House, publicly outlined
his program on national television and “leaked” a story to the press, intimating that
it was agreed administration policy. “It was largely on the basis of Laird’s enthusiastic
advocacy,” Nixon recalled, “that we undertook the policy of Vietnamization.”*
Whether the South Vietnamese were up to the task became a recurring issue in
JCS deliberations over the next several years. On paper, the South Vietnamese military
was a formidable force. With nearly a million men under arms, it ranked as one of the
largest in the world. Except for a few elite units, however, it was a heavily conscripted
army in which desertion rates were high and morale low. Barely a match for the Viet
Cong, it was virtually untested against North Vietnamese regulars. Recognizing the
ARVN’s weaknesses, the Joint Chiefs urged a paced withdrawal of U.S. forces, coor-
dinated with periodic assessments of the progress of Vietnamization, pacification, and
the enemy situation.® Nixon agreed that the chiefs’“cut-and-try” approach made a

% But for economic reasons he

lot of sense and should be followed as much as possible.
needed to curb defense spending and was under strong political pressure to bring U.S.
troops home at an accelerated pace. As a consequence, in setting timetables for the re-
deployment of U.S. forces, the Joint Chiefs came to realize that “other considerations”
than the progress of Vietnamization tended to be the decisive factors.”

An early test of Vietnamization occurred during the allied invasion of Cambo-
dia in the spring of 1970.The results were inconclusive, however, owing to the heavy
involvement of U.S. forces alongside the South Vietnamese, the extensive presence
of U.S. advisors among SVN units, and because the NVA elected for the most part
not to engage the invaders. The event precipitating the invasion was a political
crisis in neighboring Cambodia, brought on by anti-Communist demonstrations
culminating in March 1970 in a coup d’état that replaced the nominally neutralist
regime of Prince Sihanouk with a pro-Western one headed by Premier Lon Nol.

As one of his first acts, Lon Nol closed the port of Kampong Son (Sihanoukville) to
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NVA transfers, thus denying the enemy a major entrepot for weapons and supplies
destined for South Vietnam. A wave of Communist counterattacks led by North
Vietnamese regulars soon followed, prompting COMUSMACYV, CINCPAC, and
the Joint Chiefs to coordinate the development of contingency plans to shore up
Lon Nol’s regime and, at the same time, to complete the destruction of enemy
sanctuaries along the border. The plan initially presented by the Joint Chiefs called
for a cross-border operation into Cambodia with U.S. ground forces spearheading
the effort.® At the time, there were still substantial numbers of U.S. combat troops
in Vietnam and no clear picture of how well the ARVN would perform. Nixon
and Kissinger, however, wanted the South Vietnamese to be in the vanguard, partly
to deflect expected criticism at home and to underscore the lowering of the U.S.
profile in accordance with recently announced troop reductions.

In late April, a combined U.S.—=SVN invasion force entered Cambodia. Though
they captured large quantities of supplies, documents, and military hardware, the al-
lies made little contact with the enemy after the first day. General Abrams wanted
to exploit the situation with deeper probes into Cambodia to draw the enemy out.
Back in the United States, the Cambodian invasion had aroused some of the largest
and most strident protests to that point in the war, suggesting that political support
was weak and continuing to decline. Feeling the pressure, President Nixon rejected
Abrams’ proposal to expand the operation and ordered U.S. troops back across the
border by the end of June. While it was not much of a test for the Vietnamization
program, Abrams praised the performance SVN forces and relayed word to Wash-
ington that he considered their planning and execution “very impressive.”®

With growing confidence in South Vietnamese forces, Abrams (with encourage-
ment from Nixon and Kissinger) began to envision even bigger operations. Thus, as
the Cambodian incursion drew to a close, he received the go-ahead from Admiral
Moorer for a new operation known as LAM SON 719, a “dry season” search and
destroy foray into Laos to disrupt enemy movement along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.
Initiated with the expectation of large-scale U.S. combat ground support inside Viet-
nam and heavy U.S. air support in Laos, LAM SON 719 was the product of planning
done late in 1970 at MACV headquarters in Saigon and in Hawaii by Commander in
Chief, Pacific, Admiral John S. McCain, Jr.% By then, Nixon and Kissinger had more
or less given up trying to negotiate a mutual reduction of forces with the North Viet-
namese and had decided to concentrate on a unilateral U.S. withdrawal. The function
of LAM SON 719, as Kissinger envisioned it, was to cut enemy supply lines, curb in-
filtration into the south, and buy time to complete an orderly pull-out of U.S. forces.”

LAM SON 719 may have been doomed before it started. With advance warn-

ing from their spies in Saigon, the North Vietnamese had ample time to reinforce
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units and strengthen their defenses along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. By their own ac-
count, the NVA had amassed a force of 60,000 troops, against an ARVIN invasion
force of 17,000. In Washington, meanwhile, following a lengthy and contentious de-
bate, Congress finally passed a foreign military sales bill early in 1971 incorporating
the Cooper-Church amendment banning U.S. advisors from assisting in operations
outside Vietnam. With U.S. advisory assistance thus curtailed, the South Vietnamese
faced serious problems coordinating their air and artillery support. Still, from all the
Joint Staff had seen and heard of the plan, there was nothing overtly objectionable
about LAM SON 719 and, indeed, much to recommend it, including Abrams’ bud-
ding confidence in the ARVN and a growing awareness that this might be the last
time the South Vietnamese could conduct a dry-season offensive while U.S. forces
were still present in Vietnam in substantial numbers to provide backup.®

As the operation began in early February 1971, however, confidence in it began
to fade. Most skeptical of all was Army Chief of Staft’ General Westmoreland. Re-
luctant to second-guess the commander on the scene, Westmoreland had stifled his
reservations, much as the JCS had muffled their misgivings about plans for the Bay
of Pigs invasion a decade earlier. When pressed by Kissinger for his views, however,
Westmoreland lashed out against LAM SON 719, declaring it to be “a very high
risk” enterprise with a slim chance of success. Several times as COMUSMACY,
Westmoreland had studied the possibility of mounting a similar attack into Laos.
But he had never followed through due to the Johnson administration’s concern
that it would be too risky and would require an inordinate commitment of re-
sources—probably no fewer than four U.S. divisions, or nearly half the U.S. in-
country fighting force. In lieu of the invasion taking place under LAM SON 719,
Westmoreland urged the White House to consider short raids, feints, and mobile
operations to keep the North Vietnamese off balance and to interrupt traffic along
the Ho Chi Minh Trail.” Bothered by Westmoreland’s comments, Kissinger turned
to Moorer, who downplayed the general’s concerns and offered his assurances, based
on Abrams’ assessments, that the concept behind the plan was sound.”

Once underway, LAM SON 719 began running into one problem after another.
Outnumbered and outgunned, the South Vietnamese found their search-and-destroy
mission turned into a sustained conventional battle in which the enemy had the ini-
tiative. Determined not merely to repel the attackers and protect their lines of com-
munication, the NVA sought to inflict a crushing defeat on the South Vietnamese
army that would discredit the American policy of Vietnamization. At a meeting with
the Secretary of Defense on March 15, Westmoreland criticized ARVN tactics and, in
Moorer’s words, “badmouthed the whole LAM SON 719 operation.” The next day

Moorer assured President Nixon that “things were going pretty well.” Nixon wanted
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the ARVN to keep the operation going into April, when he intended to announce
further U.S. troop withdrawals. But under heavy attack from the enemy, the ARVN
began a precipitous withdrawal. The tide had turned and, as Kissinger put it, the South
Vietnamese were “bugging out””What the administration tried to depict as an orderly

tactical withdrawal, journalists on the scene described as a tragic and chaotic rout.”

BACK TO AIRPOWER

Though it was not the total catastrophe some observers depicted, LAM SON 719 was
clearly a major setback for the United States and its Vietnamese allies. Most serious of
all, it had exposed glaring shortcomings in the administration’s Vietnamization program.
Given enough time and training, perhaps, the ARVN might someday become a formi-
dable fighting force; but for the foreseeable future, it was in no position to stop aggression
from the North on its own. One of the few positive things to come out of the whole
episode was Secretary of Defense Laird’s increased interest in providing more effective
measures to block enemy infiltration along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Toward the end of
1971, with this in mind, he assigned a new Army Brigadier General, John W.Vessey, to
the U.S. Embassy in Laos. Working with the Ambassador and CIA station chief, Vessey
oversaw the allocation of funds for covert operations against North Vietnamese infiltra-
tion. In 1982, under the Reagan administration, Vessey would again attract high-level
attention and become the President’s choice to chair the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”
Despite ongoing efforts by the Nixon administration to shore up South Viet-
nam’s security, the danger from the North continued to grow, while U.S. troop
strength continued to drop. By the beginning of 1972, there were fewer than
150,000 American Servicemen left in Vietnam, and under approved troop with-
drawal schedules half of those would be gone in a few months. Shrugging oft the
ARVN’s disappointing performance in LAM SON 719, the Nixon White House
repeatedly urged the Saigon regime to undertake new forays into Laos and Cam-
bodia. At the same time, to offset the loss of U.S. ground strength, Admiral Moorer,
often on his own initiative, pressed Secretary of Defense Laird to relax restrictions
on air attacks against North Vietnam and to increase the use of “protective reac-
tion strikes” against surface-to-air missile (SAM) and antiaircraft (AAA) sites that
threatened U.S. planes conducting interdiction flights over South Vietnam and Laos.
Laird had no objection to American pilots protecting themselves, but as for other
attacks against the North, he turned them down more often than not, feeling that
they would re-escalate the war and delay U.S. troop withdrawals. President Nixon,
however, proved more flexible, and by the end of 1971 bombing against targets in

North Vietnam below the 20th parallel was again on the rise.”
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Convinced that even more was needed, General John D. Lavelle, USAE, Com-
mander of the Seventh Air Force in South Vietnam, took matters into his own hands
by stepping up air attacks against the North. Whether he had authority to do so
was never fully clear. Adopting “a liberal interpretation” of the rules of engagement,
Lavelle later estimated that he carried out “in the neighborhood” of 20 such raids
(the real number was closer to thirty) between November 1971 and March 1972. He
defended his actions, however, on the grounds that he had the tacit encouragement
of his superiors in Washington, including both Admiral Moorer and Secretary Laird,
who had urged him to “make maximum use” of existing authority to put pressure
on the North.” Still, in mounting preplanned attacks Lavelle had gone overboard and
risked reigniting the still smoldering bombing controversy between Congress and
the administration. Upon learning of the general’s interpretation of orders, Moorer
and Laird quickly arranged with Air Force Chief of Staff General John D. Ryan to
have Lavelle quietly relieved of his duties. But as rumors of the incident spread, they
prompted several well-publicized, albeit inconclusive, congressional investigations.”

Meanwhile, across Vietnam, the threat of stepped-up combat continued to
mount. The showdown came around Easter, on March 30, 1972, when the North
Vietnamese launched a coordinated attack against the South, which they initiated
with a full-scale conventional invasion across the DMZ, using tanks and self-pro-
pelled artillery. Allied intelligence had known for months that the North Vietnam-
ese were preparing a large-scale operation but could not pinpoint either the date
or place. Throughout the ensuing crisis, Nixon and Kissinger frequently ignored
established lines of communication with the Pentagon and in the interest of expe-
diency dealt directly with Admiral Moorer and the Joint Staff, whose views were
more in harmony with those of the White House than Laird’s. Seeing the invasion
as a challenge to the credibility of his whole foreign policy, President Nixon be-
lieved that only a vigorous military response would convince Hanoi and its allies in
Moscow and Beijing that he meant business. With battlefield success his uppermost
concern, Nixon saw no choice but to remove all restrictions on the use of airpower,
something he had been loath to do earlier. In view of the North’s blatant aggression,
American public and congressional opinion largely acquiesced. Moorer agreed that
Hanoi’s leaders respected nothing more than the unstinting application of military
force, and to that end he helped arrange a swift buildup of airpower. Among the
forces added for action were 189 F—4 fighter-bombers, 210 B—s2s (half of SAC’s
bomber force), and four carrier task forces, bringing to six the number of carriers
on station, the largest concentration of naval airpower yet seen in the war.”

With the increased availability of airpower came friction between Washington

and the command in Saigon over how and where to apply it. Nixon, Kissinger, and
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Moorer envisioned a fairly broad-brush campaign aimed not simply at curbing the
current aggression, but at carrying out punitive raids against the north to break the en-
emy’s morale and force the North Vietnamese back into serious negotiations. Abrams,
supported by Laird, wanted the additional airpower available for operations in the
South, on the assumption that that was where the war would be won or lost. After the
LAM SON 719 debacle, however, Moorer grew increasingly frustrated with Abrams. At
one point during the early days of the enemy’s Easter offensive, with Kissinger present,
Moorer related the substance of a rambling telephone call they had just had in which
the COMUSMACYV complained that he was “sick and tired” of civilians in Washing-
ton telling him what to do and would resign if he did not have his way. Eventually,
Abrams calmed down. But the damage was done. Thenceforth, Moorer often bypassed
the COMUSMACYV and dealt with Abrams’ subordinate and Lavelle’s successor as
Commander of Seventh Air Force, General John W.Vogt, USAE who until recently
had been Director of the Joint Staff. By transterring Vogt to Saigon, the Chairman had
a trusted ally on the scene whose appraisals and advice he valued more than Abrams’.”

Like Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon took a strong personal interest in the
air campaign and participated actively in planning and overseeing its execution. Yet
there was none of the soul-searching or hemming and hawing that had gone on
during the Johnson years. In deference to Abrams’ expressed concerns, Nixon gave
first priority to supporting the South Vietnamese and blunting the NVA invasion.
According to Vogt, the intensity of these air strikes on the invaders resembled the

effects of a “meat-grinder.””*

Operations against the North, code-named Linebacker,
harkened to the “hard knock” bombing strategy advocated by the Joint Chiefs in the
mid-1960s, and stressed repeat attacks on bridges, rail lines, fuel supplies, cement and
power plants, airfields, and other high-profile military, industrial, and transportation
targets. In giving his approval to launch Linebacker, Nixon admonished Moorer to
mount an all-out effort and to avoid wasting bombs on “secondary targets.”” Going
further, he wanted to restrict North Vietnam’s resupply from external sources, and
on May 8, 1972, he announced the unprecedented step of mining Haiphong harbor,
something the Joint Chiefs had urged since the early stages of the war.*

For a variety of reasons, Linebacker achieved results that were never feasible
under the Rolling Thunder campaign of 1965-1968. By shifting from guerrilla tactics
to conventional warfare and by incorporating tanks and other mechanized equip-
ment into their battle plan, the North Vietnamese became dependent, like other
modern armies, on long, readily identifiable supply lines that made ripe targets for
air attack. Interdiction under the Linebacker campaign thus became more successful
than during Rolling Thunder. A further difference between the two campaigns was

the increased availability by 1972 of precision-guided munitions (PGMs or “smart
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bombs”), which allowed more accurate attacks against targets previously off limits
in congested urban areas. While guided munitions had been around since the late
stages of World War II, they had been difficult to use and not very effective. Im-
proved models made their first appearance in Southeast Asia toward the conclusion
of Rolling Thunder in 1968.Thereafter, technical problems limited their use to lightly
defended targets in Laos and South Vietnam. But by 1972, more sophisticated elec-
tronics employing laser guidance systems opened the way for PGM raids against
fixed targets in the heavily built-up Hanoi-Haiphong area.*

By early June, the North Vietnamese offensive was beginning to lose steam
and there were indications from Hanoi of a renewed willingness to negotiate. In the
United States, Nixon’s decision to resume bombing had provoked predictable reac-
tions from antiwar groups and liberals in Congress. But compared with the Cam-
bodian invasion and earlier episodes, the protests and demonstrations were relatively
mild, a sign that troop withdrawals and ending the draft were having the desired
effect of diffusing the war as a political issue. Nixon’s popularity at home was in fact
at an all-time high, pointing toward an easy reelection in November. With his posi-
tion thus fairly secure at home, Nixon kept up the bombing pressure on the North
and did not call a halt until late October, when he was satisfied that the negotiations

were on course toward an agreement.

THE CHRISTMAS BOMBING CAMPAIGN

‘While Nixon had used airpower to thwart an NVA military victory in the spring of
1972, he also hoped that it would pay diplomatic dividends by coercing the North
Vietnamese back to the negotiating table and into a peace settlement. Once the
bombing stopped in late October, however, unexpected problems arose in convinc-
ing not only leaders in Hanoi but also the regime in Saigon, headed by President
Nguyen Van Thieu, to accept a ceasefire. One of Thieu’s main objections to the deal,
which Kissinger negotiated, was that it would leave huge numbers of Communist
troops in place in South Vietnam. As many as 160,000 NVA regulars remained in
the South and another 100,000 were in Laos and Cambodia.* Despite months of
heavy air attacks, neither Kissinger nor the Joint Chiefs saw any way of dislodging
them without the large-scale reintroduction of U.S. ground forces.

Frustrated by this turn of events, Nixon again resorted to bombing to put pres-
sure on Hanoi to abide by the accords and to demonstrate to the Thieu government
that the United States would stand behind it once the peace settlement took effect.
A secret letter from Nixon to Thieu, pledging that the United States would “re-

act strongly” if South Vietnam were threatened again sealed the bargain.® However,
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Nixon informed no one of his promise, not even the Joint Chiefs.Yet even if he had, it
probably would have made little difference. Congress, with antiwar liberals in the van-
guard, felt bound by no such guarantees, and when the Communists resumed their of-
fensive in 1975, it fell back on earlier legislation blocking U.S. forces from intervening.

The resumption of bombing in December 1972 thus helped to facilitate the
signing of a peace agreement which, in the long run, was largely inconsequential. Its
major accomplishment was to facilitate the return of U.S. prisoners of war.** Code-
named Linebacker 11, the operation covered an 11-day period over the holidays and
became known as the Christmas bombing campaign. Militarily, the main difference
between Linebacker I and previous bombing operations was the concerted use of B—
525 against targets in and around Hanoi and Haiphong. Ever since the secret bomb-
ing of Cambodia, Nixon had had a fascination with the use of B—s2s and during the
buildup for Linebacker 1, increasing B—s2 deployments to Guam and Thailand had
been his top priority. The big bombers appeared for the first time over the North
Vietnamese heartland in five raids in April 1972. Without much evidence, Nixon
boasted to his staff that these attacks had been “exceptionally effective, the best ever
in the war.”® In fact, the results had not been particularly impressive, and the need
for heavy fighter escort had diverted assets from other missions. Meantime, Abrams
was clamoring for more B—s2 support to help thwart the Communist offensive in
the South. The net result was that, from early May on, the B—s2s ceased operations
against the North and concentrated on targets below the twentieth parallel.*

As he contemplated launching Linebacker II, Nixon resolved that B—s2s would
spearhead the effort. Underlying the operation was his determination to mount a
show of force that would break enemy leaders’ will to resist. Initially, both Moorer
and Kissinger doubted whether using B—s52s would produce better results than
fighter-bombers. But as it became clear that Nixon was less interested in specific
military objectives than in achieving a strong psychological impact, their reserva-
tions evaporated. Working in unison, the Joint Staff, the Strategic Air Command, the
Air Staff, and the Pacific Air Forces quickly assembled a list of 55 key targets, aiming
in each case for “mass shock effect in a psychological context” On December 7,
Moorer met at Camp David with the President, who reviewed the target plan and
“seemed to be pleased with it.” A few days later, Moorer notified the Commander
in Chiet of Strategic Air Command, General John C. Meyer, USAFE that a major
air offensive against the North was “definitely on the front burner” and that Hanoi
and Haiphong would be the primary target areas. “I want the people of Hanoi to
hear the bombs,” Moorer told him, “but minimize damage to the civilian populace.”
Moorer also consulted by secure telephone with the CINCPAC, Admiral Noel

Gayler, and confirmed the punitive purpose of the bombing.*”
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Attacks commenced on December 18, 1972, and lasted, with a brief pause over
Christmas, until December 29. Though Air Force and Navy fighter-bombers also
took part, SAC’s B—s2s dropped 75 percent of the total bomb tonnage during Line-
backer II. In wave after wave, night after night, they pounded targets from Hanoi and
Haiphong to the Chinese border. The most impressive display to date of American
military power, these raids came closer than anything yet to threatening the survival
of the North Vietnamese regime. Realizing what was at stake, the North Vietnamese
put up a ferocious defense and during the first few nights they inflicted unexpectedly
high losses on U.S. aircraft. The most serious losses came on the third night (Decem-
ber 20—21) when enemy surface-to-air missiles claimed six B—s2s out of an attacking
force of ninety. B—s52 crews were used to flying over Laos and South Vietnam and
were unaccustomed to a hostile environment, so the downing of planes during the
early stages of Linebacker II came as a shock. Morale problems ensued, and there was a
jump in the number of crewmen reporting for sick call. A change in bombing tactics
and the compression of attacks into closer intervals, allowing the North Vietnamese
defenders less time to reload their SAMs, helped overcome the problem. “It worked
out beautifully,” Moorer confided to his diary. “I don’t think anybody in the world
could have coordinated an operation as well as we did.”®

For the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the success of Linebacker II was the high-water mark
of the war. After years of frustration and setbacks, they had finally dealt the North
Vietnamese a crippling blow. Meyer and Moorer believed that the North Vietnamese
probably had to give up because they were running low on SAMs. With another week
of raids, Meyer estimated, “we could fly anywhere we want over North Vietnam with
impunity.”* Nixon, however, had other plans. Feeling that he had made his point, he
ordered the B—s2s to stand down rather than risk the loss of more planes and crews
or possibly jeopardize his budding détente with the Soviets and his rapprochement
with the Chinese. The Joint Chiefs had long contended that an unrestricted air cam-
paign would be decisive in Vietnam, and in December 1972 their advice appeared

vindicated.

THE BALANCE SHEET

The ceasefire signed in January 1973 lasted barely 2 years. During this interval,
the Joint Chiefs completed the withdrawal of the few U.S. troops still in Vietnam
and progressively redeployed their other forces from the region. For a while, the
United States continued to bomb NVA and Communist base camps in Cambodia,
but in August 1973 Congress called a halt. Congressional pressure likewise led to

the cessation of air reconnaissance flights over Laos a year later. Moorer suspected
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that the Communists would use the ceasefire to regroup and rearm, and they did.
Launching a major offensive in April 1975, they quickly overwhelmed South Viet-
namese defenders, who were practically helpless without American airpower. While
Vietnamization had shielded the withdrawal of American ground troops, it had not
done much to strengthen South Vietnam'’s security or to assure its continued inde-
pendence.The Joint Chiefs had no plans to rush U.S. forces back into Southeast Asia
or to intervene on the SVN government’s behalf. Yet even if such plans had existed,
political pressures at home doubtless would have blocked their implementation.

Despite the war’s outcome, the Joint Chiefs never felt that the United States had
erred by going into Vietnam. What they saw instead was a misguided effort, pursuing
flawed goals and blunders in the way the war was planned, organized, and fought. Some
of these blunders, they admitted, were of their own making; others were not. In World
‘War II and initially in Korea, the attainment of military objectives had taken priority.
But in Vietnam the Joint Chiefs had found themselves from the outset prosecuting a
limited war heavy in diplomatic and political overtones. The initial objective was to
apply military power to achieve a stalemate, an outcome which from the chiefs’ point
of view squandered their resources and ran counter to the American military ethos.
Against an enemy bent on victory at any cost, such war aims were utterly unrealistic as
well. Set within these parameters, the American effort in Vietnam was doomed to fail.

After the Vietnam War, the Joint Chiefs’ role fell under close scrutiny. Calls for
reform proliferated and were eventually instrumental in passage of the Goldwater-
Nichols Department of Defense R eorganization Act of 1986, an attempt by Congress
to improve future JCS effectiveness through institutional reorganization (see chapter
15). The most trenchant critique of the chiefs’ performance in Vietnam was by an
Army major (later brigadier general), H.R. McMaster. In his thoroughly researched
and well-written book, Dereliction of Duty, published in 1997, McMaster took the
chiefs to task for not being more forthright in offering advice to the Secretary of
Defense and the President. More than a generation removed from Vietnam, McMaster
found it hard to understand how the Joint Chiefs could disagree so strenuously with
the Johnson administration’s “graduated response” strategy, yet remain so compliant
as their superiors blatantly ignored their advice. Relegated to what he describes as a
“peripheral position in the policy-making process,” the chiefs became, in McMaster’s
words, the “five silent men.”*°

What McMaster overlooks is that by the mid-1960s, when American interven-
tion in Vietnam took place, the Joint Chiefs of Staft had passed their prime. Though
they remained, as the National Security Act decreed, the President’s top military
advisors, their stature and institutional influence had diminished considerably since

the 19408 when they came into being as a corporate body. During World War II,
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they met regularly with the President and accompanied him to meetings around
the world. They knew every allied leader personally and were key figures at the
high-level wartime conferences at which strategy and postwar planning took place.
In terms of authoritative advice and influence, they had no rivals.

By the 1960, the situation had changed. For one thing, the wartime grandees were
long gone, succeeded by men who had been junior officers in World War II. Those who
made up the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the Vietnam era were highly dedicated and
decorated military officers. No one seriously questioned their professional credentials
or competence. But they operated on a different plane from those who had served on
the Joint Chiefs in World War I, the leaders who had shaped the allied victory over the
Axis. McMaster’s complaint that the JCS should have been more outspoken on Viet-
nam overrates their stature and influence. Had they been Marshall, King, and Arnold or
their immediate successors, their advice would have been hard if not impossible for the
President, Congress, and the American public to ignore. But the men who served on
the JCS by the 1960s lacked the gravitas of their predecessors. Little wonder, then, that
Army Chief of Staff Harold Johnson dismissed the suggestion that he and his colleagues
ought to have resigned in protest as a hollow and pointless gesture.”"

Moreover, a new policy- and decisionmaking system had replaced the one in
effect when the JCS came into existence, resulting in a proliferation of overlapping
agencies and organizations, some in direct competition with the Joint Chiefs. By the
mid-1960s, the chiefs’ most formidable competitor was the Office of the Secretary of
Defense, which had grown steadily in influence and importance since its creation in
1947. Under McNamara, it had amassed a wealth of additional authority and capabili-
ties for analyzing military strategy and for offering alternative advice to that rendered
by the JCS. Given McNamara’s forceful personality and the precarious relationship
between the JCS and the White House under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, it was
hardly surprising that the chiefs’ credibility and influence were on the wane.

Unable to bring their views to bear directly, the Joint Chiefs adopted an in-
cremental approach to the war. They assumed that any steps toward greater military
involvement would sooner or later develop into the course they advocated. In the
process, they lent their support to a military strategy they considered fundamentally
flawed and became complicit in the administration’s folly. At the same time, as the
decision to intervene in force was taking shape, inter-Service bickering over whether
to stress ground operations in the South or a concerted air and naval campaign against
the North denied them a clear voice and focus.Yet even if the Joint Chiefs had spoken
as one, their limited influence within the wider sphere of the policy process effectively

undercut their ability to sway key decisions on the conduct of the war.
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With the advent of the Nixon administration, the strategy debate came full
circle back to the chiefs’ original premise that the most effective approach was to
mount heavy military pressure directly against North Vietnam. Owing to the on-
going reduction in U.S. ground forces and limited South Vietnamese capabilities,
however, recourse to a combination of air and sea power became the only viable
option. Fearing Chinese intervention or a nuclear confrontation with the Soviets,
President Johnson had consistently scorned the chiefs’ advice in that regard. But by
Nixon’s time, the emergence of détente and the opening with China allowed the
President a degree of leverage and flexibility that had not previously existed. Given
the decisive results achieved by the Linebacker operations, coupled with the mining
of Haiphong, one is tempted to speculate that a bolder strategy earlier might well
have avoided a long, drawn-out war.Yet without the diplomatic groundwork pains-
takingly laid by Nixon and Kissinger, the more aggressive strategy advocated by the
JCS in 1964—1965 could just as well have backfired.

As disappointing to the Joint Chiefs as the outcome in Vietnam may have
been, it was not the serious setback to American global interests that many had
feared a Communist victory might be when the United States went into Viet-
nam. All the same, the nature and pervasive impact of the war had a devastating
effect. Not only did the war shatter the national consensus that had supported
and sustained faith in the containment concept for nearly two decades; it also
left American conventional forces in a state of near-disarray, weaker and less sure
of themselves than at any time since the 1930s. Especially hard-hit was the Army,
which emerged from the conflict a shambles. Recovering from the trauma of
Vietnam became the Joint Chiefs’ first order of business, and for the next decade
and a half, through the end of the Cold War, it would overshadow practically all

other aspects of their deliberations.
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Chapter 11

DETENTE

As the war in Southeast Asia wound down, the Joint Chiefs of Staff began a slow
and sometimes uncomfortable reassessment of their military plans and policies.
Similar reassessments had followed previous wars and invariably had given rise to
passionate inter-Service rivalries and intense competition for resources. Some of
these elements, to be sure, were present in the aftermath of Vietnam. But compared
to the build-downs that followed World War II and Korea, the transition following
Vietnam was relatively smooth and easy. Indeed, the most serious problems that
arose were in developing military policies and a force posture compatible with a
rapidly changing international environment dominated by the prospect of a new era
in Soviet-American relations known as “détente.”

An evolving process, détente was the outgrowth of a series of Soviet-American
initiatives, some dating from the 1950s, to establish what political scientist Stanley

LR

Hoffmann termed “a stable structure of peace.””” Coming to fruition in the early
1970s, détente lasted roughly from the signing of the SALT I accords in 1972 until
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. Historians generally agree that, while
the two sides shared certain common interests, they approached them from dif-
ferent perspectives and expected different outcomes. Hence the friction and dis-
agreements that sometimes accompanied détente and ultimately brought its demise.
For President Nixon and his national security advisor, Henry A. Kissinger, détente
was integral to the post-Vietnam restructuring of American foreign relations and
related defense policies. Persuaded that the two previous administrations had con-
centrated too much on the Third World, Nixon and Kissinger set about redefining
the country’ vital interests. Shifting the focus from Asia to Europe, they wanted
to strengthen relationships with traditional allies and revitalize NATO, which had
gone into decline during the American preoccupation with Vietnam. At the same
time, acknowledging that the United States could never regain the strategic supe-
riority it had enjoyed into the early 1960s, they accepted parity in strategic nuclear
power with the Soviet Union as a fact of life and sought agreements with Moscow
that would curtail growth in both sides’ strategic arsenals. Overall, they envisioned a
new “era of negotiations” that would ease East-West tensions, facilitate the resolu-

tion of long-standing Cold War issues (e.g.,Vietnam and Berlin), break new ground
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in arms control, and improve avenues of communication with the two Communist
behemoths, the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China. As for obtaining
lasting results, Nixon was cautiously optimistic. “All we can hope from détente,” he
later wrote, “is that it will minimize confrontation in marginal areas and provide, at
least, alternative possibilities in major ones.”

In assessing the military requirements of détente, the Joint Chiefs found them-
selves under more pressure than usual to exercise restraint and to hold down requests
for new programs, despite a continuing buildup in Soviet military forces. Looking
beyond Vietnam, the JCS contemplated a list of requirements that included not only
the replacement of weapons and equipment worn out or lost in the war, but also
the modernization of the force structure to stay current with emerging technologies
and recent increases and improvements in Soviet capabilities. Strategic retaliatory
forces, they believed, were in especially urgent need of attention. Yet with détente
the watchword, a buildup on the scale and scope the JCS believed necessary became
increasingly unlikely. The Services might receive some of the modernization and im-
provements they wanted, and the Armed Forces would continue to be an important
instrument in American foreign policy. But after Vietnam, the emphasis for nearly a

decade would be increasingly on nonmilitary solutions to Cold War problems.

SALT I

The linchpin in the Nixon-Kissinger strategy of détente was the arms control pro-
cess, organized around the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT). Conceived un-
der the Johnson administration, SALT was supposed to have started in the fall of
1968 but was called off at the last minute by the United States to protest the Soviet-
led Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia that snuffed out the reformist govern-
ment of Alexander Dubcek. Revived under Nixon, SALT finally got underway in
November 1969. Once a distant adjunct of defense policy, arms control by the late
1960s was becoming a critical element in shaping the size and capabilities of the
country’s strategic arsenal. After years of heavy military spending and bloodshed
in Vietnam, SALT seemed a welcome respite and soon acquired a high degree of
popular and congressional support. For many it also became a fairly accurate barom-
eter of U.S.-Soviet relations in general. Indeed, by the time SALT I was underway,
the idea had taken hold, both in the executive branch and in Congress, that progress
in controlling nuclear weapons would give impetus to progress in resolving other
thorny Cold War issues as well.

The Joint Chiefs of Staff welcomed progress in arms control that led to im-

proved U.S.-Soviet relations, but not if it meant crippling the country’s strategic
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deterrent or postponing its modernization. Still chafing from the constraints im-
posed by McNamara, the JCS felt increasingly hard-pressed to maintain credible
strategic nuclear deterrence in the face of a Soviet missile buildup of unprecedented
proportions. By 1969, while still inferior in the overall number of intercontinental
delivery vehicles, the Soviets had surpassed the United States in operational ICBM
launchers.’ To cope with this threat, even if arms control talks proved productive,
the Joint Chiefs wanted a new manned strategic bomber (the B—1) and a new fleet
of ballistic missile submarines (the Trident class) and were awaiting the outcome of
further developmental studies by the Air Force concerning an advanced ICBM..4
As for the specifics of an arms control accord, the Joint Chiefs insisted that,
above all, it should be fully verifiable, a view shared by key members of Congress
who would be passing judgment on whatever agreements the administration might
reach with the Soviets.’ For years, the Joint Chiefs had argued that on-site inspec-
tions were the only ironclad way of determining whether the Soviets were in com-
pliance. But in March 1967, they amended their position and agreed to accept the
results of unilateral verification derived from space-based satellites, known in arms
control parlance as “national technical means.” Under these rules, it would be up to
each side to determine whether the other was in compliance. This requirement vir-
tually assured that any agreement reached between the United States and the Soviet
Union would deal, in the first instance, with numerical limitations on launchers and
only secondarily with payload, deployment mode, and performance characteristics.°
The preparatory round of SALT I opened in Helsinki on November 17, 1969,
and lasted about 4 weeks. For the next 2% years, negotiations alternated between
Helsinki and Vienna, averaging a round of talks every 3 months.” A major difference
between these negotiations and earlier arms control efforts like the negotiation of
the Test Ban Treaty under the Kennedy administration, was the presence through-
out SALT of JCS representation on the U.S. delegation owing to the persistence of
General Earle G. Wheeler, USA, the JCS Chairman. During Senate deliberations
over the Test Ban Treaty, General Wheeler heard grumblings from Congress over the
exclusion of the JCS from the negotiations. Using these signs of discontent as his
opening wedge, he arranged for the JCS, in the summer of 1968, to be part of an ad
hoc arms control study group in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, chaired by
Morton H. Halperin, that was starting to draft a negotiating position. To represent
the JCS, Wheeler brought in Major General (later Lieutenant General) Royal B. Al-
lison, USAE who had headed strategic planning at CINCPAC. Authorized a small
staff, Allison acquired the title of Assistant to the Chairman for Strategic Arms Nego-
tiations (ACSAN), but reported to the Joint Chiefs collectively through the Direc-
tor, Joint Staff. According to John Newhouse’s generally reliable behind-the-scenes

337



COUNCIL OF WAR

account of SALT I, Cold Dawn,Wheeler bypassed the Joint Staff in selecting Allison
because he lacked confidence in the arms control component in J-5 to provide
reliable advice. When the Nixon administration took office, Allison continued to
represent the Joint Chiefs in the interagency arena and became their member on
the U.S. delegation to SALT L.

SALT’s ostensible goal, from the American standpoint, was to put a cap on the
further buildup of strategic arms. U.S. intelligence estimates routinely confirmed
that the Soviets were continuing to add to their arsenal of ICBMs, but shed little
light on the intentions behind the buildup. As a rule, the CIA and the State Depart-
ment downplayed the danger of a fundamental shift in the strategic balance, whereas
the Joint Chiefs, OSD, and the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) refused to rule
out such a possibility. Speaking publicly, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird declared
that the Soviets were seeking nothing less than a disarming “first-strike” strategic
capability.” President Nixon, however, refused to be quite so specific. According to
Kissinger, Nixon disdained the technicalities of arms control (the details bored him)
and regarded SALT mainly as a vehicle for improving relations with Moscow.™
Going into the talks, the President approved a highly generalized set of instruc-
tions that glossed over disagreements among his advisors on Soviet intentions. For
negotiating purposes, the President left the door open to a wide range of limitations
as long as they were verifiable and did not hinder efforts by the United States to
preserve “‘strategic sufficiency,” a rather vague concept that the White House de-
fined as rough parity in strategic nuclear power with the Soviet Union." Adopting
a wait-and-see attitude, the Joint Chiefs declined to recommend their own specific
proposals, arguing that as advisors to the President and the Secretary of Defense, it
was not their place.”

The Soviets, on the other hand, had a fairly firm SALT agenda that included
protecting the gains they had made in offensive strategic missiles in the 1960s and
curbing U.S. progress in ballistic missile defense (BMD). At the outset of the talks,
the Soviets also sought a broad definition of strategic systems that embraced any
nuclear weapon capable of hitting the other side’s homeland. This definition would
have encompassed all American aircraft carriers and nearly every theater system
in Europe and Asia, but not similar forward-based systems deployed by the Soviet
Union. Not surprisingly, the American side found it unacceptable.” Eventually, the
talks concentrated on only two sets of offensive systems—ICBMs and submarine-
launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs).

In addition to the formal talks held in Helsinki and Vienna, Kissinger and So-
viet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin engaged in substantive “backchannel” negotia-

tions in Washington. Carefully concealed from practically everyone, including the
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Joint Chiefs, these backchannel talks gave Nixon and Kissinger a direct link to the
Kremlin and quickly became the true forum of the SALT I negotiations. Out of
these exchanges, it soon became clear that the best result SALT I could hope to pro-
duce on offensive strategic arms was a temporary moratorium or “freeze” on “new
starts.”™ On May 20, 1971, Washington and Moscow jointly issued a brief statement
dampening the immediate prospects for a permanent offensive arms accord and
instructing negotiators to devote their energies for the next year to a treaty limiting
antiballistic missiles (ABMs)." This “breakthrough,” as the White House character-
ized it, completely surprised the Joint Chiefs and left them somewhat confused.
Indeed, Admiral Moorer, the JCS Chairman, initially misunderstood the deal and
thought it continued to link an agreement on offensive weapons with an agreement

on defensive ones.'"®

Broadly worded and open to several interpretations, the freeze
imposed loose restrictions and left both sides more or less free to complete addi-
tions and improvements to their arsenals where construction was already underway.

In the absence of progress on controlling offensive weapons, missile defense
became the only area of U.S.-Soviet competition to be subjected to permanent
constraints as a result of SALT I.While both sides had ABM programs, the consensus
within the American intelligence and scientific communities was that the United
States had a definite advantage owing to its work on phased-array radars. Even so,
the systems under consideration were exceedingly expensive and far from foolproof.
Citing high costs and continuing technical difficulties, the Johnson administration
had rejected JCS arguments in favor of a nationwide system and had endorsed
only a “point defense” ABM, known as Sentinel, to protect Minuteman missile
fields. But it had left the decision on actual deployment up to the next administra-
tion.”” Though ambivalent about the military value of BMD, Nixon recognized its
potential as a bargaining chip with the Soviets and in March 1969 announced that
the United States would proceed with deployment of a limited ABM system, now
called Safeguard. Nixon’s decision kept the program alive, but it also touched off a
sharp debate in Congress that came down to a narrow Senate victory for the ad-
ministration’s authorization bill in August 1969.™

Like the agreement to “freeze” offensive forces, negotiations on the ABM is-
sue took place to a considerable extent outside the official SALT framework. The
accord finally reached was largely the product of an informal exchange of views
between Paul H. Nitze, the OSD representative to SALT, and his Soviet counter-
part, Aleksandr Shchukin, an expert in radio wave electronics. A Deputy Secretary
of Defense in the Johnson administration and most well known as the “author” of
NSC 68, Nitze had been in the forefront of the lobbying effort as a private citizen

to preserve ABM during the congressional debate in the summer of 1969. Now,
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as a member of the SALT delegation, he took a leading role in negotiating ABM
away. The shift in Nitze’s thinking came from his realization, based on that expe-
rience, that for political reasons the current U.S. ABM effort faced an uncertain
future. “If the negotiations failed,” he believed, “we still were not going to have an
ABM program because the Senate wasn’t going to give it to us.” Out of his talks
with Shchukin between late 1971 and early 1972 emerged an agreement on radars
and associated technical matters that set the stage for the ABM Treaty. According
to Gerard Smith, who headed the U.S. SALT negotiating team, Nitze’s persistence
resulted in far more precise constraints on ABM radars than delegation members
expected to achieve or than agencies in Washington, including the Joint Chiefs,
would have preferred.”

At their Moscow summit in May 1972, Nixon and Soviet General Secretary
Leonid I. Brezhnev unveiled the results of SALT I: an “interim” agreement impos-
ing a §-year freeze on both sides’ offensive strategic missile launchers as of the date
of the agreement; a permanent treaty sharply limiting ABMs; and a set of state-
ments explaining and interpreting the agreements. For verification purposes, each
side was on its own. Disagreements would be referred to a U.S.-Soviet Standing
Consultative Commission, which would assist with implementation.*® Reveling in
the accomplishments of SALT I, the Soviets clearly saw it as confirmation of their
superpower status on a par with the United States. That U.S. warplanes were at
the time engaged in a heavy bombardment of Moscow’s ally, North Vietnam, and
Communist positions in South Vietnam in retaliation for Hanoi’s “Easter Offensive,”
seemed outwardly of little consequence to Brezhnev and his colleagues. To them, all
that mattered was that détente had officially arrived.

Back home, critics assailed SALT I as a limited success. In defense of the ac-
cords, the Nixon administration insisted that the interim agreement and the ABM
Treaty were mutually reinforcing and that a permanent, more restrictive offensive
arms accord would follow shortly. Even so, there were murmurings of dissatisfaction
with the deal, especially among the Joint Chiefs. As far as the JCS were concerned,
the “frozen” numbers spoke for themselves: an American arsenal of 1,054 ICBMs,
41 missile submarines, and 656 SLBM launchers, versus a Soviet force of more than
1,600 ICBMs, 43 missile submarines, and 740 SLBMs.>" The JCS were incredulous
that between the announcement of May 20, 1971, that had supposedly suspended
the negotiation of an offensive arms treaty and the signing of the SALT I accords a
year later, Nixon and Kissinger had allowed the Soviets to add 91 ICBM launchers
to their arsenal (silos under construction at the time of the announcement) without
a word of protest. At the same time, the White House had dawdled on nailing down

an SLBM agreement, and in the end, much to the Joint Chiefs’ consternation, had
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given the Soviets virtually free rein to upgrade their fleet ballistic missile submarine
force.”> The administration’s defenders took the position that the United States still
had a two-and-a-half to one lead in long-range bombers (unaffected by SALT I)
and a substantial advantage in targetable warheads through the ongoing retrofitting
of many U.S. missiles with MIRVed reentry vehicles (RVs). But as the chiefs and
others were quick to point out, land-based bombers were the most vulnerable part
of the strategic triad, and the American lead in MIRVed RVs was temporary since
the Soviets were now well along on their own MIRV program.?

Despite misgivings, the Joint Chiefs supported the SALT I accords, provided
the administration and Congress took the necessary steps to monitor Soviet com-
pliance, modernize the U.S. strategic deterrent, and support “vigorous” research and
development.* During a briefing for congressional leaders just prior to the signing
of the SALT I agreements, Admiral Moorer acknowledged that the Soviets “were
outstripping U.S. in every category with the exception of bombers.” To prevent
the United States from slipping farther behind, Moorer stressed the need for con-
tinuing modernization of the U.S. strategic arsenal and mentioned specifically the
B—1 bomber and the Trident missile submarine. Without these improvements, he
insisted, “we could not live with this proposed agreement.”*

‘While sympathetic to the chiefs’ concerns, most in Congress shared the Presi-
dent’s view that the SALT I agreements marked a major turning point in U.S.-
Soviet relations and that their political and diplomatic benefits outweighed their
military drawbacks. With major restrictions on the further deployment of ABMs
and emerging parity in strategic offensive power, some theorists contended that a
new era, based on deterrence through “mutual assured destruction,” or MAD, had
arrived. The Senate approved the ABM Treaty on August 3, 1972, and the interim
agreement on September 14. Acceptance of the latter, however, carried an amend-
ment, sponsored by Democratic Senator Henry M. Jackson of Washington, stipulat-
ing that there should be equality in the number of launchers in any future treaty
on ICBMs.*

Several years later, columnist Marquis Childs asserted that Senator Jackson had
harassed witnesses who had helped to negotiate SALT I when they appeared be-
fore the Senate Armed Services Committee. Childs said that the Chairman’s arms
control assistant, Lieutenant General Allison, had received the “heaviest Jackson fire”
because he had publicly gone along with the agreement even though privately
he believed it would leave the United States vulnerable to a Soviet first strike.
Convinced that Allison had not been completely candid with the committee, Jack-
son sent word to the JCS, Childs said, that he would “blackball” any promotion

for Lieutenant General Allison in the Air Force or his nomination to any future
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government post. The upshot was that the Joint Chiefs relieved Allison of his duties
in February 1973 and he took early retirement.*

Tape recordings made by Nixon of Oval Office conversations confirm that
Jackson did indeed put pressure on the White House to “purge” the American
SALT negotiating team and that Lieutenant General Allison was one of those he
singled out.*® That the senator’s views could have had such an impact suggests not
only the influential role he played in arms control and related issues, but also the
highly charged politics that surrounded the SALT process. In fact, within a year
of signing the SALT I accords, U.S. intelligence detected Soviet tests of four new
ICBMs, three of them—the SS—17, the SS—18, and the SS—19—with a demonstrated
MIRV capability. SALT I had not provided much respite from the competition in
strategic arms. Time would tell if SALT II would do a better job.

SHORING UP THE ATLANTIC ALLIANCE

At the same time as the Joint Chiefs were wrestling with SALT, they faced the
equally challenging problem of revitalizing the Atlantic Alliance. The war in Viet-
nam had shifted American attention from Europe to the Far East and in the process
had raised serious questions about whether the United States remained committed
to Europe’s security and welfare. Lacking the consistent American interest and lead-
ership it had known in the past, NATO had begun to drift. To be sure, MC 14/3,
the 1967 NATO strategy blueprint endorsing the “flexible response” doctrine, and
the Harmel Report, approved around the same time and calling for stepped-up ne-
gotiations with the Soviets, had helped to paper over some of the emerging differ-
ences and disagreements. But for the longer term, the repairs needed to go deeper,
perhaps as far as forging a new transatlantic partnership.

On paper, the American commitment to NATO at the end of the 1960s ap-
peared nearly as sound and robust as ever—41/3 divisions, 2 armored cavalry regi-
ments, 32 air squadrons totaling 640 planes, and 25 combatant ships of the Sixth
Fleet, all at NATO’s disposal in the event of emergency. Under the “swing strategy”
adopted in the 1950s, the Joint Chiefs also earmarked certain air and naval units for
emergency transfer from the Pacific to Europe. Although Vietnam had depleted the
strategic reserve available from the United States, plans initiated under the Johnson
administration to preposition equipment in Europe promised to help surmount these
problems, save money, and over time improve NATO’s conventional capabilities. But
as the Joint Chiefs were acutely aware, these plans were still in the early stages of

implementation. Moreover, many of the units stationed in Europe were in “hollow”
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condition, stripped of experienced personnel and lacking up-to-date equipment.
Opverall, U.S. troop strength was about 28 percent below what it had been toward the
beginning of the decade. Despite the increased emphasis in NATO planning on for-
ward defense and flexible response, the Alliance’s true capacity to deter continued to
rest on a combination of U.S. strategic power and NATO’s tactical nuclear arsenal.®

Even though the Nixon administration wanted to demonstrate a renewed in-
terest in European security, it had no plans for deploying additional forces or going
beyond routine modernization of those that were there. President Nixon wanted
to appear tough and strong to the Europeans and restore their confidence in the
United States, but he also wanted to avoid precipitous action that might jeopardize
détente or drive up defense costs at home. Relying on diplomacy to achieve their
objectives, Nixon and Kissinger embarked on a series of initiatives in keeping with
the spirit of détente and the Harmel Report to lessen tensions by opening a broad
dialogue with the East. Among the results were a quadripartite modus vivendi on
Berlin, the normalization of relations between East and West Germany, the creation
of an East-West confidence-building forum (the Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe, or CSCE), and the launching of talks, parallel to SALT, on mu-
tual and balanced force reductions (MBFR) in conventional capabilities between
NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Under the “Guam Doctrine,” a concept casually dis-
closed during a trip to Asia in the summer of 1969, President Nixon acknowledged
that there were limits to American power and that thenceforth, apart from its exist-
ing treaty commitments, the United States would avoid anything other than finan-
cial or military aid to the Third World. Europe, by implication, had moved back to
the top of the U.S. agenda.”

With diplomacy in the forefront, NATO’s military problems practically slipped
from general view. Almost unnoticed was a progressive erosion of its capabilities that
left the Alliance effectively incapable of fighting as a single entity by the late 1960s.
Despite its unified command and elaborate mechanisms for consultation and col-
laboration, NATO remained a hodgepodge of armies, having made little progress
since the 1950s toward standardizing equipment or integrating communications.
Practically no one, least of all the West Germans, seriously entertained the idea of
fighting a war in Europe, conventional or otherwise. To save money, the European
allies had cut back on stockpiling to the point that the FRG had only enough artil-
lery shells for a week of fighting, rather than the 30-day combat period prescribed
in NATO planning documents. Worst of all, these deficiencies appeared to be fully
known to Warsaw Pact commanders, who claimed to have ready access to such in-

formation from well-placed spies inside NATO headquarters.*
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Meantime, NATO faced an increasingly imposing Warsaw Pact threat. While
paying lip-service to détente, the Soviets pursued a steady modernization of Warsaw
Pact forces, with the apparent purpose of enabling them to operate effectively in ei-
ther a nuclear-chemical or conventional environment. Dating from the mid-1960s,
the Warsaw Pact’s modernization plan stressed the introduction, at almost double
the normal replacement rate, of new and improved tanks, artillery, armored person-
nel carriers, and tactical fighter aircraft.” In the Joint Chiefs’ estimation, however,
the most dramatic and unsettling new development was the emergence of a sig-
nificant Warsaw Pact tactical nuclear capability, organized around a new generation
of more accurate and more usable short-range surface-to-surface missiles. Com-
paring nuclear capabilities, the JCS rated the Warsaw Pact’s as “militarily superior
to NATO’.” Whereas NATO’s tactical nuclear weapons were mainly aging show
pieces for deterrence, the Warsaw Pact’s were more tailored-effect weapons for wag-
ing war. The Joint Chiefs further found that NATO’s conventional forces alone
could not survive a concerted tactical nuclear attack by the Warsaw Pact. For years,
the Joint Chiefs and other Western military planners had taken it for granted that,
despite NATO’s conventional inferiority vis-a-vis the Warsaw Pact, its superiority
in tactical nuclear weapons gave it a definite edge in a showdown. Now the tables
were turned.’*

Efforts by the Joint Chiefs to draw attention to the Warsaw Pact buildup and
to elicit support for offsetting measures met with limited success. On Capitol Hill,
American involvement in Vietnam, the strategic arms race, and worries about the
mounting expense of keeping U.S. troops abroad continually overshadowed Euro-
pean security concerns. The issue of costs had been a constant refrain in congres-
sional debates since the early 1950s, when the United States first assigned large
numbers of troops to the Alliance. By the early 1970s, with inflation on the rise
and the dollar weakened by heavy expenditures on the Vietnam War, it was a cause
célebre in some circles. Especially active in drawing attention to the problem was
Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield of Montana, whose quasi-isolationist views
dovetailed neatly with the antiwar, antimilitary sentiments of his liberal Democratic
colleagues. Convinced that the Europeans could—and should—contribute more,
Mansfield thought the United States could halve its presence “without adversely
affecting either our resolve or ability to meet our commitment under the North
Atlantic Treaty.”?

Though the Nixon administration successfully fought off Manstfield’s attacks,
it had its hands full and in the process became all the more cautious in considering
measures to bolster the Alliance.*® According to Secretary of State William P. Rog-

ers, the United States would be doing well to keep forces at “essentially present
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levels.”3” At the same time, disagreements within the Intelligence Community over
how to assess the Warsaw Pact buildup—whether it constituted an attempt by the
Soviets to achieve outright military superiority, as DIA, J-2, and the military in-
telligence staffs believed, or whether, in the CIA’ view, such dangers were over-
blown—further complicated the administration’s efforts to develop a response.** In
November 1970, following a lengthy interagency debate, President Nixon finally
approved policy guidance (NSDM 9s) that leaned toward the JCS on the need for
preserving a strong U.S. posture in Europe, with near-term emphasis on improving
conventional deterrence. Whether tactical nuclear capabilities should be addressed
as well was held over for further study.?*® Ostensibly a victory for the Joint Chiefs,
the triumph was short-lived when, in implementing the President’s decision, Sec-
retary of Defense Laird gave the lead to his Systems Analysis organization, which
took a more flexible view of NATO requirements than did the JCS.There ensued
7 more months of bickering in the Pentagon between the Joint Staff and OSD,
culminating in yet another Presidential decision (NSDM 133) that relaxed overall
improvement goals.*

Whether NATO could ever achieve a level of conventional capabilities on a par
with those of the Warsaw Pact remained a matter of debate and conjecture, both in
‘Washington and in Europe, throughout the remainder of the Nixon administration
and on into the Presidencies of Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. Although practically
everyone agreed that there was room for improvement, there was no consensus on
what to do or how to go about it. As a general objective, Secretary Laird suggested
the Allies aim for a 4 percent real increase in their annual military spending, a goal
the Europeans summarily rejected as beyond their means. More to their liking was
the European Defense Improvement Program (EDIP), a low-budget approach to
upgrading communications and infrastructure put forth by Britain, West Germany,
and eight other European nations in December 1970. A broader initiative, drafted
at NATO headquarters and known as AD—70, appeared at the same time. Project-
ing across-the-board improvements, AD—70 was the brainchild of General Andrew
J. Goodpaster, USA, who had become Supreme Allied Commander the year before.
A former aide to President Eisenhower and once Director of the Joint Staff, Good-
paster was a highly respected figure on both sides of the Atlantic. An inventory of
deficiencies and anomalies rather than a plan of action, AD—70 elicited mixed pledges
of support from the Allies. But because it bore Goodpaster’s imprimatur, it probably
received a more favorable reception than would otherwise have been the case.*

By 1973—the “Year of Europe” as the Nixon administration proclaimed
it—NATO realized that it faced major problems and was taking steps to upgrade

its equipment and improve interallied coordination and integration of functions.
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Slowly but surely, the EDIP and AD—70 were bearing fruit.** Just how far the Alli-
ance had progressed toward strengthening itself became the subject of yet another
Nixon administration internal review (NSSM 168), launched early in 1973, with the
Army and OSD (Systems Analysis) leading the effort.** Additional inputs came from
the new Secretary of Defense, James R. Schlesinger, who followed in McNamara’s
footsteps in believing that NATO could indeed mount a credible conventional
defense. All things considered, Schlesinger found NATO to be better prepared and
equipped to deal with a conventional threat at the outset of a war than it had been
only 3 or 4 years earlier. Because of limitations on naval forces, however, he was
less sanguine about NATO’s prospects in the event of a prolonged conflict requir-
ing U.S. reinforcements who might not arrive in time to stave off an escalation of
the conflict.*

Though obviously more committed than they had been for some time, Eu-
ropean NATO leaders continued to shy away from elaborate and expensive mod-
ernization plans. As a rule, they preferred the less costly piecemeal approach that
involved improvements in selected areas such as anti-armor, aircraft shelters, and
stockpiling. Moreover, just as NATO was beginning to take a closer look at its
deficiencies and do something about them, the Yom Kippur War of October 1973
erupted in the Middle East, causing the United States to divert equipment and mu-
nitions to Israel, much of it drawn from stockpiles allocated to NATO. Meanwhile,
the Watergate scandal continued to engulf Washington. Increasingly preoccupied
with its domestic difficulties, the Nixon administration had significantly less time
for NATO and saw its influence and authority within the Alliance steadily recede.
Others, most notably the West Germans, stepped up to take America’s place, so that
by the mid-1970s the initiative in nuclear modernization and other key areas had
passed from Washington to Bonn.

NATO was making strides to improve itself, but it was still an Alliance with
serious problems. Raw numbers purporting to show enhancements to NATO ca-
pabilities covered up the underlying malaise. According to General Alexander M.
Haig, Jr., who succeeded Goodpaster as SACEUR in 1974, NATO forces faced
pervasive morale and discipline issues. “Alcoholism and drug abuse were serious
and widespread,” Haig found. “Our state of readiness was way below acceptable
standards. . . . There was little sense of organized purpose imposed from above, little
communication among subordinate commands.”* In assessing NATO’s prospects,
the Joint Chiefs remained confident that the Alliance would survive and even pros-
per as the bulwark of Western security. But despite the end of the Vietnam War and
the redeployment of U.S. forces, NATO seemed to be achieving limited headway

toward making a difference and redressing the strategic balance in Europe.
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CHINA: THE QUASI-ALLIANCE

Nixon and Kissinger realized that NATO’s chronic difhiculties in raising and main-
taining forces could not be solved in isolation. Thus, instead of trying to meet
the Soviet threat to Europe head on, they sought to offset Soviet power via other
means—>by attempting to curb the buildup of arms, encouraging détente, and last
but not least, exploiting the Soviet Union’s deteriorating relationship with the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC).** Evidence of worsening relations and ideologi-
cal conflict between the two Communist giants had been accumulating for years,
steadily undermining the concept theretofore accepted in the West of a Communist
monolith.#” By the late 1960s, there were reports of a buildup of opposing forces and
armed clashes along the Sino-Soviet border. Sensing a golden opportunity, Nixon
had indicated that forging a rapprochement between the United States and the
PR C would be part of his agenda if he was elected.*® Once in office, he and Kiss-
inger made a determined effort not only to mend differences with Beijing, but also
to convince skeptics—the Joint Chiefs of Staff among them—that a rapprochement
with China would in the long run pay handsome dividends for the United States.
The resulting improvement in Sino-American relations, as Kissinger later described
it, amounted to nothing less than a “quasi-alliance.”#

The opening gambit in the White House’s effort to bring the Joint Chiefs
around to its point of view on China was a military posture review (NSSM 3) or-
dered by President Nixon the day after taking office.®® Characterized by Kissinger as
“a highly esoteric discussion of military strategy,” the review’s unstated purpose was
to reexamine the Johnson administration’s practice of developing military plans in
the expectation of waging two-and-a-half wars—one in Europe, another in Korea
or Southeast Asia, and a smaller third contingency like the 1965 intervention in the
Dominican Republic. Though there had never been sufficient forces to execute
such a strategy with any confidence of success, it remained an integral part of the
Joint Strategic Objectives Plan (JSOP), the Joint Chiefs’ annual assignment of assets
to meet theater and strategic requirements.

From the review they had ordered, Kissinger and Nixon envisioned a wholesale
reordering of strategic priorities. At issue was whether it was still realistic and fea-
sible to allocate resources on the basis of a two-and-a-half war scenario, or whether
a more limited definition of risks, assuming minimal chances of a major conflict
involving the PRC, would serve American interests just as well, if not better."
To be sure, a major incentive for downgrading the prospects of a war with China
was budgetary, since a key finding of the posture review was that a fully-funded

two-and-a-half war strategy would cost at least twenty percent more annually than
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adoption of a one-and-a-half war strategy.”> But there were also important political
and diplomatic considerations involved. “The reorientation of our strategy signaled
to the People’s Republic of China,” Kissinger said, “that we saw its purpose as
separable from the Soviet Union’s, that our military policy did not see China as a
principal threat.”s’

The Joint Chiefs of Staff initially took a different view, arguing that the changes
Nixon and Kissinger were proposing would invite aggression, complicate the al-
location of resources, and invite the early use of nuclear weapons in certain cir-
cumstances.’* No one doubted that one key underlying purpose was simply to save
money. Yet throughout the defense establishment, the implications were nothing
short of ominous. Indeed, for those in uniform, Communist China remained a
hostile power whose interests and worldview were sharply at variance with those of
the United States. Less than 2 decades earlier, U.S. and Communist Chinese forces
had fought pitched battles on the Korean Peninsula. Long-range appraisals done
since then by the Joint Chiefs and by the Intelligence Community had routinely
stressed China’s commitment to achieving political dominance in Asia, its support
for Communist insurgencies, and its close identification with leftist revolutionary
causes around the globe. A nuclear power since 1964, China had also acquired a
thermonuclear capability in 1967, ostensibly the motivating factor in Secretary of
Defense McNamara’s decision to propose the deployment of a limited ABM system.
Against this background of conflict and antagonism, a rapprochement with China
was, in the Joint Chiefs’ eyes, both hard to imagine and ill advised.

Brushing aside JCS objections, President Nixon formally embraced the one-
and-a-half war strategy in his first annual report on U.S. foreign policy issued in
February 1970. In explaining the change, the President insisted that he was only try-
ing to harmonize strategy with capabilities.” By then, however, Nixon had firmly
made up his mind to improve relations with Beijing and was heavily engaged in ex-
ploratory talks using the American and Chinese Ambassadors to Poland. The change
in American military strategy was meant as an inducement to the Chinese. Later,
not getting the cooperation they wanted from the State Department, Nixon and
Kissinger turned to sensitive backchannel contacts established through Pakistan to
finalize a deal with the Chinese. The net effect was an extraordinarily high degree
of secrecy that sealed off the talks from practically anyone outside the White House
(including the Joint Chiefs) who had an interest in the matter and to present them
when the time came with a fait accompli.

Meanwhile, Nixon and Kissinger kept the State and Defense Departments oc-
cupied by commissioning a succession of studies through the NSC examining vari-

ous aspects of the China issue. The most serious impediment to a Sino-American
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rapprochement to be identified was the U.S. relationship with the Republic of
China (ROC), the rival government on Taiwan headed by the venerable Generalis-
simo Chiang Kai-shek, which the United States recognized as the de jure regime. A
staunch anti-Communist and long-time U.S. ally, Chiang once had a loyal following
in the United States, which had made sure over the years that the ROC received
unstinting American assistance. On at least two occasions—in 1954 and in 1958—
the United States had almost gone to war with Communist China in support of the
ROC’s continuing occupation of several offshore island groups in the Taiwan Strait.

Since the late 1950s, however, things had changed. Tensions over the offshore
islands had eased, the China Lobby that had been so active on Chiang’s behalf had
lost its clout in Washington, and more and more countries were recognizing the
PRC as the legitimate government of China. In October 1971, the UN General
Assembly expelled the ROC, forcing it to cede its seat on the Security Council to
the People’s Republic. Despite its declining fortunes, however, the ROC retained
a corps of supporters in Congress and continued to play a key role in American
defense policy for East Asia. Once described by General Douglas MacArthur as “an
unsinkable aircraft carrier,” Taiwan provided the United States with access to basing
and staging areas from which to control the Taiwan Strait, to assist in maintaining
lines of communication, and to bring military power to bear quickly against the
mainland should the need arise.’” All in all, the Joint Chiefs of Staft considered Tai-
wan to be an essential link in their Pacific defense perimeter and, as such, a crucial
part of the “close-in” containment strategy applied against Communist China.*

Still, as the Vietnam War wound down, Taiwan’s usefulness to American defense
planners steadily diminished, resulting in the closure of numerous installations, the
withdrawal of personnel, and reductions in U.S. subsidies and assistance to the ROC.
One of the cutbacks was the elimination of the Taiwan Strait Patrol, a money-saving
move instigated by the Nixon administration in mid-November 1969. Initiated by
President Truman in 1950 to protect Nationalist China from Communist attack, the
Taiwan Strait Patrol tied up the use of two U.S. destroyers. Recognizing that the
patrol had become largely symbolic, the Joint Chiefs accepted its elimination as a
sensible alternative to the reduction of naval forces elsewhere. Thenceforth, ships
of the Seventh Fleet transiting the Taiwan Strait would do the job. A small “ges-
ture to remove an irritant,” as Kissinger described it, the elimination of the Taiwan
Strait Patrol figured squarely, along with the adoption of the one-and-a-half war
strategy concept, in the administration’s ongoing effort to improve Sino-American
relations.*

Continuing to pursue a conciliatory approach, Kissinger wanted to offer fur-

ther concessions—a nonaggression pact and/or the withdrawal of U.S. forces from
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Taiwan—to demonstrate U.S. readiness to extend détente to the mainland. But he
met with stiff resistance from the JCS, who urged caution in dealing with Beijing
and no change in security arrangements with Chiang’s regime. Any new conces-
sions, the Joint Chiefs insisted, should be on a quid pro quo basis.”® Undaunted,
Kissinger set off for a secret rendezvous with Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai (Chou
En-lai) in the summer of 1971. Even though Kissinger tried to disguise the purpose
of his trip, Admiral Moorer, the JCS Chairman, later confirmed that he was able
to follow developments closely because Kissinger and Nixon used a special Navy
communications system part of the time to stay in touch.’” Directed mainly at im-
proving the atmosphere of Sino-American relations, the principal accomplishment
of Kissinger’s meeting with the Chinese was the “announcement that shook the
world” on July 15, 1971, that President Nixon would visit China during the early
months of the new year.”

Despite the prospect of improved relations with mainland China, the Joint
Chiefs continued to oppose any major concessions. Still unresolved by the time of
the President’s visit to Beijing in February 1972 was a firm administration position
on the future of U.S.-ROC defense arrangements, a matter of key importance to
the JCS.% But in attempting to raise the matter and make their views known, they
encountered repeated rebuffs from the White House and were unsuccessful in se-
curing an interagency review prior to the President’s departure.* Kissinger alone
handled the agenda and other details of the summit in one-on-one talks with Zhou
Enlai during a return trip to Beijing in October 1971.%

A momentous event that attracted intensive news coverage, Nixon’s trip to
China seemed to herald a new era in Sino-American relations. Despite a large en-
tourage, no members of the Joint Chiefs accompanied the President, an apparently
intentional om