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Foreword

The United States Air Force of the 1990s faces perhaps the
single greatest challenge to its institutional weltanschauung since
it became an independent service in 1947. The specter of a hostile,
expansionist Soviet Union—which, for the last 45 years, has
justified the maintenance of a large strategic air force over-
whelmingly oriented to the western European theater—is fading
fast with no similarly immense threat on the immediate horizon to
take its place. As a result, the USAF, perhaps more than any other
US military service, faces the prospect of losing the foundation
upon which it has based its entire institutional identity and even its
very existence.

Strategic bombing is not mere doctrine to the USAF; it is its
lifeblood and provides its entire raison d’étre. Strategic bombing
is as central to the identity of the Air Force as the New Testament
is to the Catholic church. Without the Gospels there would be no
pope; and without strategic bombing there would be no Air Force.
The theology of strategic bombing has influenced every aspect of
the Air Force’s development since well before World War II. This
system of belief too often has led the keepers of the USAF’s
institutional memory to dismiss as aberrant, peripheral, and
irrelevant anything that fell outside the narrow confines of its
strategic concepts. The USAF’s uncritical approach to its own past
has enabled it to declare strategic bombing decisive where it was
not (Europe, 1943—45); to claim victory where there was none
(Vietnam, 1972); and to neglect those air operations that, indeed,
proved indispensable and potentially decisive (tactical air
campaigns in the European and Pacific theaters during World War
II and in Korea during 1950 and 1951). This inability of the USAF
to assess realistically the lessons and implications of its wartime
experiences—failures along with successes—not only keeps it
from facing the more difficult and sometimes painful implications
of the Vietnam experience, but in the long run enervates all Air
Force doctrine, strategic as well as tactical.

Outside the context of traditional Air Force concepts and
hidebound-institutional assumptions, Dr Earl H. Tilford provides



in this volume the sort of critical self-appraisal of USAF strategy
in Vietnam that has been too long in coming. Uniformed Air Force
historians, while relatively prolific generally have demonstrated a
distressing lack of skepticism; as a result, their efforts too often
lack the critical analysis necessary to challenge unhealthy myths
and to derive meaningful lessons from past operational experience.
The Air Force has never produced a body of internal critics
comparable to those Army officers who, through the late 1970s
and 1980s, often risked their military careers to challenge
prevailing ground force strategies in Southeast Asia in the 1960s.
Dr Tilford, along with a small but growing number of his former
USAF colleagues, has begun the belated process of questioning
the underlying assumptions of the USAF’s strategy in Southeast
Asia.

Tilford—a retired Air Force officer and a widely respected
historian in his own right—is not squeamish about demolishing
the myths that abound concerning the air war in Southeast Asia.
He is forthright in challenging both the USAF’s strategic tunnel
vision and the cherished misconceptions of many civilian
historians whose criticisms of the air war in Vietnam are long on
politics and short on facts. The integrity of Dr Tilford’s research,
his knowledge of air power theory and technology, and his
expertise as a historian all contribute to a high quality effort that
proves, among other things, that neither the Air Force nor its
civilian critics have yet secured a monopoly on truth.

In his analysis of the air war against North Vietnam, Tilford
presents one overwhelming lesson: that USAF strategic bombing
doctrine is ethnocentric and Eurocentric, and is conceived utterly
without regard to important cultural and political variations among
potential adversaries. This lesson, more than any other, is one that
today’s Air Force must learn if it is to establish any relevance in a
post-cold war world in which the global, superpower war for which
it has planned almost exclusively since 1945 becomes an evermore
remote possibility. Whatever the Air Force’s operational role in
the twenty-first century turns out to be, it seems likely that an air
technocracy geared toward fighting a general war against a
modern, industrialized major power will become evenless relevant
than it proved to be in Korea and Vietnam. At the very least, the
Air Force of the future will do well to heed Dr Tilford’s other major
conclusion that because war is more than sortie generation and
getting ordnance on targets, statistics are a poor substitute for
strategy.



Military organizations have accepted the value of official
history ever since the elder Helmuth von Moltke invented the genre
in the 1870s. Too often, however, the effort to highlight successes
and rationalize, or worse yet, expunge failures overshadows the
value of official history as an organ of self-evaluation and
improvement. While it is perhaps going too far to suggest that
military historians should study only failures, a more balanced
treatment of operational shortcomings from within the military
services would be a refreshing and ultimately beneficial change.

Official histories with such an orientation would have a much
greater impact on the mainstream of military history because they
would be more difficult to dismiss as public relations rather than
scholarship.

Official military history was born as a learming exercise, and in
this book Dr Tilford has returned to those roots. He proceeds from
the assumption that it is more important to understand what went
wrong in Vietnam and why, than it is to manipulate the record and
paint failure as victory. At the very least, Tilford’s work joins
earlier studies—most notably, Mark Clodfelter’s The Limits of Air
Power and Barry Watts’s The Foundations of US Air Doctrine in
what many students of air power hope is “the new Air Force
history”: honest appraisals of the historical record, free from the
service biases, conceptual limitations, and strategic dogmatism
that have tended to cloud the USAF’s interpretation of its past. The
already high quality of the histories that appeared under the imprint
of the Office of Air Force History and the Warrior Studies Series
can improve only when their historians—uniformed and
civilian—feel free to ask, and answer, the difficult questions that
the USAF has evaded for the past 40 years. Many within the Air
Force will not like what Earl Tilford and his breed have to say, but
one can only hope that in the best interests of the institution they
will listen anyway. '

Conalinds ¥ oo
CAROLINE F. ZIEMKE, PhD
Arlington, Virginia

May 1990
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Preface

The primary mission of Headquarters Seventh/Thirteenth Air
Force, located at Udorn Royal Thai Air Force Base, Thailand, was
to coordinate and support Air Force operations over northern Laos.
In 1970 and 1971, as a new second lieutenant, I served there as an
intelligence briefer. My job was to prepare and deliver the morning
intelligence briefing to the commander, a major general.

The headquarters director of intelligence (DI) provided strict
ground rules for his briefers to follow. A briefing script had to be
prepared and, once approved, adhered to almost exactly. Negative
words, like lost, ambushed, retreat, although increasingly
appropriate by 1971, were anathema.

By mid-March 1971, South Vietnam’s invasion of Laos to cut
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, Operation Lam Son 719, had fallen apart.
What was left of an invasion force of over 15,000 soldiers of the
Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) crumbled before a
concerted North Vietnamese counterattack comprised of more
than four divisions. ARVN troops, stalled along Route 9 leading
from Khe Sanh to Tchepone, Laos, the transshipment point at the
center of the trail, were either surrendering, fading into the jungle,
or desperately boarding (and often clinging to) US Army
helicopters attempting to ferry them to safety.

One moming it fell to me to brief this debacle to the general.
First, at 7:00 A M., I had to brief the director of intelligence to get
his approval for what would be said to the general an hour later.
As the briefing developed, I said, “Sir, the ARVN is retreating
along Route 9 back toward Khe Sanh.” The colonel looked up from
his copy of the script and said, “Tilford, you know better than that.
Get another word for ‘retreating.’”

As I briefed the general at the eight o’clock briefing, I said,
“Turning our attention to Operation Lam Son 719 . . . the ARVN
is fleeing along Route 9 back toward Khe Sanh.”

“What do you mean, ‘fleeing’?” the general asked.

“Sir, as the colonel indicated earlier, this is not aretreat. Retreats
have cohesion. Lam Son 719 has tumed into a rout. The South
Vietnamese who haven’t surrendered are either running off into



the jungle or piling into helicopters—even clinging to their
skids—to get out of Laos.”

The general turned to the director of intelligence, “Dan, is that
right?”

“Yessir, that seems to be right.”

Then the general turned to another colonel, the Seventh/
Thirteenth Air Force director of operations (DO) and ordered, “All
planes not used to support troops in contact [firefights] in northern
Laos are to be turned over to Seventh Air Force [our Southeast
Asia headquarters in Saigon] for Lam Son 719.”

When the briefing concluded the two colonels followed me back
to my office. There they delivered a severe tongue lashing, which,
while only one of many I was to get during my 20-year Air Force
career, was nonetheless among the most memorable. After the
colonels had finished with me and departed, a wiser and more
experienced first lieutenant said, “You know what you did, don’t
you? You took away the DO’s planes. That’s an embarrassment
and a big loss of prestige for him.” The ARVN be damned, the
colonel had been embarrassed.

By 1971 the Vietnam War had been lost long ago. Our
involvement no longer had anything to do with stemming the tide
of communism or even ensuring the right of the Republic of
Vietnam to exist. Without a clearly defined objective, the US
military services in Indochina focused on larger institutional issues
which might affect them in the postwar years. Power struggles
abounded at the highest levels among the White House, Congress,
the Department of Defense, and the Department of State and at a
lower level among the Air Force, Navy, and Army. Within the Air
Force, the Strategic Air Command competed with the Tactical Air
Command (TAC), and within TAC the jet mafia with their
high-technology fighters competed with the special operations
mafia and their propeller-driven gunships and fighter-bombers.
What the colonels who chewed me out were concered with was
part of an internal struggle within Air Force units assigned to
Southeast Asia revolving around prerogatives reserved for the
Seventh Air Force and those designated to the Seventh/Thirteenth
Air Force.

The Vietnam War has been over for nearly two decades.
Generally, American military professionals have had a difficult



time understanding their role in this nation’s most ignominious
defeat. The US Air Force has had more difficulty assessing the
Vietnam War than the other services. For instance, the US Army
has identified problems with leadership, morale in the ranks, and
its doctrines in the early 1970s which both compelled and resulted
from the defeat in Vietnam. The Air Force, on the other hand,
believed (and still believes) it won the war. Ask many airmen about
air power in Vietnam, and they will relate the myth of Linebacker
Two: how using B-52s over Hanoi and other major cities for 11
days in December 1972 brought the North Vietnamese to their
collective knees. The myth of Linebacker Two is reassuring
because it reinforces accepted doctrinal precepts and bolsters an
institutional commitment to the manned bomber. The myth also
perpetuates misunderstanding and, because it is widely accepted
and believed by airmen, prevents the Air Force from gaining the
valuable insights that an objective study of the Vietnam War could

provide.
The Vietnam War, as Thomas C. Thayer states in his book War

without Fronts, was primarily an air war, at least in terms of
resource allocation. More than half of the hundreds of billions of
dollars spent on the Vietnam War went to support Air Force, Army,
and Navy aerial operations. The Air Force built up its forces the
fastest of any service, reaching near peak strength by mid-1966,
and then remained in Southeast Asialonger than any other service,
not closing down its Thailand-based headquarters until January
1976. The United States dropped eight million tons of bombs on
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia between 1962 and 1973—the Air
Force accounting for nearly 80 percent of those bombs. Total US
aircraft losses, fixed wing and helicopter, came to 8,588. The Air
Force lost 2,257 aircraft and more than 2,700 Air Force men died
while hundreds of airmen endured torture in captivity. For all that
expenditure of treasure, firepower, and lives, air power, while
occasionally pivotal, was never decisive in the Vietnam War.
The Air Force flew into Vietnam on the wings of a doctrine
devised to fight industrial powers like Nazi Germany, Imperial
Japan, and the Soviet Union. That North Vietnam was a
preindustrial agricultural society which was simply not susceptible
to strategic bombing is only part of the reason that air power failed.
This book explains additional factors leading to the “setup” which
not only resulted in a failure for air power, but also contributed to




the fall of South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia to Communist
forces in 1975. The reasons behind this failure are important and
relevant to the present and future.

Nearly half a century has passed since American air power was
used effectively to win a war. Indeed, some pundits revel in
pointing out that the United States has not won a war since it
acquired an independent Air Force. Korea and Vietnam were more
than unhappy exceptions to the true course of strategic air power
doctrine developed in the 1930s and advanced during and
immediately after World War II. These limited wars are indicative
of the kinds of conflicts the United States likely will fight in the
future. For that reason, airmen need to open their eyes and minds
to the unpleasant realities of the limited applicability of strategic
bombing. Airmen ought to ask difficult questions about the
Vietnam War and about the doctrinal foundations rooted so firmly
in the prophesies of strategic bombing which form the basis of an
independent Air Force. Not to do so virtually assures that others
outside the air power community will ask these questions and their
answers are likely to be unpalatable for enthusiasts of the strategic
air offensive.

The central thesis that I develop in Setup is that the failure of
American air power in the Vietnam War cannot be blamed entirely
on politicians “who tied our hands,” a pemicious and “wayward”
press, or the antiwar movement. Air Force leaders, especially the
air commanders in Saigon, Honolulu, and Washington between
1964 and 1972, share much of the blame. In the final analysis, they
could not—indeed, did not—develop a strategy appropriate to the
war at hand. In fact, they failed to articulate any coherent strategy
at all. In Vietnam the Air Force fell victim to its own brief history
and to the unswerving commitment of its leadership to the dubious
doctrine of strategic bombing.

This book could never have been written without the help and
encouragement of many people. I deeply appreciate the support of
Col Dennis M. Drew, director of the Airpower Research Institute
(ARI) at the Air University Center for Aerospace Doctrine,
Research, and Education at Maxwell AFB, Alabama. Colonel
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Drew, a former graduate student of mine, paid his teacher the
highest compliment by encouraging me to write this book and then
providing an assignment in a place where I could work with little
distraction. Dr David MacIsaac, ARI’s director of research, helped
me with detailed critiques of the early chapters. After he had
pronounced them “oscar foxtrot sierra hotel,” I knew I could press
on. My office mate, Lt Col Frank P. Donnini, in addition to
suffering through three years of having copies of Ms magazines
left on his desk and other manifestations of my often warped sense
of humor, read each chapter twice in an attempt to catch spelling
and grammatical errors. I owe a great deal to Dr Stanley Spangler,
ART’s distinguished visiting professor from 1986 to 1989, for his
msights and comments and for educating me in the field of coercive
diplomacy. Tom Lobenstein of the Air University Press improved
the readability and accuracy of this book through his diligent
editing. Marshall Brooks was extremely helpful in providing maps
to illustrate this work. Patricia Boyle, Joan Dawson, Mary Moore,
Jeni Thares, and Marcia Williams, also of the Press, along with
Lula Barnes, Sue Carr, Katie Ladd, and Carolyn Ward, helped put
the manuscript in publishable form.

The staff at the Air Force Historical Research Center, also
located at Maxwell, was helpful. Senior historian Warren Trest
read drafts of the first three chapters and offered suggestions which
kept me from straying from my desired thesis. Judy Endicott,
Presley Bickerstaff, and James H. Kitchens located documents and
responded quickly to my requests for declassification. The staff at
the John F. Kennedy Library in Boston, especially Suzanne K.
Forbes, was very helpful in locating documents and suggesting
areas for research.

Other friends and colleagues offered critical comments and
suggestions. Dr Anthony Short of the University of Aberdeen,
Scotland, read the entire manuscript. Dr Wesley P. Newton,
professor emeritus of history at Auburn University, offered
detailed criticisms at each stage of the manuscript’s development.
University of Alabama history professor and friend Dr Maarten
Ultee gave me the benefit of the kind of critique that only a scholar
of eighteenth-century French intellectual history can provide. Dr
Jeffrey Record of BDM International and Dr Caroline Ziemke of]
the Institute for Defense Analysis read portions of the manuscript,
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offered critiques, and kept my spirits high. My friend and colleague
Lt Col Suzanne B. Gehri, who as a captain introduced the first
course on the Vietnam War at the US Air Force Academy, read
most of the chapters and encouraged me to stay in the course. Dr
Donald D. Chipman, education advisor at the Squadron Officer
School (SOS) at Maxwell AFB, encouraged me to write this book
after he had fought for a place for the study of the Vietnam air war
in the SOS curriculum. Finally, I owe a great deal to Maj Mark
Clodfelter, an associate professor of history at the Air Force
Academy. Mark responded to my often frantic requests for
information and advice. He shared ideas as well as facts he had
gathered while researching his masterful book The Limits of Air
Power (1989).

My family deserves more credit than I could ever pay. My father,
a Presbyterian minister, taught me what moral courage was all
about when, nearly three decades ago, he took the position that the
fatherhood of God implied the brotherhood of mankind. That was
a difficult and potentially dangerous stand for a Southemer to take
in Alabama in 1962. Without the values passed on to me by Mom
and Dad, I do not think that I would have substituted “fleeing” for
“retreating” and the seeds that bore fruit in this book may never
have taken root. My wife, Grace, and my children, Victoria,
Michael, and Ellen, have loved me despite myself. This book is
dedicated to them in the hope that it will, in some small way, make
up for too many missed weekends.

EARL H. TIL%?R
Troy State University in Montgomery

Spring 1990



Chapter 1

In the Time of Atomic Plenty

In 1961, on the eve of America’s involvement in the Vietnam
War, Gen Curtis E. LeMay stated, “I think we have been consistent
in our concepts since the formation of GHQ [General
Headquarters] Air Force in 1935. Our basic doctrine has remained
generally unchanged since that time.”! Three years later, when
President Lyndon Johnson asked for a plan to bomb North
Vietnam, the Air Force’s response was a list of 94 targets—with
airfields to be bombed first, then petroleum manufacturing and
storage facilities, followed by the industrial system, and finally the
road and transportation network. The Air Force was prepared to
fly into Vietnam against guerrilla forces on the wings of the same
conventional strategy used in bombing Nazi Germany in 1944. The
reasons for this incoherence between the Air Force’s conventional
strategy and the unconventional war at hand in Vietham were many
and must be gleaned from the Air Force’s doctrinal and
institutional past and from the flush of victory that the first
generation of Air Force leaders felt in the postwar period.

Air Power Fulfilled

When, on 15 September 1945, Japanese diplomats and military
officers signed the articles of surrender on board the USS Missouri
in Tokyo harbor, the US Army Air Forces had good reason to be
proud of its contributions to the Allied victory in the Second World
War. Indeed, the future for American air power looked bright.
After two decades of struggle against an Army leadership that
insisted on keeping air power in a subordinate role, the air
enthusiasts felt vindicated in their beliefs in efficacy of air power.
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The wedding of the right weapon to the right delivery system—the
atomic bomb to the B-29 bomber—made air power a potentially
decisive weapon in war.

Those Army Air Forces officers who had longed for
independence had propagated the idea that the strategic bombing
of Japanese industrial centers and cities had brought about the
capitulation of Japan. What they had failed to recognize was that
Japan was defeated before the atomic bombs fell on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. Years of war—culminating in the interdiction of the
Japanese oil line from Southeast Asia and the naval blockade,
along with the aerial campaign carried out by the B-29s of the
Twentieth Air Force—had brought Japan to the verge of surrender
by August 1945. The firebombing of Japanese cities and the two
atomic bombs had provided the final pushes that forced
acknowledgment of defeat by the Japanese leadership.? The role
that air power had played in the defeat of Japan and Germany was
instrumental to the creation of the Air Force as an independent
branch of the armed services in 1947. To its enthusiasts, air power
had finally proven that it was more than pie-in-the-sky fantasizing.

The Road to a Separate Service

In the two decades before the Second World War, the true
believers among these air power enthusiasts had been inspired by
the theories of the Italian prophet of air power Giulio Douhet and
the crusader of Americanaviation William (“Billy”) Mitchell. Like
Douhet and Mitchell, these latter-day proponents of air power were
convinced that when used independently air power could conclude
most wars quickly. Aerial warfare, they argued, had eclipsed all
other forms of struggle waged by armies and navies. Indeed, as
they asserted, the idea that wars must be won by combat between
land armies had become obsolete. In their eyes, the intransigent
adherence of the old-line Army generals to this notion of combat
was a last-ditch effort to stave off the inevitable rise of strategic
air power. With the development of the atomic bomb and a
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powerful strategic bombing capability, the air power enthusiasts
were sure that the air force could lay siege to and then destroy any
potential enemy’s war-making industries, thereby denying that
nation its “very means of living” and causing its “complete
capitulation.”>

The journey to independence, completed in 1947, had not been
an easy one. Before the Great War (World War I), only a few
dreamers, like science-fiction writer H. G. Wells, believed that
aircraft would ever play a decisive role in warfare. At the end of
that war, Douhet, Mitchell, Basil Liddell Hart, Hugh Trenchard,
and a few others adopted the dream. For most soldiers and military
thinkers, air power was still at best a curiosity and at worst a threat
to Army and Navy institutional prerogatives. While the concepts
of air power were a source of promise to those disposed to believe
in them, in the end Germany and its armed forces had collapsed
from exhaustion.*

In the aftermath of the First World War, Trenchard, Douhet, and
Mitchell were among those offering alternatives to the bloodletting
in the trenches. Douhet, in his 1921 book, The Command of the
Air, proposed that aerial operations conducted autonomously
behind an enemy nation’s lines could cause its will to collapse due
to the destruction wreaked on the “heartland.” Theoretically, when
national will collapsed, the army in the field would soon give up.
Mitchell Americanized Douhet in two very important ways.

First, Mitchell’s concepts of air power were more tactical than
strategic. Certainly he believed in bombing the “vital centers”—
the factories in the heartland of the enemy nation. However, the
fabric-covered, wood-framed airplanes of the 1920s hardly
inspired confidence for rooting out major industrial cities. Unless
those cities happened to be Windsor, Ontario, or Tijuana, Mexico,
US planes were not going to get there. On the other hand, if the
enemy were to sail a fleet into range of land-based bombers, even
the flimsy airplanes of that era could wreak havoc on the ships and
at a fraction of the cost of the Navy. When Mitchell’s planes sank
four captured German warships off the Virginia capes in 1921 and
then carried out successful attacks on the obsolete US battleships
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Alabama, Virginia, and New Jersey, he proved his point—
tactically. Like Douhet and, in subsequent years, the men who
built the separate United States Air Force, Mitchell believed in the
efficacy of the offensive. He certainly endorsed Douhet’s doctrine
of bombing the industrial centers. Mitchell wrote: “War is the
attempt of one nation to impress its will on another. . . . The attempt
of one combatant . . . to so control the vital centers of the other that
it will be powerless to defend itself.” > He sounded this theme more
often during the period after his court-martial and resignation than
while on active duty. He refined Douhet’s concept of air power to
encompass elements other than bombing vital centers.

Second, unlike Douhet, Mitchell believed a modem air force
would include ground attack and fighter planes as well as “battle
planes” capable of fighting their way through enemy defenses to
the vital centers.® He envisioned bombers and pursuit planes
striking targets at a distance something like 25,000 yards in front
of the army to destroy the enemy’s “means of supply.” Mitchell
also advocated hitting airfields and air defense headquarters to help
win “command of the air” so that supply dumps, lines of
communications, and reserve forces could be attacked without
interference from opposing aircraft.’

Mitchell’s court-martial and conviction weighed heavily upon
his fellow air power enthusiasts, restraining their rhetoric if not
their commitment to the prophetic concepts of strategic
bombardment and, ultimately, an independent air force. The two
concepts were, in their minds, related. Those officers at the Army
Air Corps Tactical School who advocated strategic bombardment
overshadowed those who thought and wrote about air power in
support of ground forces and about pursuit aviation. To the air
power purists, ground support aviation legitimized the Army’s
institutional claim that the purpose of airplanes was to support the
infantry. If pursuit advocates were correct in their theory that
pursuit planes could engage and destroy bombers, then the
argument for an independent air force might be undermined.
Hence, air power enthusiasts believed as an essential article of faith
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that the bomber could always get through to destroy the vital
centers.

The Army as an institution continued to maintain that the
purpose of the Air Corps was to support ground forces. That
position disputed the contention of air power enthusiasts that air
power could, by itself, win wars. During the 1930s, when military
budgets were lean and aircraft increased in both sophistication and
cost, the proponents of strategic bombing claimed that placing
expensive atrcraft, which were procured in fewer numbers, in
jeopardy by flying them low in support of ground troops was
foolish. How much better it would be to go directly to the vital
centers to end the conflict with a minimum of bloodshed and
expense.

Moreover, rapid advances in aeronautical technology in the
thirties favored the development of bombers rather than pursuit
aircraft. Multiengine aircraft were faster and could fly higher than
single-engine planes. In 1935 the Martin B-10 twin-engine
monoplane bomber had a top speed of just over 200 miles an hour.
Most pursuit planes were slower. The Boeing P-26—a single-
engine, all metal monoplane fighter—was barely as fast as a B-10.
For a pursuit plane to intercept and destroy a bomber, the fighter
had to find the bomber, overtake it, and then get into position for
a kill. Further complicating the problem, pursuit planes were
lightly armed, usually carrying only a pair of 30-caliber machine
guns. Even if a pursuit plane found and caught up with a bomber,
it might not be able to shoot it down. All things considered, bomber.
advocates had good reason to boast that “the bomber will always
get through.”

In the 1930s American air enthusiasts could point to Douhet’s
doctrine, the pace of technological change, and economic
circumstance as favoring their concept of what an air force should
be—an independent service built around aircraft that could fly to
the enemy’s heartland to lay waste the vital centers. In 1934 the
Army Air Corps submitted a requirement for a bomber that could
fly more than a thousand miles hauling a 2,000-pound bomb load
at a speed of 200 miles an hour. The following year the Boeing
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Aircraft Corporation produced the prototype, four-engine model
299.1It flew the 2,100 miles from Seattle to Wright Field in Dayton,
Ohio, at a speed of 252 miles an hour. In 1936 the Army ordered
13 of these planes, designated as the B-17.2

Doctrine and technology seemed to have come together in 1936.
But was this really the case? Arguments to procure the B-17 had
been couched in defensive rather than offensive terms. As good as
it was, the B-17 did not have the range to fly to the heartland of
any country other than Mexico, Canada, or Cuba—each of which
was more or less friendly and had little in the way of vital centers.
Additionally, the isolationist climate in public opinion did not
favor building an air force that could devastate foreign cities. The
B-17, therefore, was advertised as a means for providing a
relatively inexpensive way to defend America’s shores from
enemy fleets and to protect the Panama Canal.

Within a few years, however, B-17s were bombing Nazi-
occupied Europe and Germany. The results of strategic bombing
in the Second World War seemed to vindicate all the passionate
claims of the air power enthusiasts. The combined bomber
offensive had the Royal Air Force bombing German cities at night
and the US Army Air Forces bombing industries by day. The “Big
Week” campaign, conducted at the end of February 1944, and the
bombing of Berlin in February and March more than decimated
the Luftwaffe by blasting aircraft industries and by shooting down
Messerschmitts and Focke-Wulfs in aerial combat. The bombing
of German petroleum manufacturing centers cut oil production
substantially, forcing the Luftwaffe to curtail training, which, in
turn, degraded the quality of pilots who challenged the American
and British aircrews toward the end of the war. Bombing
contributed substantially to attaining air superiority, which
facilitated the Normandy invasion in June 1944,

None could deny that air power had done more than its part but
it was just that, a part of the war effort. The fact remained that the
Red Army offensive from the east coupled with the British and
American ground offensives from the west determined the fate of
the Third Reich. Bombing had not exactly realized the promise
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prophesied by Douhet and Mitchell. German will had not broken
under the weight of Allied bombs. While bombing the cities to
“de-house” the German population probably did hurt morale, the
Nazis had ways to coerce acceptable behavior, meaning that
lowered morale did not significantly change the way workers
performed.’

Inthe Pacific theater, land, sea, and air forces appeared to share
more equitably in the credit for defeating Japan. Gen Henry H.
Armold created the Twentieth Air Force to give air operators amore
equal relationship with naval and ground operators. The Twentieth
Air Force answered only to the Joint Chiefs of Staff through
General Armnold, going over the heads of Adm Chester Nimitz, Gen
Douglas MacArthur, and Gen Joseph Stilwell. The strategic
bombing survey, commissioned by President Franklin Roosevelt
in 1944, concluded that Allied air power had been instrumental in
ruining the German war economy and “in all probability” could
have ended the war with Japan by the end of 1945 even if atomic
bombs had not been dropped and no invasion had been
contemplated. At the end of the war, the Twentieth Air Force
served as the model for the new Strategic Air Command (SAC),
which was placed under the Joint Chiefs of Staff as an equal with
theater commanders. '

The Atomic Bomb and the New Air Force

The strategic implications of the atomic bomb coincided with
the self-perception developing within the soon-to-be-independent
Air Force that a well-planned and well-executed air offensive
would decide the outcome of future wars. Strategic bombing
campaigns, enhanced by the dropping of the atomic bombs, had
forced a quick and conclusive end to the conflict and, thereby,
had demonstrated the salience of strategic bombing.!! The
atomic bomb, its B-29 delivery system, and the independent
Air Force came together during a period favorable to the
growth of an institution that offered a relatively inexpensive
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alternative to mass mobilization during a major war, even if that
alternative was to obliterate the enemy’s military - industrial
complex with an “air atomic” attack.

Atomic weapons fitted very well into the evolving air power
doctrine focused as it was on fighting a war with the Soviet Union.
Certainly the USSR did its part to sustain the spirit that drove the
strategic orientation of the Air Force. The civil war in Greece, the
blockade of Berlin, the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia, the
victory of Communist forces in China, and the Korean War
reinforced and legitimized the need for a Strategic Air Command.
Indeed, in the late 1940s, the United States atomic capability
seemed to be all that constrained the Soviet juggemaut. Lt Col
Frank R. Pancake, in an article in the Air University Quarterly
Review in 1948, wrote, “If we are to have peace in our time it will
have to be a Pax Americana. There has been further awakening to
the fact that the instrument of Pax Americana must be Air
Power.”'? As the Iron Curtain descended upon Europe and the cold
war became a reality, the Soviet Union, and later Red China,
became, in the minds of the American military and many political
leaders, “outside instigators” capable of fostering virtually any and
every form of international mischief.'

At the same time that the Soviet threat was burgeoning, the Air
Force was faced with drastic cuts in its budget and fighting
strength. Less than two years after the conclusion of the Second
World War, at about the time it gained its independence, the Air
Force had been reduced from 2.2 million people to 303,000
officers and enlisted personnel, including just over 24,000 aircrew
members.'* Hence, the new and much smaller Air Force had to
emphasize those areas that not only provided the kind of defense
the nation needed but also served the service’s institutional ends.

Between the end of World War II and the outbreak of hostilities
in Korea, the Strategic Air Command, such as it was, dominated
the Air Force. In 1946 Gen Carl A. Spaatz, the Army Air Forces’
commanding general, defined his branch’s primary mission as that
of a long-range striking power capable of destroying any enemy’s
industrial and war-making capacity. He “gave first priority to ‘the
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backbone of our Air Force—the long-range bomber groups and
their protective long-range fighter groups organized in our
Strategic Air Force.’”"” In the 48-wing Air Force of the late 1940s,
the tactical air forces, those units used to support the Army, nearly
disappeared as they were reduced to small cadres and subordinated
to the Continental Air Command (ConAC)."® The lines between
tactical and strategic missions seemed to blur, with the
predominant direction of that blur being into the strategic
spectrum. In the winter of 1950, in an article entitled “Air Power
Indivisible,” Col Dale O. Smith and Maj Gen John DeForest
Barker stated that the tactical mission was supplemental to the
strategic mission and that “interdiction—the squeezing off of
communication arteries to the battle zones—is merely a phase of
the strategic bombing mission.”!” Furthermore, strategic bombing
constituted the “mterdiction of all enemy strength” and “the
interdiction mission of tactical aviation is essentially a part of the
long range mission of strategic employment.”'®
Smith and Barker agreed with Douhet, who had wrltten

“Viewed in its true light, aerial warfare admits no defense, only
offense.”’® In comparison with the bombers, the fighters had little
or no worth in the immediate postwar Air Force. Smith even
questioned whether jets would be as useful for intercepting
bombers as the propeller planes of the Second World War. He
concluded, “In fact, it is even likely that the jet will be less
effective.” ?° Smith reasoned that the speed differential between
jets and the piston-engine bombers of the late forties would offer
jets less time to bring their guns to bear and, therefore, result in
fewer hits. Additionally, jets consumed fuel at a higher rate than
propeller-driven fighters and would have less time to locate and
dispatch. their prey.”’ Even though ConAC had absorbed the
missions, planes, and men of the Tactical Air Command (TAC),
ConAC had far less support than SAC and, therefore, languished
in the backwaters of the newly separate Air Force.

Air power enthusiasts, however, failed to recognize that the
strategic striking power of SAC immediately after the war was
relatively puny. Only limited numbers of atomic bombs were
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available from 1945 to 1950. In 1947, just as the cold war was
getting under way, SAC had only 27 “silverplate” B-29s (bombers
specially modified to carry the atomic bomb). Two developments,
however, ensured that things were going to get better.”

First, the Air Force finally began the building and purchase of
a true long-range strategic bomber. In the postwar Air Force, the
Convair B-36 was to be the airplane that enforced the efficacy of
strategic bombing by making it possible to fly to the enemy’s
heartland to destroy vital centers. The B-36 had been conceived in
1940 before the United States entered the Second World War. At
that time the possibility that England would fall to the forces of
Nazi Germany had seemed quite real. The B-36 had been designed
to fly from the United States to Germany, drop a hefty bomb load,
and return. It was to have six pusher engines and enough defensive

B-29s. The Air Force had only a handful of B-29s capable of delivering atomic
bombs during the late 1940s and early 1950s. These medium-range bombers
would have needed overseas bases to reach targets in the Soviet Union.
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armament to shoot its way through German defenses, at least
theoretically. As it turned out, England did not fall to the Germans,
but the B-36 was developed anyway and began entering the SAC
inventory in 1948.

Second, on 16 October 1948 General LeMay, a strong believer
in strategic bombing, took command of SAC. His stated conviction
was that “‘the fundamental goal of the Air Force should be the
creation of a strategic atomic striking force capable of attacking
any target in Eurasia from bases in the United States and returning
to the points of take-off.””” 2 The B-36, although relatively slow,
could do that. However, the low speed and high price of the B-36
made it vulnerable to criticisms that were a part of the heated
competition for limited dollars in the defense budget. Although the
addition of twin jet pods beneath each wing boosted the top speed
of the B-36 to close to 400 miles an hour at higher altitudes, the
criticism, particularly from the Navy, did not slacken.

The B-36 upset the relationship between the Air Force and the
Navy that had allowed each service to perpetuate its traditional
missions even at the dawn of the time of atomic plenty. Atom
bombs were big and quite heavy and only large aircraft could lift
them. The normal aircraft carrier could not accommodate an
airplane large enough to carry the atomic bomb. Therefore, the
Navy needed to build larger aircraft carriers while developing
planes, including a seaplane bomber, that could haul atomic
bombs. The Navy planned to build the USS United States—an

-80,000-ton carrier that was central to the Navy’s plan for staying
competitive with the Air Force in the nuclear mission.
Additionally, the B-36 threatened another of the Navy’s missions:
securing and holding overseas bases from which bombers could
fly. The B-36 made such bases unnecessary, which meant fewer
ships for the Navy, further undermining its institutional integrity,
threatening its future, limiting promotion opportunities, and
menacing its share of the budget.

On 23 April 1949 Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, a former
assistant secretary of war for air, reacting to pressures to cut
defense spending while maintaining support for the Air Force,
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Gen Curtis E. LeMay. As commander in chief, General LeMay shaped the
Strategic Air Command around the doctrine of strategic bombing.
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cancelled the USS United States five days after its keel was laid.?*
This action inspired the “revolt of the admirals,” which focused
criticism on the B-36 and the way the Air Force procured the plane.
The B-36 controversy came when Johnson was trying to form the
sprawling Defense Department into an agency with a semblance
of unity. On 14 April, hoping to keep the various services from
airing their grievances in public, he issued Consolidation Directive
1, stating that all information emanating from the Pentagon would
be reviewed by censors not only for security but also for policy
and propriety.

The Air Force claimed that the B-36, particularly when
modified with the addition of jet pods, could fly higher than the
operational interceptors of the day. The Navy held that its F2H
Banshee jets and the Soviet Union’s new MiG-15s could intercept
the bombers. The issue was never really resolved, however. In

B-36. During the late 1940s, the Consolidated-Vultee B-36 was at the center of
squabbles between the Air Force and Navy. The B-36 had a long enough range
that it could strike targets in the Soviet Union from bases in the United States.
This capability threatened the Navy's traditional role of projecting power
overseas.
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March 1949 the Air Force’s Senior Officers Board, realizing that
the B-36 eventually would become obsolete, moved toward buying
a follow-on bomber, Boeing’s B-52.%

While moving toward purchase of even more capable bombers
for the future, the Air Force mounted a counterattack to the Navy’s
efforts to discredit not only the B-36 but, by extension, strategic
bombing. The Air Force Association took the point in the
counterattack, publishing articles and editorials critical of the Navy
and supportive of the B-36. James H. Straubel, an editor of Air
Force Magazine, the publication of the Air Force Association,
wrote that the Navy had become irrelevant because “Russia [had]
no Navy” and, being self-sufficient in resources, was not
susceptible to a naval blockade. Furthermore, carrier planes were
short-range aircraft that could not reach targets deep inside the
Soviet Union even if they could carry atomic bombs. Only
long-range, land-based bombers, he claimed, could strike at the
Soviet heartland: “Therefore, the need for a powerful U.S. surface
Navy [could not] be defended.”?’

The next month, in March 1949, just as the Air Force announced
that the B-36s would be modified with the addition of jet pods, Air
Force Magazine published an article praising the bomber entitled,
“Exposing the Milk Wagon,” and featuring a photograph of a
carrier task force in the Gulf of Alaska around a quote from Vice
Adm Gerald Bogan, “I don’t know how a B-29 could have seen
us, much less knocked us out.”?® After the addition of four jet
engines increased the performance of the B-36, the Navy switched
its attack from operational capabilities of the bomber to
personalities, criticizing the procurement policies and intimating
impropriety on the part of Secretary of the Air Force W. Stuart
Symington.

The B-36 controversy seemed to set a precedent for the way the
Air Force would respond to controversy in the future.?
Consolidation Directive 1 seems to have initiated what became a
suffocating policy of censorship that, over the years, was practiced
more enthusiastically by the Air Force than by the other services.
In a larger sense, the Air Force, in future controversies, often

14
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followed an approach similar to the one established for dealing
with the B-36 flap; namely, hunkering down to claim that any
problems that might exist were fixed yesterday while the Air Force
Association and the public affairs office mounted the counterattack
through articles in Air Force Magazine.

Despite vindication over the B-36, all did not go well for the
nation’s newest service in its budget battles. A 1949 budget
restriction cut the planned 70-group Air Force to one of 48 groups.
Orders for airplanes placed in 1948 had to be rescinded. When the
Air Force managed to recapture nearly $270 million in supple-
mental funds, LeMay was able to have the money applied to the
purchase of additional B-36s. All he had to do was to appeal to the
Senior Officers Board, which, in March 1949, granted an increase
in aircraft complements for each B-36 and RB-36 group from 18
to 30.” SAC was indeed dominant.

Preludes to Vietnam

Then, on 25 June 1950, the North Korean People’s Army
attacked across the 38th parallel into South Korea. American vital
interests were not readily apparent in Korea and reasons for
fighting there lacked the cogency of the goals for which Americans
had died in the Second World War. Korea was, from the American
perspective, alimited war. For the Koreans, however, it was a total
war fought on the one side to unify the country under a single
Communist system and on the other side to maintain
independence. For the United States, because the enemy was a
small agricultural country that was not a microcosm of American
society, the war had to be “limited.” The Air Force, likewise,
conceived of the war in limited terms because of the kinds of
weapons it could and could not use and because of the types of
targets it could or could not strike. The same dichotomy would
mark the nation’s and the Air Force’s experiences in Vietnam a
decade later. '
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Furthermore, as in Vietnam, America’s reasons for committing
its forces to Korea and the way in which these forces were used
were determined by factors that had little to do with actual events
or issues at stake in the war at hand. Secretary of the Air Force
Thomas K. Finletter called Korea a “very special situation” that,
though peripheral to America’s global strategy, was, nonetheless,
a test of national will and determination.”’

During the summer of 1950 American air power was vital to
the survival of the retreating South Korean and American forces.
Air cover by F-51 Mustang fighters of World War II vintage and
by newer F-80 jets kept the North Korean air force away from the
beleaguered South Koreans and Americans. Meanwhile, attacks
on the increasingly lengthening North Korean supply lines
weakened their offensive thrust. Lt Gen James M. Gavin of the
Army later testified that during the first weeks of the Korean War,
air power seemed so effective that there were some who believed
the war might end before United Nations (UN) forces could
intervene.*?

In the first stages of the war, air interdiction proved somewhat
more effective than close air support. The latter was problematic
because the Air Force and the Army had not propeily coordinated
their activities in the postwar years. The problem was an outgrowth
of the interservice rivalries that had only been agitated by the
National Security Act of 1947 and the March 1948 “Functions
Papers,” more popularly known as the Key West agreement. The
National Security Act attempted to integrate some missions of the
three services. This action led to conflict among the services over
their various roles. The Key West agreement was supposed to
clarify each service’s understanding of functions and respon-
sibilities. The “Functions Papers” outlined three main Air Force
responsibilities toward the Army:

1. To furnish close combat and logistical air support to the Army, to
include airlift, support, and resupply of airborne operations, aerial
photography, tactical reconnaissance, and interdiction of enemy land
power and communications.
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2. To provide air transport for the Armed Forces except as otherwise
assigned.

3. To develop, in coordination with the other Services, doctrines,
procedures, and equipment employed by Air Force forces in airborne
operations.

The proverbial stone in the shoe was one sentence that appeared
in the Army portion of both documents, section 205 (E) of the
National Security Act of 1947, and section IV of the “Functions
Papers.” That statement read as follows: “The United States Army
includes land combat and service forces and such aviation and
water transport as may be organic therein.”**

The close air support problems were resolved by the necessity
of combat effectiveness in the face of an immediate threat: the
North Korean army. In the summer of 1950 interdiction worked
better for several reasons. From 25 June through 17 September a
classic setup for effective interdiction existed. The North Koreans
were on the offensive, consuming supplies at an accelerated rate
over ever lengthening lines of communications that, because of the
nature of the terrain and the fair summer weather, were susceptible
to attack. The role played by air power in the summer of 1950
became clearer when, after the landing at Inchon and the breakout
of UN forces from Pusan, the North Korean armies crumbled.

As the United Nations forces crossed the 38th parallel and
moved into North Korea, air power in the close air support role
was vital to the success of the ground offensive advancing on the
Yalu. In late September, Soviet-made MiG-15 fighters appeared
in the skies over Korea. After Chinese troops were committed to
the war in November, the number of MiGs increased dramatically
as the Communists tried to keep American planes from bombing
and strafing the advancing Chinese armies. The United States
rushed its newest jet fighter, the F-86 Sabre to Korea to combat
the MiG-15s.

Korea was the first war in which jets played amajor role. During
the course of the fighting, Gen Hoyt S. Vandenberg, Air Force
chief of staff, lauded the performance of the jets, holding that “jets
are superior for every conceivable job . . . including flying at
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tree-top level to silence one machine gun.” Vandenberg insisted
that jets were proving more reliable because they were “easier to
maintain in the field.”>* Furthermore, while flying 25 percent more
sorties than propeller-driven Mustangs, only 21 F-80s had been
lost to ground fire at the beginning of 1951 as against 50 F-51s.%

As the fighting developed in 1951 and 1952, UN forces used
various tactical aircraft for ground support missions. Before the
stalemate developed along the 38th parallel, the tactical situation
had been relatively fluid. A system of coordinating air-ground
support evolved that used forward air controllers in T-6 trainers
and ground teams working as air guides to direct fighters and
fighter-bombers. Of all the air power missions, close air support
probably proved to be the most crucial throughout the Korean War.
Strategic bombing was limited by the number of appropriate
targets. Still, SAC’s B-29s flying from Okinawa destroyed most
of what industry there was in North Korea. B-29s were also used
against railway marshalling yards and in carpet bombing attacks
whenever Chinese forces concentrated. Additionally, B-29s kept
Korean airfields that might have been used by the Chinese in a state
of constant disrepair.”’

In the postwar analysis of air power in Korea, interdiction
became the most controversial of missions. What would later be
termed battlefield air interdiction worked quite well, particularly
when North Korean forces were chasing the South Korean and
American troops down the peninsula. In the campaign against lines
of communications, the Air Force claimed to have destroyed
15,000 railcars, 1,000 locomotives, and many thousands of
trucks.?® Indeed, the various interdiction campaigns slowed down
the movement of supplies, but to what degree and to whatend is a
matter of debate.

In Korea, as in Vietnam over a decade later, the United States
military assumed that because the US Army needed a well-defined
and smoothly functioning supply line, the North Korean and
Chinese armies would too. As it turned out, they were not as
dependent on their logistical base as the Americans and their allies.
A Chinese division, for instance, could fight on 50 tons of supplies
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a day, or about 25 truckloads. Additionally, the Koreans and the
Chinese were very clever in sustaining supply lines despite the
bombing. They developed a diversified supply network that
proved difficult to define, and they were able to move supplies in
bad weather and at night with impunity.*® By concentrating their
antiaircraft guns along railroads, near bridges, and at vital
transshipment points, the Communists exacted a high price in
planes destroyed and damaged.*’

Air-to-air action was intense and, for the Air Force, provided a
focal point of postwar analysis. F-86 Sabre jets had a kill ratio of
nearly 15 to 1 against the MiGs, although a long-standing rumor
within the Air Force is that many of those MiGs were shot down
when they were low on fuel and in the landing pattern at airfields
in Manchuria. Still, the figures piled up. In the Air Force of the
post-Korean War era, this mystique of the air-to-air victories cast
a spell on the younger pilots who later fought in Vietnam.
Air-to-air action there would be rare, but the impulse to seek it and
to judge oneself and one’s colleagues by eagemess for and skill in
aerial combat persisted.

Asthey would after losing in Vietnam, many Air Force officers,
particularly the generals, complained that in Korea air power was
not used properly. If only given its full rein, many cried, the war
could have been won quickly and decisively. Writing in the Air
University Quarterly Review, Col Dale O. Smith (a regular
contributor over the years) and Maj Gen John DeF. Barker
lamented that the Air Force should have been allowed to strike at
the enemy across arbitrary boundaries (the Chinese border) and
that the Chinese were able to mount their forces for attacks into
Korea with impunity because targets in China were off-limits.*!
Seven years after the Korean armistice, Gen Frederic H. Smith, Jr.,
bemoaned the wasted effort in attempting to destroy the Yalu River
bridges with conventional bombing. “Precisely what expenditure
of nuclear bombs would have equaled the destructive effect of the
high explosives (HE) dropped upon the Yalu River bridges could
be readily computed . . . but it becomes apparent . . . that with the
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nuclear weapons the total effort . . . could have been very greatly
reduced.” 2

General Smith’s article reflected an attitude that became
dominant among Air Force officers after the Korean War, namely
that warfare is nothing more than an exercise in weapons
employment and targeting and atomic bombs were merely another
weapon of choice. The political implications of using atomic
bombs to destroy bridges between North Korea and the People’s
Republic of China did not enter into Smith’s calculations. In his
mind the issue was merely what bomb was right for the target.
However, sound strategic, political, and tactical reasons argued
against using nuclear weapons in Korea. First, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, along with just about everyone else in Washington, were
convinced that the attack in Korea was a diversion preceding
Soviet aggression elsewhere. If that were the case, the limited
number of atomic bombs in the stockpile had to be conserved for
the coming war with the Soviets. Second, North Korea contained
few targets for which atomic weapons would have been
appropriate. Third, based on analysis of bombs dropped on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, many believed that steel and concrete
bridges were relatively invulnerable to atomic strike. A girder
bridge less than a hundred yards from ground zero in Nagasaki
survived the explosion with little more than superficial damage,
leading many to think that atomic bombs had little effect on such
structures.*® General Smith indicated little understanding of either
immediate and tactical or long-range and strategic effects of fallout
when he suggested that “for airburst, a minimum distance of 4500
feet separation of friendly troops from the perimeter of weapon
effectsis advisable.” ** In the same article, as General Smith turned
his attention from the war in Korea to a possible scenario in
Indochina, he suggested that 16 medium-yield atomic or nuclear
weapons could close down a jungle infiltration system 67 nautical
miles in length.*> No mention was made of what effect fallout from
atomic blasts in either Korea or Southeast Asia might have on the
people of Japan or the Philippines.
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General Smith’s remarks concerning th