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You know, it's too bad. Abrams is very good.

He deserves a better war. 

—ROBERT SHAPLEN

New Yorker Correspondent

Saigon 1969







PROLOGUE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In the wake of Tet 1968, the tasks confronting the new leadership triumvirate were challenging indeed. America's long buildup of forces was at an end, soon to be supplanted by a progressive reduction in the forces deployed. Financial resources, previously abundant, were becoming severely constrained. Domestic support for the war, never robust, continued to decline, the downward spiral fueled in reinforcing parts by opponents of the war and others deploring inept prosecution of it. Lyndon Johnson had in effect been driven from office by these escalating forces, while Richard Nixon's tenure would of necessity constitute an extended attempt to moderate and adapt to them without losing all control.

Whatever the mood of the country, for those in Vietnam the war still had to be fought, and the new leadership went about doing that with energy and insight. Shaped by Abrams's understanding of the complex nature of the conflict, the tactical approach underwent immediate and radical revision when he took command. Previously fragmented approaches to combat operations, pacification, and mentoring the South Vietnamese armed forces now became "one war" with a single clear-cut objective—security for the people in South Vietnam's villages and hamlets. And under a program awkwardly tided "Vietnamization," responsibility for conduct of the war, largely taken over by the Americans in the earlier period, was progressively turned back to the South Vietnamese.


Most of the better-known treatments of the Vietnam War as a whole have given relatively little consideration to these later yean. Stanley Karnow's Vietnam: A History, for example, does not get beyond Tet 1968 until page 567 out of 670, and indeed Karnow does not even list Abrams, who served in Vietnam for five years and commanded U.S. forces there for four, in his "Cast of Principal Characters." 

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

The most pronounced example of concentration on the earlier years is Neil Sheehan's Pulitzer Prize—winning book A Bright Shining Lie. Sheehan devotes 725 pages to events through Tet 1968 and only 65 pages to the rest of the war, even though John Paul Vann, the nominal subject of his book, lived and served in Vietnam for four years after the Tet Offensive. And of course the famous Pentagon Papers, first made public in June 1971, cover the war only through the end of Defense Secretary Robert McNaniara's tenure in 1968. William Colby once observed that, due to the prevalence of such truncated treatments of the Vietnam War, "the historical record given to most Americans is ... similar to what we would know if histories of World War II stopped before Stalingrad, Operation Torch in North Africa and Guadalcanal in the Pacific."1 To many people, therefore, the story of the early years seems to be the whole story of the war in Vietnam, a perception that is far from accurate.

Bunker, Abrams, and Colby, and the forces they led in the later years of American involvement in Vietnam, brought different values to their tasks, operated from a different understanding of the nature of the war, and applied different measures of merit and different tactics. They employed diminishing resources 
in manpower, matériel, money, and time as they raced to render the South Vietnamese capable of defending themselves before the last American forces were withdrawn. They went about that task with sincerity, intelligence, decency, and absolute professionalism, and in the process came very close to achieving the elusive goal of a viable nation and a lasting peace. 






1. Inheritance

WHEN, IN JANUARY 1964, General William C. Westmoreland was sent out to Vietnam as deputy to General Paul Harkins—and became, a few months later, his successor in command of U.S. forces there—he was chosen from a slate of four candidates presented to President Lyndon Johnson. The others proposed were General Harold K. Johnson, who instead became Army Chief of Staff; General Creighton Abrams, who was assigned as Vice Chief of Staff to Johnson; and General Bruce Palmer, Jr., who replaced Johnson as the Army's Deputy Chief of Staff for Military Operations. The choice of Westmoreland was a fateful one in terms of how the war would be fought. As later events demonstrated conclusively, the other three candidates were of one mind on that matter, all differing radically from Westmoreland's approach.1 

Beginning in the spring of 1965, Westmoreland repeatedly requested additional troops, the better to prosecute his self-devised strategy of attrition warfare. Simply stated, his intention was to inflict on the enemy more casualties than they could tolerate, thereby forcing them to abandon efforts to subjugate South Vietnam. A key element of this approach was reaching the "crossover point," the point at which allied forces were causing more casualties than the enemy could replace, whether 
through recruitment and impressment in South Vietnam or infiltration from North Vietnam. At a February 1966 conference with President Lyndon Johnson in Honolulu, Westmoreland had been given an explicit directive to achieve this goal, to demonstrate that he could make good on his chosen strategy of attrition. "Attrit by year's end, Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces at a rate as high as their capability to put men in the field," he was told. 2 While Westmoreland eventually claimed to have accomplished that mission, in fact—despite horrendous losses—the enemy buildup continued throughout his tenure, as did Westmoreland's requests for more and more troops to meet what he once called his "relatively modest requirements."

Westmoreland often predicted that the enemy was going to run out of men, but in the event it turned out to be the United States that did so, or at least found it extremely difficult to deploy more forces in the face of reluctance to call up reserve forces and pressures to reduce draft calls.3 Resistance to calling reserves was a constant during Lyndon Johnson's presidency, a stance apparently dictated by unwillingness to have the war affect the lives of millions of ordinary citizens and families affiliated with the reserves. Ironically, that impact fell instead on those who were drafted or volunteered for service. Meanwhile, failure to call up reserve forces had an adverse impact on all the services, and especially the Army, since all contingency plans for deployments of any magnitude had included at least partial reliance on mobilized reserves.

Types of units found primarily in the reserve components and needed in Vietnam now had to be created from scratch, while the existing units and seasoned leaders in the reserves remained unavailable. Instead the expansion of forces consisted, as Creighton Abrams once observed, "entirely of privates and second lieutenants," resulting in progressive decline of experience and maturity of the force, particularly at junior levels of leadership. This in turn seems directly related to later problems of indiscipline in the services.
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It is significant that, even before Tet 1968, the administration had declined to add more troops, rejecting Westmoreland's request of the previous year for another increment of 200,000. In part this may have reflected declining political will and the effects of a growing antiwar sentiment, but widespread realization—even among those who supported the war—that Westmoreland's approach was not achieving significant results also spawned unwillingness simply to escalate the level of confrontation with no assurance that anything would be gained in the process. 

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

Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge reflected some of the frustration this situation induced in a June 1966 cable to Lyndon Johnson. "The best estimate is that 20,000 men of the Army of North Vietnam have come into South Vietnam since January," he wrote, "and as far as I can learn, we can't find them."4

Other costs derived from the single-minded concentration on the Main Force war—notably neglect of the advisory task and of the need to improve South Vietnam's armed forces, and equally neglect of the crucial pacification program, thereby leaving largely undisturbed the enemy's shadow government, its infrastructure within the villages and hamlets of rural South Vietnam. "Westmoreland's interest always lay in the big-unit war," said his senior intelligence officer, Lieutenant General Phillip B. Davidson. "Pacification bored him." 5 And, in his enthusiasm for taking over the Main Force war, Westmoreland in effect pushed the South Vietnamese out of the way, thus also abdicating his assigned role as the senior advisor to those forces and essentially stunting their development for a crucial four years.

At the end of 1966, the Pentagon Papers authors later observed, "the mood was one of cautious optimism, buoyed by hopes that 1967 would prove to be the decisive year in Vietnam."6 In an interview published in Life magazine, Westmoreland went further. "We're going to out-guerrilla the guerrilla and out-ambush the ambush," he asserted. "And we're going to learn better than he ever did because we're smarter, we have greater mobility and firepower, we have more endurance and more to fight for.... And we've got more guts."7 This was ominous, for Westmoreland had by then been in Vietnam for nearly three years. Indeed, the previous year he had told the President that the war would be over by the summer of 1967.8

In February 1967 General Earle G. Wheeler, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, made one of his periodic visits to South Vietnam, afterward reporting to the President that "the adverse military tide has been reversed, and General Westmoreland now has the initiative. The enemy can no longer hope to win the war in South Vietnam," he added. "We can win the war if we apply pressure upon the enemy relentlessly in the North and in the South."9





INSTEAD OF BEING the decisive year in the war, 1967 became the year in which criticism of Westmoreland's war built from many quarters. "From inside and outside the government," wrote historian George Herring, "numerous civilians joined [Secretary of 
Defense Robert] McNamara in urging [President] Johnson to check dissent at home by changing the ground strategy. [Nicholas] Katzenbach, [William] Bundy, McNamara's top civilian advisers in the Pentagon, a group of establishment figures meeting under the auspices of the Carnegie Endowment, and the president's own 'Wise Men' agreed that Westmoreland's search-and-destroy strategy must be abandoned." 10

In Vietnam, reported William Conrad Gibbons, compiler of an authoritative collection of documents on the war, Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge "was so strongly opposed to attrition strategy that he contemplated resigning in the spring of 1967 and making a public statement of opposition."11 Nor was the military leadership in full support. Lieutenant General Frederick C. Weyand, commanding a U.S. corps, was convinced that "the key to the war was in providing security to the villages and towns of Vietnam."12

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

Abrams was Army Vice Chief of Staff when PROVN was 
conducted, and the results were briefed for his approval. As would become clear when he took command in Vietnam, they subsequently formed the blueprint for his fundamental revision of how the war was fought. 

While the PROVN study was in progress, General Johnson made one of his many trips to the war zone, meeting in the field with a group of colonels. "We just didn't think we could do the job the way we were doing it," recalled Edward C. Meyer, then one of those colonels and later Army Chief of Staff, and that's what they told Johnson. Another officer, who said he had pleaded with Westmoreland to "end the big unit war," told Johnson, "we're just not going to win it doing this."13

Even the American public sensed the effects of Westmoreland's having shouldered the South Vietnamese armed forces out of the way. "At a highest level meeting today," General Wheeler cabled Westmoreland in late October, "a major subject concerned the deteriorating public support in this country for the Vietnamese war. One of the problems cited by a number of persons is the fact many people believe that the ARVN [Army of the Republic of Vietnam] is not carrying its fair share of the combat effort."14

Richard H. Moorsteen, a White House staffer assigned to the pacification program, reported from Vietnam that "chasing after victory through attrition is a will-o'-the-wisp that costs us too much in dollars, draft calls and casualties, makes it too hard to stay the course."15 Similar views were expressed in early December by a group of prominent Americans, including General Matthew Ridgway, meeting under the auspices of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. "The emphasis should not be on the military destruction of Communist forces in the South but on the protection of the people of South Vietnam and the stabilization of the situation at a politically tolerable level," their report held. "Tactically, this would involve a shift in emphasis from 'search-and-destroy' to 'clear-and-hold' operations."16

McNamara's Systems Analysis office in the Pentagon, run by 
Dr. Alain Enthoven, concluded that "small patrols were much more effective and much less costly in casualties than big sweeps" and recommended "expanded use of small-unit operations, particularly patrols." 17 Enthoven also accurately characterized the task at hand. "I see this war," he wrote to McNamara in May 1967, "as a race between, on the one hand, the development of a viable South Vietnam and, on the other hand, a gradual loss in public support, or even tolerance, for the war. Hanoi is betting that we'll lose public support in the United States before we can build a nation in South Vietnam. We must do what we can to make sure that doesn't happen.... Our hone must cross the finish first."18

Even S. L. A. Marshall, a military columnist usually very supportive of the senior leadership, raised the key question: "Do the big sweeps such as the envelopment of the Iron Triangle or the attack on War Zone C really have a payoff justifying an elaborate massing of troops and mountains of supply? Many of the generals doubt it and the statistics of what is actually accomplished gives some substance to these doubts."19 Surveyed after the war, Army generals who had commanded in Vietnam confirmed those doubts. Nearly a third stated that the search-and-destroy concept was "not sound," while another 26 percent thought it was "sound when first implemented—not later." As for the execution of search-and-destroy tactics, a majority of 51 percent thought it "left something to be desired," an answer ranking below "adequate" in the survey instrument.

"These replies," observed the study's author, Brigadier General Douglas Kinnard, "show a noticeable lack of enthusiasm, to put it mildly, by Westmoreland's generals for his tactics and by implication for his strategy in the war."20 Meanwhile, neglect of other aspects of the war continued to be costly. Late in the year Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker reported "very little overall gain in population security."21

Finally even General William E. DePuy, Westmoreland's 
closest tactical advisor as his Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations, conceded that their chosen methods had been flawed. "Our operational approach was to increase the pressure on the other side (size offeree, intensity of operations, casualties) in the belief that it had a breaking point," he wrote after the war. "But the regime in Hanoi did not break; it did not submit to our logic." 22

At a "Tuesday Lunch" at the White House in early December 1967, Secretary of Defense McNamara told Lyndon Johnson and their most senior colleagues of his conviction that "the war cannot be won by killing North Vietnamese. It can only be won by protecting the South Vietnamese."23 In this same season William Bundy pressed the President to conduct a comprehensive review of ground strategy for the war at the "highest military and civilian levels," pointing out that "if the strategy was not wise or effective, the work of the field commander 'must be questioned.'"24

Despite this barrage of criticism, Westmoreland survived, for he retained one very important patron, ultimately the only one who mattered. "Aware as I am of the mistakes Generals have made in the past," LBJ told Dean Rusk at that same Tuesday Lunch, "I place great confidence in General Westmoreland."25 But even LBJ recognized the problem. "We've been on dead center for the last year" in Vietnam, he told the Wise Men in early November.26





DURING 1967, HOWEVER, very important augmentations of the American leadership in Vietnam took place, beginning in March with the appointment of Ellsworth Bunker as ambassador to the Republic of Vietnam. Bunker was a consummate gentleman and an unusual diplomat, having come to diplomacy professionally after a long and successful business career. The Bunkers were descendants of French Huguenots; the name, anglicized from Boncoeur (good heart), fit him well. Bunker had the qualities 
Creighton Abrams admired most—integrity, fortitude, loyalty, dedication, selflessness, and wit—and those would soon form the basis for an enduring friendship between the two men. 

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

In May, pursuant to Lyndon Johnson's public commitment to strengthen U.S. leadership in Vietnam and to deploy the first team, Robert Komer was dispatched to take charge of American support for pacification, newly brought under control of the military headquarters. Komer was a professional bureaucrat who had begun as an analyst at the Central Intelligence Agency, then moved to the White House staff during Lyndon Johnsons presidency. At the same time General Creighton Abrams was assigned as deputy to Westmoreland.

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





WHEN ABRAMS FIRST arrived to be the deputy commander, Palmer took him aside. "I just poured out my soul about my feelings about Vietnam, the almost impossible task we had, given 
the national policy, limited objectives, and so on," Palmer recalled. "I told him I really had basic disagreements with Westy on how it was organized and how we were doing it." Abrams listened carefully, then replied, "You know, I'm here to help Westy and, although I privately agree with many things you are saying, I've got to be loyal to him. I'm going to help him." 27 (Abrams may also have had in mind that he was scheduled to take command himself in a very short time, even though subsequently that did not happen as planned.) "This loyalty to Westmoreland," said Palmer, "was typical of Abrams, who was first and last a soldier."28

Komer, too, was extremely critical of the Westmoreland approach to conduct of the war. "I also happen to be one of those who favored a much more small-unit war," he said later. "Americans should have operated much more in small units as a matter of course, and with much less use of artillery and air strikes." Subsequently Komer watched approvingly as Abrams changed the war in that way. "We complained about H&I"—harassment and interdiction—"fire, but really credit on this goes to Abrams. He very discreetly started cutting down the ammo allocations to conserve ammunition, which automatically meant cutting down H&I fire."29

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





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

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

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

The costs to the enemy had been enormous, later estimated
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at 45,000 dead or disabled, 20 percent of his total forces in South Vietnam, with more than 33,000 of those killed in action. Of particular importance were the losses sustained by the Viet Cong in the South. Anticipating the predicted "general uprising" of the population in response to the offensive, many cadres who had until then been operating clandestinely surfaced, only to be killed on the spot or identified and tracked down later. William Bundy observed that in the Tet Offensive "the North Vietnamese fought to the last Viet Cong."30 The Communists in the South never recovered from the effects of these losses, progressively losing influence in a movement that was in any event directed and dominated by party leaders in North Vietnam. 

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





THE TET OFFENSIVE had positive results within South Vietnam, results not confined to the heavy losses inflicted on the enemy. "This was the first time that our South Vietnamese urban population had ever experienced the hazards of real war," noted Lieutenant General Ngo Quang Truong.31 The firsthand encounter with the enemy's destructiveness and—as in his massacre of thousands of innocent civilians in Hue—his cruelty to those he supposedly sought to "liberate" radically changed the outlook of South Vietnam's populace. This change enabled the government to decree full mobilization, something it had previously not dared attempt, so that the draftable categories were greatly expanded (set at nineteen to thirty-eight years old, compared with twenty-one to twenty-eight previously, and then eighteen to thirty-eight), and the armed forces were expanded from 600,000, eventually reaching 1,100,000. One of the great, if unremarked, ironies of the war was that the enemy's "General Offensive/General Uprising" provoked not the anticipated uprising of the population in support of the invaders, but just the opposite—general mobilization in support of the government. "The expansion took place primarily in territorial forces which were indigenous to the areas where they were assigned," explained the legendary John Paul Vann. "An enduring government presence in the countryside was thus established." 32

The General Mobilization Law of June 1968 included an important provision favoring those territorial forces, the Regional Forces and the Popular Forces. Men thirty-one to thirty-eight yean old could volunteer to serve in the RF or PF rather than be inducted in the regular armed forces. The incentive of remaining close to home motivated many to do so, allowing the greatly expanded RF and PF authorizations to be met.33





THE PLAN HAD BEEN that when Abrams went to Vietnam in May 1967 he would, within a few weeks, succeed to the top command in place of Westmoreland. As things played out, though, more than a year elapsed before Abrams formally took command. While the evidence is strong that an early succession was intended,34 Secretary of Defense McNamara inadvertently precipitated a change of outlook on Lyndon Johnson's part. After a July 1967 visit to Saigon, he suggested in remarks to the press that, rather than asking for additional forces, General Westmoreland ought to make more effective use of the forces he already had. Westmoreland, who happened to be in the United States at the time, objected, after which LBJ called his commanding general in for consolation and reassurance, including public expressions of undiluted support. Johnson could scarcely then relieve him, lest he give credence to critics of Westmoreland, and of himself as the man who had chosen Westmoreland 
and continued to back him despite increasingly widespread criticism. 

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



2. New Tactics

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

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

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

Abrams also understood that the war was a complex of interrelated contests on several levels, and that dealing with the enemy effectively meant meeting and countering him on each of those levels. "The enemy's operational pattern is his understanding that this is just one, repeat one, war," stressed Abrams. "He knows there's no such thing as a war of big battalions, a war of pacification or a war of territorial security. Friendly forces have got to recognize and understand the one war concept and carry the battle to the enemy, simultaneously, in all areas of conflict."1 This insight was also the answer to a false dichotomy that has grown up in discussing the war, with contending viewpoints arguing that it was a guerrilla war on one hand or a conventional war on the other. The fact is that it was both, in varying degrees and at different times and places. The "one war" approach recognized and accommodated this pervasive though shifting reality.

When Admiral John S. McCain, Jr.—the Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC), based in Hawaii—came out to visit, Abrams explained to him that "the one war concept puts equal emphasis on military operations, improvement of RVNAF [Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces] and pacification—all of which are interrelated so that the better we do in one, the more our chance of progress in the others."2 Lieutenant General Julian Ewell, commanding the corps-level II Field Force, said of Abrams's "one war" concept that "like most powerful ideas it was very simple. Also, like most ideas in Vietnam it was rather difficult in execution."3

Ellsworth Bunker was in complete agreement with Abrams, and had demonstrated his understanding of the true nature of the war in his very first interview with President Nguyen Van Thieu. Presenting his credentials as the new U.S. ambassador to the Republic of Vietnam, Bunker stated his view that "the 
essence of success" in the war lay in providing security for the people in South Vietnam's hamlets and villages. 4

Abrams and Bunker from the start formed a close relationship, one based on shared values and a shared objective: preparing the South Vietnamese to defend themselves before American forces were withdrawn. Abrams personally instructed key staff members on how to deal with the embassy. The first night Major General Charles Corcoran was in Vietnam, newly assigned as MACV J-3, Abrams emphasized to him that he never wanted to take any major action without prior consultation with Bunker. "I never want to withhold the bad news from the ambassador, nor the good news," Abrams said. "We will give it to him just like we have it. I do not want our ambassador ever to be surprised."5 Other senior officers recalled being told by Abrams, "If you can't get along with the ambassador, there's no sense in your being here."

While the convoluted Washington policy apparatus sought to play off one faction against another, Bunker and Abrams stood apart from such machinations. South Vietnam's ambassador to the United States, Bui Diem, gained some insight into this from his discussions with Bunker, who told him that during peace negotiations there were some things that Washington didn't feel were appropriate to share with the military command. "But Ellsworth Bunker was of a different opinion," said Diem. "He had a high regard for Abrams and many times, he told me, he insisted on having Abrams briefed too on some of these political problems. And so it reflected a kind of confidence between the two men, walking together like that."6

Bunker was also fully supportive when Abrams set about implementing the approach to the war proposed by the PROVN study. One of the study's key contributors had been Lieutenant Colonel Don Marshall, who thereby came to Abrams's attention. Even before Abrams assumed command in Vietnam, he asked the Army Chief of Staff to reassign Marshall 
to MACV "to put to use on the ground the considerable study he has accomplished for you." 7 Soon, on orders to Vietnam, Marshall received a letter from Abrams. "I look forward to your arrival," he wrote. "You will need your 'notes.'" The cryptic reference was to the results of PROVN and related studies on which Marshall had worked.8

PROVN insisted that "at no time should ... combat operations shift the American focus of support from the true point of decision in Vietnam—the villages." The underlying objective was, as General Johnson had made clear, "the restoration of stability with the minimum of destruction, so that society and lawful government may proceed in an atmosphere of justice and order." Abrams fully agreed with those findings, as Lieutenant General Phillip B. Davidson, who served as MACV Deputy Chief of Staff for Intelligence for both Westmoreland and Abrams, could attest. Westmoreland had rejected the study when it was published, said Davidson, because "he could not embrace the study's concept without admitting that he and his strategy were wrong." But later, "under different circumstances and a different commander, [PROVN] would gain support and credence."9

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

"Where Westmoreland was a search-and-destroy and count-the-bodies man," wrote a perceptive journalist, "Abrams proved to be an interdict-and-weigh-the-rice man."10 The reference was to Abrams's insistence on the value of discovering and seizing the enemy's prepositioned supplies, including the rice he needed to feed his troops. Abrams had discovered the enemy's reliance on a logistics "nose," the technique of pushing the wherewithal needed to fight a battle out in front of the troops rather than, as traditional armies would do it, supplying them from the rear by means of a logistical "tail." In this approach, necessitated by lack of transport and secure lines of communication, Abrams had identified a major enemy vulnerability.

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





EVERY ASPECT OF the war seemed almost calculated to put a strain on professional integrity, from the lushness of the support establishment to the allocation of battlefield resources, but body count may have been the most corrupt—and corrupting—measure of progress in the whole mess. Certainly the consensus of senior Army leaders, the generals who commanded in 
Vietnam, strongly indicates that it was. Sixty-one percent, when polled on the matter, said that the body count was "often inflated." Typical comments by the respondents were that it was "a fake—totally worthless," that "the immensity of the false reporting is a blot on the honor of the Army," and that "they were grossly exaggerated by many units primarily because of the incredible interest shown by people like McNamara and Westmoreland." 11

Westmoreland denied it. "I believe one of the great distortions of the war has been the allegation that casualties inflicted on the enemy are padded," he asserted. "I can categorically state that such is not the case."12 A large majority of his generals did not agree.

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

Abrams moved to deemphasize the body count in two ways: he focused his own interest on other measures of merit and progress; and his shift in tactics to concentrate on population security made that, rather than killing the enemy per se, the most important determinant of success. And he very explicitly stated that body count was far less important than some other measures of how well things were going, a message he delivered in person, in cables, and in the campaign plans and planning documents issued by his headquarters. "I know body count has something about it," said Abrams in a typical comment on the matter, "but it's really a long way from what is involved in this war. Yeah, you have to do that, I know that, but the mistake is 
to think that's the central issue." Amplifying, he added, "I don't think it makes any difference how many losses he [the enemy] takes. I don't think  that makes any difference."





ABRAMS'S MOST significant impact as the new MACV commander was in his conduct of the war—his concept of the nature of the war itself, the "one war" response to that perception, identification and exploitation of the enemy's dependence on a logistics nose, emphasis on security of the populace and the territorial force improvements that provided it, effective interdiction of enemy infiltration, and development of more capable armed forces for the South Vietnamese. But there were matters of style that were also very important, not least in the example they set for the South Vietnamese.

"Effective now," Abrams told senior commanders even before his official appointment, "the overall public affairs policy of this command will be to let results speak for themselves. We will not deal in propaganda exercises in any way, but will play all of our activities at a low key." And, he added, "achievements, not hopes, will be stressed."14

After receiving a complaint from Lieutenant General Robert Cushman, the Marine commander of III MAF, that Armed Forces Radio was broadcasting too much coverage of antiwar protests in America, Abrams looked into the programming, then replied. "I am satisfied they are presenting a balanced picture of what is now happening in the United States—good and bad—within their capabilities," he began. "We should never protect our men from the truth, because the very system of government for which they fight and sacrifice has its basic strength in its citizenry knowing the facts. I believe the Armed Forces Radio is presenting a balanced set of facts. It is our job to persevere in the atmosphere of the facts."15

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





THE ENEMY RENEWED offensive actions in May 1968, striking in what came to be known as "mini-Tet" at multiple locations, concentrating on the area around Saigon. This time the allies had plenty of advance warning, and were able to take preemptive action. Thus, while a total of twenty-seven VC and NVA battalions were scheduled to take part in the attack on Saigon, for example, elements of only nine battalions were in fact able to enter the city. Within a week the ground attacks were defeated, again at a horrendous cost to the attackers. One estimate was that 12,500 enemy were killed during the first two weeks of May alone. That did not, however, serve to deter further such costly offensives, former NVA Colonel Bui Tin later recalled. "Nor did we learn from the military failures of the Tet Offensive," he wrote. "Instead, although we had lost the element of surprise, we went on to mount further major attacks in May and September 1968 and suffered even heavier losses."16

There followed, beginning on 19 May (Ho Chi Minh's birthday), what Colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung called "the fiercest rocket attacks the enemy had ever unleashed against Saigon." In June rockets crashed into the city on twelve consecutive days, and enemy propagandists threatened a hundred rockets a day for a hundred days. Already more than a hundred civilians had been killed and more than four hundred wounded.17

In his departure press conference Westmoreland had disparaged the importance of protecting Saigon against rocket attacks. It was a very difficult thing to stop such attacks, he said, "almost an impossibility." And besides, he added, although "there are civilians getting killed, some properties being damaged ... this is of really no military consequence."18


Abrams saw the situation much differently, believing not only that human lives were important but also that South Vietnam's senior leadership could not function effectively in the siege mentality produced by frequent and indiscriminate enemy rocket attacks on the capital city. He took personal charge of a purposeful campaign to end such attacks, saying publicly that "we are going to put a stop" to enemy rocketing of Saigon "because we have to stop them, and we have the means to stop them."19 Ambassador Bunker noted that indiscriminate rocketing of the civilian population was "an easy, cheap, and profitable tactic for the enemy so long as he has no fear of retaliation."20 Abrams set about arranging some retaliation. 

To Weyand, then commanding U.S forces in the region that included Saigon and its environs, Abrams observed that "we all together have not succeeded in defending Saigon as it must be defended if we are to guarantee that the government will not fall or be pressured into a solution that is not satisfactory. I believe the enemy has made Saigon/Gia Dinh his number one effort at this time; I have made it mine."21 Soon counterbattery radars were installed, saturation day and night patrols scheduled, rivers swept, a network of observation towers erected around the city perimeter, the sewer system interdicted, specially trained dogs brought in for detection of munitions and infiltrators, helicopter gunships put into continuous nighttime orbit over likely firing positions, infantry put to work conducting thousands of ambushes. "We took the Rome plows and cut a 1,000-meter swathe from the Michelin all the way to the Song Be River," reported General Weyand in mid-July. "Before long we're going to have a ring quite a ways out from Saigon."

The Vietnamese named Major General Nguyen Van Minh, an experienced division commander, to be Military Governor of Saigon. Abrams, in turn, established a Capital Military Assistance Command and put Major General John Hay in charge, also giving him operational control of all U.S. forces in the capital region. Together these two officers worked to carry out 
Abrams's dictum that rocketing of the capital was to cease. 22 Pretty soon the coordinated operation began uncovering caches of rockets and other weaponry, thus preempting their use in attacks on Saigon. In late June a MACV briefer could report that "not even a token of [the enemy's] threatened hundred-rocket-a-day attacks ever materialized" while noting the seizure two days earlier of 146 122mm rocket rounds in Hau Nghia Province.

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

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

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

By autumn General Davidson could quote an agent nicknamed "Superspook" on what a tough target Saigon had become. "ARVN forces are defending Saigon so tightly," he said, "it is hard to find a weak point to attack." Caches were being discovered and seized, and B-52s were keeping secret zones under constant attack. To compound these problems, troops from North Vietnam did not know their way around Saigon. Thus "the majority [of cadres] believe an attack is possible only if defensive forces can be lured from the capital area."23

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





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

Abrams, although not yet in formal command, reacted strongly. He had been furious with Weyand for what he thought was overuse of fire support in the fighting around Y Bridge, something he later learned had been prompted by orders from Westmoreland. Now he established a prohibition on action by artillery, bombing, or gunships within the city except with his personal authorization, then convened a task force to devise better tactics for dealing with enemy forces mixed in with the population.24 Abrams also put Cook, the Inspector General, to work on the problem. Cook had aerial reconnaissance photographs taken of the affected areas of Saigon, then compared them with earlier photos to determine just what damage had been caused in what precincts. He correlated that with the units operating in those areas, and with the ammunition records, nailing down who had done what and where. Then Cook learned that, over a period of time, certain units had been abusing the rules of engagement—for example, getting clearance to fire a thousand meters to the front, then adding on to that as they moved forward without getting new clearances for the advanced areas. Cook reported all this to Abrams, who instructed him, "Cook, rewrite the rules of engagement." Cook did, and the new procedures remained in effect for the rest of the war.

Abrams also sought to tutor the South Vietnamese on the need for restraint, even in heavy contact. He took the occasion of an address to the first class of the National Defense College of Vietnam to speak to the issue. "I can assure you," he stressed, "that no matter how frustrating, no matter what our past experience, restraint will and must govern virtually all of our activities." Thus, he explained, "we cannot apply the full firepower capabilities of our military force throughout the countryside at will, for to do so would further endanger the lives and property and the governmental relationships with the very people we are all fighting to protect: your own citizens of Vietnam." Telling these experienced officers "we're here to win," Abrams then defined what that meant. "To win is to achieve our fundamental allied objective: an independent South Vietnam, free to determine your own future." 25

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

When, near the end of summer, the enemy mounted his third offensive of the year, Ambassador Bunker was able to comment in a cable to the President on the "great care in our use of air and artillery," which had "resulted in far fewer civilian casualties and property destruction than in May or during Tet."26





LATER, WHEN General William B. Rosson arrived to succeed Andrew Goodpaster as Abrams's deputy, it was very clear to him how things had changed since his last tour of duty in Vietnam. "Abrams (with Bunker) had made it 'clear and hold' instead of 'search and destroy,'" he observed succinctly. Said Bunker of "clear and hold" as the tactical approach, "it proved to be a better policy than the policy of attrition. The policy of attrition simply meant under those circumstances a very prolonged type of warfare, whereas if you can clear and hold and keep an area secure and keep the enemy out, psychologically as well as from 
a military point of view you have got a better situation. In effect, you shifted the initiative from the enemy to you." 27

A subsequent analysis of these new tactics came from an unexpected source, a group led by Daniel Ellsberg that in late 1968 and early 1969 prepared a paper on the situation in Vietnam. The section "U.S. Military Efforts" reported that "in the last six months our military efforts against enemy main force units seem to be significantly improved," citing changed operational tactics under Abrams as the reason. "We are using more small patrols for intelligence and spoiling, and we are conducting fewer large-scale sweeps, and those sweeps that we are conducting are smaller in territorial scope. General Abrams has begun to concentrate much more on area control than on kills. He has been aided in this approach by his defense in depth, particularly around the major cities."28 Saigon, the most major city of all, was a showcase for this new approach.

The impact of these changes on the Saigon government's outlook was just as Abrams had anticipated. "I am more optimistic now," confirmed newly appointed Premier Tran Van Huong. "It is working much better. Abrams ... is a good man, shrewd, sincere, a fighter. No politics."29

Even General Vo Nguyen Giap, the venerable North Vietnamese commander, testified to the changes. "General Abrams was different and had different fighting tactics," said Giap. "He based his leadership on research; he studied his own and others' experiences to see what he could apply to the real situation here."30

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



3. Third Offensive

ONCE HE WAS IN command, Abrams confronted urgent tasks in every one of the multiple dimensions of the job. There were years of neglect to be made up in the role of senior advisor to the South Vietnamese. Working closely with Bunker, he was responsive and patient in dealing with often uncoordinated and sometimes conflicting instructions from various superiors in Washington. And as field commander he was very clear on how the job must be done. "The one unforgivable sin will be to gloss over or ignore shortcomings which demand prompt remedy," he cabled his field commanders in an early message, one in which he also said that "the result I am looking for is a conscious, determined effort by all allied forces to seek battle with a will to win."1 In the United States the leadership, the people, and the media might have given up on the war, but in Vietnam Abrams had a different outlook. 

Abrams's forces were formidable indeed: 7 divisions, which included 112 maneuver battalions, 60 artillery battalions, and some 400 helicopters. With support forces, the total came to 543,400 troops at the high-water mark in early 1969.2 Added to these American forces were Free World Military Assistance Forces (FWMAF) from South Korea, Thailand, Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines, and indigenous South Vietnamese 
forces that, in all components, would over succeeding years grow to 1.1 million men. (Significantly, Defense Secretary Melvin Laird was told by MACV on his first visit to Saigon in March 1969 that the estimated level of RVNAF that could be sustained over a period of years by Vietnam's manpower base was 855,000.) 3

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





THE MAIN FORUM for discussion of tactics, intelligence, logistics, and in fact the entire spectrum of concerns dealt with by the top American military leadership in Vietnam was the Weekly Intelligence Estimate Update (WIEU—pronounced woo—for short). This session, typically held on Saturday mornings at Headquarters MACV, brought together Abrams, his deputy, and the staff principals—those responsible for operations, logistics, and the like—for a crowded agenda of briefings and debate. Once monthly, the slate of participants was expanded by bringing in the principal subordinate commanders from around the country for what was called a Commanders WIEU. At those sessions in particular, the J-2 (MACV Deputy Chief of Staff for Intelligence) often presented estimates or evaluations on topics specified by Abrams, followed by wide-ranging discussion of the conclusions and their implications for allied actions.

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

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

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

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

Davidson was under the cloud of having failed to warn the command of the enemy's Tet Offensive, a huge black mark on his career that could never be expunged. Though he had predicted an enemy attack at that season, he anticipated neither its size, its extent, nor the treacherous timing in the midst of the Tet observances. Colonel Lung, the J-2 of South Vietnam's Joint General Staff, offered a comparison. "At the time of the 1968 Tet offensive," judged Lung, "the United States did not appear to be as capable in the production of intelligence as during the subsequent stages of the war."4

Abrams pushed hard for more comprehensive and more timely intelligence, and Davidson tried hard to please him. "Abrams was so sensitive to intelligence, he really knew so much about it, he considered it to be the most important aspect of his operation," Davidson recalled.5

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


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

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

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

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

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

These were all-U.S. meetings, although portions often were subsequently presented to key South Vietnamese or other allied leaders, visiting dignitaries, and higher echelons in the chain of command in Hawaii or Washington. Following each session, the MACV J-2 prepared a comprehensive reporting cable for General Abrams to send to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

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

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





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

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

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





NOWHERE WAS THE excruciating nature of the war in Vietnam more apparent than in the efforts to reach a negotiated solution. And nowhere, it may be argued, was the enemy's manipulative skill more apparent. During the spring of 1968, following Lyndon Johnson's landmark speech opting out of the presidential campaign and cutting back on the bombing of North Vietnam, the Washington community worked toward anticipated peace negotiations. As they did so, concluded an official historian, "they became increasingly convinced that negotiations would be drawn out, with no immediate settlement of the war. This realization led to a rather sudden change in their priorities in June"—in other words, just as General Abrams was assuming command in Vietnam. LBJ wanted more prominence given to the role of South Vietnamese forces and substitution of those forces for American troops wherever possible. "Any measures that could reduce American casualties and muffle domestic criticism of the war effort were critical in a presidential election year," wrote Army Chief Historian Jeffrey Clarke. "While visiting Saigon in July, [Secretary of Defense Clark] Clifford personally communicated these views to General Abrams."6

While it seems logical that Clifford would not otherwise make the 10,000-mile trip, he later claimed a lapse of memory, then denied that was his mission in July of 1968. "I wouldn't 
remember that," said Clifford. "Instructions to General Abrams would be in writing, they wouldn't be oral." When asked if he said anything like "General, we're going to bring this army home," he answered, "I wouldn't think so." Asked if he conveyed any instructions about holding down American casualties, Cliffords answer was "I wouldn't remember that, either." 7

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

Andrew Goodpaster, then deputy COMUSMACV, remembered the Clifford visit well, relating it to a previous trip he had taken with the man, the same flight on which he had tangled with Averell Harriman. "I went over to Paris in a plane with Secretary Clifford and Harriman and Vance," said Goodpaster, "and we talked on the way over, and this was a real eye-opener to me, because Clifford started right out saying, 'Now, what you have to do over here is bring this thing to an end on the best terms that we can get.' And I said, 'Mr. Secretary, that's not the guidance we had from the President.' He said, 'No, in practical terms we've got to get out on the best terms that we can arrange.' And we had quite an argument over this."8

As a result, said Goodpaster, "I knew that this was in his mind, and when he came out to South Vietnam this is what he was stating. We had a meeting headed by Ellsworth Bunker, the ambassador, and Abrams and myself, and when Clifford came out with this—it was woven into what he was saying, but I brought it right out into the open—I pointed out that there 
was nothing in our guidance that said anything like that, that our guidance was really quite different than that." 9 Clearly, at least from Goodpaster's perspective, Clifford was freelancing, and in Paris it would soon become apparent that Harriman was doing the same.

In his memoirs Clifford says only that during the visit to Saigon he told Bunker and Deputy Ambassador Sam Berger "that we would be derelict in our duty if we failed to make use of the six months left in the Johnson Administration to seek an honorable end to the war," and that "Bunker and Berger were startled by my vehemence and unalterably opposed to my suggestions." As a result, added Clifford, "when I left Saigon for Hawaii I was depressed. With the exception of Nick Katzenbach in Washington and Averell Harriman and Cy Vance in Paris, I was an isolated voice among senior people in the Administration."10 Goodpaster had had it right.

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





IN THE LATE SUMMER of 1968, Tet and the ensuing mini-Tet of May had quieted down as the enemy prepared for yet another such operation, what came to be called the Third Offensive. Douglas Pike, then a political officer in the American embassy in Saigon, believed that the enemy was at that point going through "a period of great doctrinal indecision." Nothing tried to date had brought the expected victory, and factions in Hanoi were advocating a range of adaptations. One, led by Foreign Minister Nguyen Duy Trinh, favored negotiated settlement. An 
other, following Truong Thien, was for protracted war along Maoist lines. General Giap advocated "more of the same," a continuation of the current course of action. Pike, reported Ambassador Robert Komer, "feels in the end the protracted war school will finally prevail." 11

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

Abrams detailed what MACV hud been up to, and what that might have had to do with the enemy's actions. "Some time ago we thought there would be a third offensive," he began. "We thought that the enemy was prepared for it. So, rather than wait for it to come, the most intensified intelligence effort yet—more patrolling, more focusing—and applying B-52s, tac air, searching and getting caches, probably on a scale which we haven't done before." Thus what the enemy had done, said Abrams, "I choose to believe is not his plan. It's what he's been able to do with his plan, with the efforts that we've made against it in all the days and weeks preceding it. In his plan he's bound to have provided in there for disruption of this and loss of that and some contingencies, but I think he had a better plan than what we have now seen executed, and it's been screwed up on him, and this is the best he could do with what he started out to do—so far."


With all this going on, Abrams continued to hammer on the essence of his new approach to conduct of the war. "The body count does not have much to do with the outcome of the war," he stressed to senior commanders. "Some of the things I do think important are that we preempt or defeat the enemy's major military operations and eliminate or render ineffective the major portion of his guerrillas and his infrastructure—the political, administrative and para-military structure on which his whole movement depends." And, added Abrams, "it is far more significant that we neutralize one thousand of these guerrillas and infrastructure than kill 10,000 North Vietnamese soldiers."12 

It soon became apparent that the troops were getting the word. Caches captured in the month before the Third Offensive began were nearly 40 percent greater than those taken in the month preceding the May offensive. In the I Corps area they were nearly double, while in IV Corps they tripled. Secondary explosions produced by B-52 strikes followed a similar pattern—more than doubled countrywide and quadrupled in III Corps, signifying widespread destruction of precious ammunition and fuel. Clearly these losses of his carefully prepositioned military wherewithal were having an impact on enemy capabilities.

Some huge cache recoveries underscored the magnitude and probably the long-term duration of the enemy's preparations for combat in the South. At a place nicknamed the Pineapple Plantation, a Communist base area less than twenty miles from Saigon, searchers found a 4,000-bed hospital that even had refrigeration and whole blood. In the complex were 3,500 bunkers, a thousand of which had two feet of overhead concrete protection. "Well, this isn't any monkey business—this is for real," observed Abrams. "These things were not built in one night." Pleased with the discovery of this extensive complex, Abrams emphasized that finds of this kind were "just as important as defeating a communist battalion. In fact it is more important, because it never winds up in a big battle with a lot of destruction."13


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

There remained a question, too, as to what the enemy leadership in Hanoi really knew about what was taking place on the battlefields of South Vietnam. Long after the war was over, for example, a study of the war published in Hanoi claimed that during the 1968 Tet Offensive, Communist forces had killed 43,000 Americans.14 Given that about 58,000 Americans died during the entire war (some 47,000 of them due to enemy action), that was an astounding figure, one it is hard to imagine they really believed, especially long after the fact. But perhaps they did. If so, the leadership was making decisions on the basis of some extraordinarily flawed data.15

Meanwhile, the enemy's attacks came up against a much differently arrayed defending force. One journalist—noting that the 3rd Marine Division was now deployed horizontally along the border with North Vietnam, the 4th Infantry Division vertically along the western border with Laos and Cambodia, and the bulk of the remaining forces, some eight divisions' worth, in the critical region of Saigon and its environs—called the new dispositions "a strategic somersault." A year earlier, he observed, "these allied units were sweeping the remote Communist strongholds near Vietnam's borders."16





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

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

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



4. Intelligence

ABRAMS THOUGHT incisively about the enemy, about his objectives and what motivated him, and in the course of it developed substantial respect for him. Critical of missed opportunities on the part of enemy commanders, and of their willingness to waste lives in losing situations, Abrams nevertheless admired their tenacity, logistical resourcefulness, and planning ability. "He always has something fairly long-range," he observed of the enemy. "I mean, he doesn't plan just for Monday." And, he once observed, "adversity does nothing but strengthen him." 

The political regime in the North was viewed much differ-ently. There American prisoners were tortured and abused, sometimes even murdered, by their captors.1 Military facilities, such as the antiaircraft gun on which Jane Fonda posed, were deliberately crowded in next to civilian areas, almost ensuring extensive collateral damage if they were attacked, thus using American scruples against causing such injuries to inhibit attack. Secretary of State Dean Rusk, remarking that Americans were frequently criticized for civilian casualties in North Vietnam, said, "I have on my conscience the additional American casualties that we took in an effort to prevent civilian casualties in 
that struggle—in the North as well as in South Vietnam—under the rules of engagement." 2

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

These enemy proclivities—indifference to their own combat losses and to the harm done to innocents alike—produced a disparate pattern of casualties. South Vietnamese armed forces, while suffering substantial losses, to be sure, inflicted greatly disproportionate casualties on enemy armed forces. In the civilian populations, just the reverse was the case. Since no ground combat took place in North Vietnam, and the allies structured their bombing there to minimize civilian casualties, relatively few civilians were killed in the North. In the South, meanwhile, enemy terrorism and the rocketing and shelling of cities ensured a high civilian death toll. Douglas Pike estimates that South Vietnamese civilian casualties reached the staggering total of 465,000 
killed and 935,000 wounded, those in the North only a tiny fraction of that. 4





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

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





THROUGHOUT THE earlier years, when General Westmoreland was still in command, efforts to track and calculate infiltration of enemy troops down the Ho Chi Minh Trail were both 
difficult and controversial. Often there was a lag of months before intelligence officers could identify with any assurance the number and destination of those who had come down the trail, information painstakingly assembled from prisoner-of-war interrogations, captured documents, and agent reports. Repeated recalculations and revisions of earlier figures, as more information was obtained, undermined the credibility of MACV infiltration estimates and contributed to the order of battle controversy that raged during the latter stages of Westmoreland's tenure, then erupted again some years later as a result of the CBS Television documentary  The Uncounted Enemy: A Vietnam Deception and Westmoreland's ensuing ill-fated libel suit against the network.

This frustrating situation was dramatically, almost magically, swept away just at the beginning of General Abrams's tenure by acquisition of a new and remarkably accurate means of determining details of enemy movements south. U.S. intelligence began to intercept, break, and read encoded enemy radio traffic that accurately and consistently reported the numbers, progress, and destinations of infiltration groups moving down the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

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

The binh trams controlled a second type of facility associated with the trail, known as commo-liaison stations, or T-stations 
for short. These also were numbered—for example, T-10. The mission of the commo-liaison people was to facilitate movement of those traversing the trail. There were also what were called K-facilities, providing permanent supply warehouses at intervals along the route. And there was one other feature of the trail, recalled Bui Tin, who had twice traversed the route—near each military staging post was a cemetery for those who perished along the way. 5

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

Suddenly the allies gained access to a tremendous source of information on all this activity, one whose significance went far beyond logistics. "Through interception of Rear Services messages," said a MACV analyst, "we've been able to determine the rate at which infiltration groups are put in the pipeline for movement south and their probable destinations in South Vietnam."6

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

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





THIS DETAILED information on enemy infiltration depended on intercepts of communications emanating from Binh Tram 19, one of the way stations on the trail. Later the communications link between Binh Tram 8 and T-12 would be the principal source of information on infiltration of both personnel and matériel.7

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

In making estimates of infiltration, then, MACV J-2 reported all the groups identified as having entered the pipeline, then gave another figure that included the gap groups, the premise being that those groups would in all probability turn up eventually; in fact a formal set of criteria for acceptance of gap groups was eventually developed and applied. In late September 1968, for example, MACV J-2 estimated that 191,000 men had infiltrated south from North Vietnam since the beginning of the 
year, and projected an additional 16,000 for arrival during October-December, giving a total for the year of 207,000. If the gap groups were added in, pointed out MACV J-2 Phil Davidson, the total would reach 229,000. 8

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

Using accumulated historical data on travel times to the various destinations, MACV intelligence could predict with impressive accuracy and assurance how many enemy troops would arrive on the battlefield, and when and where they would appear. "Now we're getting even ahead of them getting in the pipeline," an intelligence briefer exulted at one of the first WIEUs after Abrams took command, meaning that with this new capability they could identify the size, timing, and composition of infiltration groups even before they began their journey to the South.

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

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

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

Detailed knowledge of infiltration led Abrams to conclude that the enemy system was relatively hidebound. In preparing for an August 1968 general offensive, he pointed out, the enemy "planned the infiltration for July several months ago, in line with 
what he thought he'd do operationally, and a realistic estimate of his casualties, so on. And that's what's been getting down here. It's  really sort of an inflexible system. All that gets here is what he decided five or six months ago, seven months ago, to send."

If the enemy's calculations about the state of the war turned out to be off the mark, there was little he could do to adjust. Abrams was doing all he could to upset those calculations. "We have not been acting like we've always acted," he reminded the staff. "The way we've hit this fellow with B-52s, the extent to which forces are out here patrolling, ambushing, and so on. The improvements in the AKVN—at least some of it."





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

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

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

At the time of mini-Tet in May 1968, Abrams had commented on how "the Americans ... are not fighting the way they were a couple of years ago. Night operations by large units are at an unprecedented peak. A lot of American units have not done that in time gone past. And the Americans are using a lot more long-range patrolling and reconnaissance. They're making more effort now at developing solid intelligence before committing their forces."9 That approach was paying off. On 15 October the Director of Central Intelligence, Richard Helms, reported at the President's Tuesday Lunch that CIA had that day issued a report on the situation in Vietnam. "No enemy military objectives achieved," it stated. "Enemy forces badly mauled. There will be a forced 'lull' because of it." In just six weeks of the Third Offensive, the enemy lost 22,000 killed in action.10

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

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

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

At the same time, inside South Vietnam vigorous action by the Marines, the 101st Airborne, and the 1st Cavalry was depriving the enemy of large quantities of ammunition, food, and medical supplies being taken from captured caches. For an enemy that was routinely employing heavy rockets, automatic weapons, large mortars, and antiaircraft machine guns, the tonnages required to sustain his forces were substantial, and under the circumstances they were not being delivered. "These people were subsisting down here on rice gruel—the troops that were left," said Abrams. "That was the situation on the first of November. And these withdrawals had all occurred by that time. And, as I say, I'm convinced that it was not the fighting alone, but the exhaustion of the logistical system."





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

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

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

Nevertheless, Abrams refused to take liberties with what authorities he was granted, including the right of self-defense. "I am concerned," he cabled Lieutenant General Ray Peers at I 
Field Force, "that we may have a tendency to overreact and take targets under fire in Cambodia in addition to those which have fired upon friendly forces. In order to avoid this, our artillery and air when delivered into Cambodia should be precisely applied. Counterfires must be directed only in self-defense and against targets which are attacking friendly forces. We must exercise extreme caution in order to avoid exceeding this authority." 11

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

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





BY OCTOBER 1968 Davidson could tell the visiting Secretary of the Navy, "I think the intelligence is many times better than what it was six months ago." First, "the breakthrough that we got on infiltration gave us a great lead on the enemy we never had before." And for the first time, he added, they had agents in the right places who were giving invaluable information.


Increased computer capabilities were beginning to have an impact, and the commands analytical capability had increased as a result. And, Davidson told a conference on intelligence collection, in contrast to previous years, "the commander is pleased with his intelligence, acts upon it, and has forced the staff to act upon it. That is what has changed in the last four or five months." 

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

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

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