
  1 FOR WANT OF A NAIL


  
    Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.


    —John F. Kennedy, inaugural address, January 20, 1961

  


  Eight inches of thick, densely packed snow had blanketed the nation’s capital the night of Thursday, January 19, 1961, jeopardizing the inaugural ceremonies and parade scheduled to begin at noon the following day.


  At those ceremonies, Senator John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts would take the oath of office as our nation’s 35th chief executive, becoming—at age forty-three—America’s youngest elected president and first to be born in the 20th century, replacing Dwight D. Eisenhower who—at age seventy—was at that time the oldest ever to lead the United States.


  In the 1960s and well into the ’70s, the District of Columbia’s snow-removal plan was described by a long-time resident as “Wait until August and it will melt.” The district’s snow-removal equipment was woefully inadequate, as was the case with many of the city’s services, so emergency messages went out the night of January 19 to help clear the inaugural parade’s route along Pennsylvania Avenue and all streets leading to Capitol Hill, where Kennedy’s inauguration would take place.


  The eight inches of snow that had fallen overnight would result in Washington’s “most crippling traffic jam (for its time),” according to the National Weather Service. “Hundreds of cars were marooned and thousands of cars were abandoned,” the Weather Service reported.


  At noontime January 20, as inaugural ceremonies were scheduled to commence, the official temperature was twenty-two degrees Fahrenheit, with a nineteen-mile-per-hour wind blowing from the northwest, “making it feel like the temperature was 7 degrees above zero,” according to the Weather Service.


  Airline passengers returning to Washington from the Panama Canal Zone the night of January 19 were met at Miami International Airport by Eastern Airlines personnel and were told that they would have to remain in Miami overnight because Washington National Airport (later to be re-designated as Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport, or Reagan National) had been shut down. Its runways couldn’t be cleared, the airline agents explained, because all available snow-removal equipment was being used to clear the inaugural parade route and remove abandoned cars from the line of march.


  At Fort Belvoir, Virginia—about twenty miles south of Washington—the Army Engineer School marshalled its graders, snowplows, and anything that might move tons of thick, wet snow to the sides of Pennsylvania Avenue, and began a late-night convoy into the very heart of our nation’s capital. It was a snow-clearing mission probably never anticipated by previous commandants of the Engineer School (among them Col. Robert E. Lee of Virginia, who had led the school until six years before the onset of the Civil War).


  With WNA shut down, former President Herbert Hoover (eighty-five), who had left office in 1933, was unable to fly to the capital from New York City, where he resided at the Waldorf Towers. But outgoing President Dwight Eisenhower was present, as was Ike’s vice president, Richard Nixon, whom Kennedy had defeated by the narrowest of margins—112,827 ballots nationwide in the popular vote, eighty-four in the Electoral College—in the November 1960 presidential election. Nixon’s supporters, including Eisenhower, had urged him to challenge perceived voting irregularities in Texas and Illinois. In the latter case, some claimed without corroboration that Chicago Mayor Richard J. Daley’s political machine had caused “dead voters” to rise from their graves and proceed to polling places to vote for Kennedy.


  Texas, home state to Kennedy’s newly elected vice president, Lyndon B. Johnson, had awarded its twenty-four Electoral College votes to the Democratic candidate, who carried the state by only 46,000 votes out of 2.3 million cast, amid suspicions of voter fraud in the state, where Johnson wielded huge political sway.


  Ironically, just over one thousand days would elapse before Lyndon Johnson would himself take the presidential oath of office, becoming America’s 36th president in an impromptu swearing-in aboard Air Force One—a Boeing 707—as it sat on the tarmac at Dallas’s Love Field, with the coffin of the assassinated young president, John F. Kennedy, just inside the airplane’s rear door.


  Inaugural ceremonies began belatedly on January 20 to allow last-minute snow clearing. The newly elected president, coatless and hatless despite the twenty-two-degree weather, was anxious to demonstrate the vigor and youthfulness with which his new administration would conduct its affairs of state.


  After an invocation and prayers, Marian Anderson—the supremely gifted African American contralto opera singer who in 1939 had been denied a singing performance at nearby Constitution Hall because of her race—opened the ceremonies with a rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner” that thrilled the bundled-up spectators seated at the recently renovated East Front of the U.S. Capitol. Millions more tuned in at home in front of the black-and-white television sets still prevalent in 97 percent of American homes in the early 1960s.


  Kennedy’s inauguration address—largely crafted by thirty-three-year-old chief speechwriter Ted Sorensen—was a masterpiece of oratory. Its soaring rhetoric still resonates with us more than half a century later: “Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans. . . .” “To those peoples in the huts and villages across the globe struggling to break the bonds of mass misery, we pledge our best efforts to help them help themselves, for whatever period is required. . . . Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”


  Thereupon, the new president, determined to put his mark upon a world and nation very much unsettled by the ever-present threat of a nuclear encounter with the Soviet Union, assembled a team of advisors and confidantes drawn largely from industry and academia who were correctly assessed by Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist David Halberstam as “The Best and the Brightest,” in a 1972 summary of the origins of America’s involvement in the Vietnam War.


  From this group of advisors—described as “Dramatis Personae” (the characters or actors in a drama) in an accompanying listing of significant players in “The Tragedy of Viet-Nam”—decisions emerged that helped preordain America’s intervention in the war involving the Republic of Vietnam, resulting in its ultimate tragic denouement in 1975.


  
    The Tragedy of Viet-Nam


    (A Drama in Five Acts)


    Dramatis Personae

  


  John Fitzgerald Kennedy ..........35th President of the United States of America


  


  Lyndon Baines Johnson ....................... Vice President, later 36th Presidentof the United States


  


  Robert Strange McNamara ... Secretary of Defense under Kennedy and Johnson


  


  General Maxwell Davenport Taylor .............. Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, later ambassador to South Vietnam


  


  General Earle Gilmore Wheeler .............. Army chief of staff, later chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff


  


  General William Childs Westmoreland ...... Commander, U.S. Forces Vietnam, 1964–68, later Army chief of staff


  


  General Creighton Williams Abrams Jr. ...... Commander, U.S. Forces Vietnam, 1968–72, later Army chief of staff


  


  Dr. Alain C. Enthoven ....... Assistant Secretary of Defense for Systems Analysis


  


  Dr. Charles C. Hitch ................ Assistant Secretary of Defense (Comptroller)


  


  Walt Whitman Rostow ............ Special Assistant for National Security Affairs to Kennedy and Johnson


  


  David Dean Rusk ................ Secretary of State under Kennedy and Johnson


  


  McGeorge Bundy .......................... Special Assistant for National Security to Kennedy and Johnson


  


  Supporting Cast .......................2.7 million U.S. soldiers, Marines, airmen, and sailors who served in Vietnam


  


  
    The Five Acts of The Tragedy of Viet-Nam


    Act I: Bear Any Burden


    Act II: Light at the End of the Tunnel


    Act III: Mired in Stalemate


    Act IV: If I’ve Lost Cronkite, I’ve Lost Middle America


    Act V: When Will They Ever Learn?

  


  Robert S. McNamara, Kennedy’s choice as secretary of defense, thereby became a key player in decision-making related to the Vietnam War, not only in terms of overall strategic considerations, but equally in the flawed decisions concerning the introduction of the militarized version of the AR15 rifle into ground combat operations.


  McNamara, a highly regarded U.S. Army Air Forces lieutenant colonel in World War II with degrees from the University of California at Berkeley and Harvard Business School, had been hired by Henry Ford II upon mustering out of the military to work for Ford Motor Company at its Dearborn, Michigan, headquarters. Along with McNamara, Ford assembled a group of other bright former USAAF officers to join its postwar team of fresh, new management executives. Working under McNamara, this group of nine other statistically oriented executives, all under thirty, instituted relatively new concepts they’d practiced and perfected in the military, such as systems analysis; updated planning and organizational techniques; and management-control systems for logistics, personnel, and time-charting.


  McNamara’s team, dubbed “whiz kids” because of their skills and acumen (together perhaps with considerable intellectual snobbism), did much to revitalize postwar prospects at Ford Motor Company, resulting in McNamara’s ascendancy in 1960 to the company’s presidency. As such, he became the first leader of the company with no Ford family ties.


  McNamara was only forty-four years old, a year older than Kennedy, when the new American president asked him to leave Ford’s presidency after only seven weeks on the job to become our nation’s eighth secretary of defense. McNamara reportedly joked, according to The New York Times, that he “could barely tell a nuclear warhead from a station wagon when he arrived in Washington.”


  “Mr. President, it’s absurd; I’m not qualified,” the Times reported in its obituary when McNamara died in 2009 at age 93. Kennedy’s response? “Look, Bob, I don’t think there’s any school for presidents, either.”


  And so McNamara took the helm of the Pentagon immediately after Kennedy’s inauguration, serving Kennedy and his successor, Lyndon Johnson, for the next seven years until 1968.


  Almost from the outset, blunders in foreign policy beset the new administration. Kennedy authorized an Eisenhower administration plan for Cuban exiles to invade their homeland in mid-April 1961 at the Bay of Pigs but withdrew promised air support at the last minute, resulting in more than one hundred deaths among the invaders, with another 1,200 imprisoned by the Castro regime.


  Two months later, Kennedy met at a two-day summit in Vienna with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev and was made to look like a babe in the woods by the Politburo veteran. “I never met a man like this,” the chagrined Kennedy told Time magazine’s White House correspondent. “I talked about how a nuclear exchange would kill 70 million people in 10 minutes, and he just looked at me as if to say, ‘So what?’”


  Another two months later, on August 13, 1961, the German Democratic Republic (East Germany), acting at Khrushchev’s behest and with the Kremlin leader’s confidence that he could outpoint the inexperienced American president, began construction of a wall isolating West Berlin from East Berlin and East Germany. The Berlin Wall would remain as a principal Cold War symbol for the next twenty-eight years.


  Another two months passed and saw the Berlin Brigade’s M48 tanks go almost muzzle to muzzle with Soviet T55 tanks in an armored standoff at Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin on October 22, in a dispute over border-access procedures. Had an officer or NCO of Company F, 40th Armor panicked and given an order to fire, no one can predict what consequences might have ensued.


  A year later, after Khrushchev had clandestinely deployed intermediate-and medium-range ballistic missiles, along with Ilyushin light bombers and perhaps one hundred tactical nuclear weapons to Cuba—ninety miles from the continental United States—Kennedy and our nation lived through the Cuban Missile Crisis, the thirteen days in October 1962 when the world came perilously close to war between its two nuclear-equipped superpowers.


  Although Kennedy and his advisors were generally accorded high marks for their successful handling of the Soviet missile threat in Cuba, on the other side of the world yet another crisis was building. Back in 1954, when Kennedy was then a junior senator from Massachusetts, his predecessor in the White House, Dwight D. Eisenhower, held a significant press conference on April 7, intended to rally public support for French efforts in Vietnam against nationalist forces under Ho Chi Minh.


  “You have a row of dominoes set up,” Eisenhower explained in his occasionally fractured syntax. “You knock over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is a certainty that it will go over very quickly.” Thus, Ike added, disintegration in Southeast Asia would ensue, with the “loss of Indochina, of Burma, of Thailand, of the Peninsula, and Indonesia following.” Even Japan might be in danger, he pointed out.


  Exactly one month after Eisenhower outlined his Domino Theory, the 3,000-man French garrison at Dien Bien Phu was overrun on May 7, 1954, by 25,000 communist Viet Minh soldiers under Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap. And so the situation in Southeast Asia worsened appreciably.


  One day before Eisenhower’s press conference, John F. Kennedy, the junior senator from Massachusetts with just over a year in office, had stood on the floor of the United States Senate and argued forcibly against U.S. involvement in Vietnam: “I am frankly of the belief that no amount of American military assistance in Indochina can conquer an enemy which is everywhere and at the same time nowhere, ‘an enemy of the people’ which has the sympathy and covert support of the people.”


  Kennedy was speaking then about the folly of providing military and logistic aid to a French nation fighting desperately for the maintenance of its colonial sovereignty in Indochina. But that was 1954, and he was a freshman senator. Seven years later, he had assumed duties and responsibilities as president of the United States, leader of the Free World, and had pledged at his inauguration to “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”


  As president, Kennedy inherited the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), signed in Manila on September 8, 1954, four months after the fall of Dien Bien Phu. Although the majority of the eight signatory nations lay outside Southeast Asia (Thailand and the Philippines were the only signatories directly impacted), the intent of the SEATO Treaty was to provide for a common defense of the region, similar to what NATO was accomplishing in Europe.


  The nations comprising the former Indochina—Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos—were prohibited by Geneva agreements signed in July 1954 from participating in any military alliances. But the SEATO Treaty provided the Eisenhower administration with sufficient rationale to intervene militarily in those nations if attacked, particularly the Republic of South Vietnam. A protocol, or codicil, to the SEATO agreement provided military protection to these three countries, if required.


  And so the youthful American president, fresh off one foreign-policy disaster after another in the early months of his administration, was being obligated to take a stance vis-à-vis South Vietnam that he had strongly opposed as a senator in 1954, when reinforcing the French presence in Indochina was being evaluated by the Congress.


  Ten months into his presidency, Kennedy paid a visit in mid-October 1961 to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, home of the Army’s Special Warfare Center and the Special Forces. Accompanied by Brig. Gen. William P. Yarborough, the center’s commander, Kennedy was fascinated by a series of demonstrations conducted by the elite Special Forces personnel. These included a stealthy raid across a lake using a rubber boat, along with a free-falling parachute jump by four men with smoke grenades attached to their ankles involving a mid-air exchange of an item that turned out to be a baton engraved with the president’s name and date of his visit to Fort Bragg.


  Visibly impressed, the commander in chief said, “This demonstration is the finest example of our Special Forces soldiers. This unit needs a mark of distinction and a badge of excellence to depict its abilities.” Whereupon General Yarbrough unbuttoned his khaki shirt and brought forth a green beret, which Kennedy approved five months later as “a symbol of excellence, a badge of courage, a mark of distinction in the fight for freedom.”


  A handful of Special Forces personnel had begun operating in Laos—another country carved out of the former French Indochina—in the early fall of 1959, as Dwight Eisenhower was nearing the end of his eight-year presidency. Twelve mobile training teams, under command of legendary special-operations warrior Lt. Col. (later Colonel) Arthur “Bull” Simons, took up the task of training elements of the Royal Laotian Army in their fight against the army of the communist Pathet Lao.


  The 7th Special Forces Group at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, deployed a number of these advisors, among them Capt. Walter H. Moon, an advisor to the 6th Battalion of Lao infantry, who was captured in April 1961 and executed (shot in the head by his Pathet Lao captors) on or about July 22, 1961, following several escape attempts. Captain Moon (posthumously promoted to major by President Kennedy and awarded the Silver Star Medal for gallantry in action) was the fourteenth U.S. service member killed in Southeast Asia and is the fourteenth name engraved on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall in Washington, out of more than 58,300 names on the memorial.


  Even before Kennedy had become impressed with Special Forces capabilities during his October 1961 visit to their center at Fort Bragg, he had begun dispatching Special Forces advisory teams to train South Vietnamese military units and village-defense militia in counterinsurgency warfare. In his first year as president, Kennedy increased total Special Forces strength from approximately 1,500 to 9,000 men authorized to wear the Green Beret.


  In May 1961—just four months into his presidency—Kennedy dispatched 400 “special advisors” to South Vietnam to commence the training process of ARVN (Army of the Republic of Vietnam) troops. As 1962 ended, the president had sent 11,000 advisors in-country. By the time of his death in November 1963, Kennedy had committed more than 16,000 American advisory personnel to the struggle for South Vietnam, together with helicopter units used to transport ARVN soldiers as the tactical situation required. Thus, the stage had been set for U.S. intervention in the Vietnam conflict, although no U.S. ground combat units were as yet directly involved.


  As president, Lyndon Johnson was the first to commit American combat brigades and divisions into the war, beginning in March 1965 when nearly 5,000 Marines of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade—carrying their M14 rifles—flew from Okinawa to Da Nang to secure the U.S. airbase there. Two months later, the Okinawa-based 173rd Airborne Brigade—issued the new rifles (still in an experimental stage and officially designated as “Rifle, 5.56mm, XM16E1”) at the last minute and with limited training on the weapon—deployed to South Vietnam as the first U.S. Army ground combat unit sent into the war.


  The newly formed 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) began arriving in-country from Fort Benning, Georgia, in August 1965, equipped with the XM16E1. But infantrymen of follow-on Army divisions—the 1st Infantry Division (“Big Red One”), the 25th (“Tropic Lightning”), and the 4th (“Ivy”) still toted their M14 rifles, soon to be replaced by XM16E1s. As an instance of the combat-preparation and supply-chain confusion, the 196th Light Infantry Brigade was rushed, in July 1966, from Fort Devens, Massachusetts, to Tay Ninh Province on the Cambodian border, following training on the M14 rifle, only to have the older weapons replaced with XM16E1s as its soldiers were boarding ships bound for Vietnam.


  The need to dispatch American combat forces to the struggle for South Vietnam tore at Johnson’s heart. He had committed his presidency—first as Kennedy’s successor in 1963 and later as an elected president in his own right—to the creation of what he termed a “Great Society,” in which domestic programs could be employed to overcome poverty and racial injustice at home. A major war in Southeast Asia would therefore become a conflict not only with communist forces, but also with Johnson’s goals and priorities for America. A prolonged struggle would drain precious resources such as financial appropriations, infrastructure, and key personnel, along with the American public’s notoriously short-lived attention span that would be diverted from the Great Society’s ambitious goals.


  The escalating war in Vietnam was even exerting major pressures on our forces opposing the Soviet Bloc in Europe. In 1966, for example, major draw-downs of Army infantry, artillery, and armor officers took place throughout U.S. combat units in Europe, as these officers were reassigned either directly to Vietnam or to replenish the expanding training base in the Continental United States.


  A possibly apocryphal tale being passed around by personnel of the Berlin Brigade in 1966 had LBJ telling four-star General Andrew P. O’Meara, commander of U.S. Army forces in Europe, “General, whatever you do, don’t rock the boat with the (expletive) Russians in Berlin. I’ve got a war a-building on the other side of the world, and I haven’t got the troops to fight another one with the (expletive) Russians.”


  Initially—and for several years—the American public was for the most part supportive of the Vietnam War effort. Thus, when Army Staff Sgt. Barry Sadler wrote and recorded “The Ballad of the Green Berets” about Vietnam in 1966, it reached No. 1 nationally for five consecutive weeks on the “Billboard Hot 100” chart. And John Wayne’s 1968 film The Green Berets—in which “The Duke” portrays a fictional Special Forces colonel who leads a mission into North Vietnam to kidnap a key North Vietnamese general—proved to be popular, even as it was universally (and deservedly) panned as being nothing more than a warmed-over Eastern western. Critic Roger Ebert awarded it zero stars, said it suffered from extensive use of clichés, and that it depicted the Vietnam War in terms of “cowboys and Indians”—all valid critiques. But the public paid good money to see it and the movie made a ton of money, appearing on Variety’s list of “Big Rental Films of 1968.”


  The American public, it seems, hadn’t yet turned decisively against the war in Vietnam. That would take place in the weeks and months following the enemy’s Tet Offensive in the opening months of 1968.


  Robert S. McNamara—sworn into office as Kennedy’s secretary of defense exactly one day after Kennedy’s inauguration—surrounded himself in the Pentagon with many talented young analysts, much as he had done in 1948 at Ford Motor Company. A number of these analysts were recruited by McNamara from the Santa Monica, California-based RAND Corporation.


  RAND (an acronym for Research and Development) had been spun off in May 1948 from the Douglas Aircraft Company as an independent, private nonprofit company. In other words, it evolved into a highly sophisticated think tank with expertise in “a wide range of fields, including mathematics, engineering, aerodynamics, physics, chemistry, economics, and psychology.”


  According to the RAND website, the corporation “developed the planning, programming, and budgeting system that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s ‘Whiz Kids’ promoted throughout the federal government in the early 1960s and that was mandated as the federal standard by President Lyndon Johnson in 1965.”


  Among McNamara’s proselytes to the Pentagon from RAND was thirty-one-year-old Dr. Alain C. Enthoven (doctorate in economics from MIT), who had been at RAND since 1956, focusing on U.S. and NATO defense strategies against forces of the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact. Enthoven became McNamara’s assistant secretary of defense for systems analysis, oftentimes displaying arrogance and impatience with high-ranking military officers who he felt were resistant to the new order of things that Team McNamara was imposing on Pentagon decision-making.


  At one point in fact, the youthful Enthoven reportedly was quarreling with an Air Force general who had questioned one of the assistant defense secretary’s analyses. “General,” Enthoven is reported to have said, “I’ve fought as many nuclear wars as you have.”


  In another Pentagon exchange, this time with an Army general, one of Enthoven’s staffers argued that the standard eleven-man Army rifle squad was basically unchanged since days of the Roman legions. How could it be—the whiz kid reportedly challenged the general with unconcealed disdain—that in two thousand years a more effective infantry squad hadn’t been developed by the U.S. Army? Could money be saved by reducing the rifle squad from eleven to ten men? (It’s worth noting, perhaps, that the operations research/systems analysis-trained staffer neglected to ask the obvious parallel question of whether the addition of a twelfth rifleman, machine gunner, or grenadier might help make the rifle squad even more combat effective.) In 1959, however, the report of testing conducted at the Combat Developments Experimentation Center at Fort Ord, California, concluded that a smaller squad of five to seven men armed with the AR15 could deliver more firepower than the eleven-man squad armed with the M14 with, presumably, two of the eleven, the automatic riflemen, armed with the M14E2. McNamara was certainly aware of these results. He directed that another study of the AR15 be conducted in Vietnam. The results of this evaluation, published in 1962, further confirmed the suitability of the AR15 for Vietnamese soldiers. The problem created by his young and somewhat arrogant assistants was that they disregarded the advice of more knowledgeable military weapons specialists that more time and attention was needed to address design and functional issues along with ammunition compatibility.


  In adapting to the new world of McNamara-directed system analysis, the Army lagged well behind its counterparts in the Air Force, which was supported by the RAND Corporation (which Air Force General Curtis LeMay had helped found back in 1948) and the Navy, backed up by the Center for Naval Analysis, a federally funded nonprofit research and development center. Thus, in the above-cited squad-manning discussion, the Pentagon whiz kid was opining that the somewhat troglodytic Army had no rational justification for its manpower requirements other than past practices.


  Lacking analytical justification, the whiz kids reasoned, there was undoubtedly presumptive evidence that Army manpower requirements were being overstated and that cost-efficient reductions should be considered. To give them their just due, they encountered continuing resistance from the Chief of Ordnance, who defended his M14 and M14E2 until his office was disestablished in 1962. By defending the 7.62mm family of weapons he was in effect defending the eleven-man rifle squad.


  Kennedy’s defense secretary, backed by his bright youthful team, quickly asserted himself to impose order on what was correctly perceived as a host of inefficiencies, duplication, and waste in Pentagon procurement procedures. McNamara borrowed an analytical system he had used at Ford—Planning, Programming and Budgeting System (PPBS)—and relocated it to the Pentagon.


  And so it came to pass in 1966 that Enthoven’s Office of Systems Analysis was formally put in charge of evaluating progress (or lack thereof) in the Vietnam War. In a conflict in which holding and seizing terrain carried a relatively low priority in General William C. Westmoreland’s fallible playbook, Enthoven and his staff concluded that quantifying the count of slain enemy soldiers—together with statistics on the number of South Vietnamese villages either resettled or pacified—would become reliable indicators of progress being made.


  Unfortunately, Enthoven and his staffers failed to take into account the fact that casualties among the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soldiers fighting in the South simply weren’t a credible, important statistic as far as Ho Chi Minh and General Vo Nguyen Giap were concerned. The expenditure of fighting men, the two North Vietnamese leaders believed, was a tolerable price to be paid if all of Vietnam was to be freed from foreign oppression.


  On the other hand, American infantry commanders in too many instances were pressured by higher headquarters to inflate the number of enemy bodies actually recovered after an engagement. This unfortunate situation came about when enemy dead were dragged away by their comrades for religious reasons and to deny us the ability to accurately determine the effectiveness of any given operation. Beyond religious or humanitarian concerns, this is a standard military security practice. The entire American military chain of command in Vietnam—down to rifle company commanders—was being pressured by McNamara’s whiz kids through Westmoreland’s MACV (Military Assistance Command, Vietnam) headquarters to show progress in the war, supposedly reflected by ever-increasing body counts of dead enemy combatants.


  After all, careers were on the line in Vietnam for many U.S. military officers. Success in their normal six-month command time of a brigade, battalion, or rifle company was clearly a prerequisite for higher-level advancement. Unit leaders who failed to measure up in combat or who unnecessarily endangered their men were replaced on the spot, given what was facetiously termed a vaudevillian “midnight hook,” as in being lifted away in darkness by a CH-47 banana-shaped Chinook helicopter.


  Successful leadership of a unit in combat is considered perhaps the most salient indicator of an officer’s fitness for career advancement and because higher headquarters insisted upon a body count, commanders generally complied with a conscientious estimation. Since the enemy evacuated their dead and wounded whenever possible, the body count was often just a best guess.


  As one example, after an Arc Light bombing mission flown by Guam-based B-52 bombers in November 1967 had dropped their 500-pound bombs, obliterating a large fortified underground enemy bunker complex—hospital, armory, storage rooms, communications center, etc.—the operations officer of a 5,000-man brigade of the 1st Air Cavalry Division pressured his counterpart at battalion level for a body count. As was customary, however, combatants of the elite 2nd NVA (North Vietnamese Army) Division had removed virtually all their dead from the debris, leaving behind charred web gear, destroyed weapons, and other equipment. But it was essential for the brigade headquarters to fully justify the long-distance mission and expensive commitment of the Air Force bombers.


  Accordingly, the body-count fixation caused the battalion operations officer to negotiate with his superiors at brigade before arriving at an estimated total of one hundred enemy dead, which was duly reported through the chain of command and was probably mentioned the following day in Saigon at the daily press briefing at the Rex Hotel in downtown Saigon—facetiously dubbed by the media as “Five O’clock Follies” because so much of what was being spun to them on a daily basis presented an overly optimistic picture of steady progress in the war effort.


  It wasn’t, though, that the body count of “one hundred” was pure fabrication. The correct figure may have been twenty or perhaps as high as two hundred. But constant efforts by McNamara and Enthoven to quantify the unquantifiable resulted in a false, unrealistic picture of what was actually taking place—developments that were good and bad alike as measures of progress—in Vietnam.


  In effect, McNamara’s whiz kids were diligently analyzing and ineffectually counting on their Pentagon computers the number of waves breaking on a seashore, while on the not-too-distant horizon a tsunami-like tidal wave was bearing down on them, such as was destined to happen during the Tet Offensive in early 1968.


  The saga of the M16—the “black rifle” as it was termed by friend and foe alike because its black polymer gunstock replaced standard wooden stocks found on most other military weapons—represents a case study in flawed, haste-makes-waste decision making. This unseemly, unscientific process was imposed by SecDef Robert McNamara and his Pentagon staffers in a concerted effort to convince what they regarded, with some justification, as a hidebound U.S. Army, that its old-style full-automatic 7.62mm M14E2 rifle (which had been standardized just a few years earlier in 1963) was obsolescent for use in a jungle-warfare environment. It proved to be no match for the Soviet bloc AK47 being used in Vietnam by communist soldiers. The XM16E1 was rushed into production but hadn’t been subjected to important developmental considerations standard for military rifles.


  The AK47, or Avtomat Kalashnikova, named for its inventor, Soviet Lt. Gen. Mikhail Kalashnikov, debuted in 1947, two years after the end of World War II, and was therefore sixteen years and a weapons generation older than the American M14E2 rifle. And yet the AK47, to McNamara’s frustration, was outperforming the M1 Garands and M2 carbines issued in Vietnam to ARVN soldiers who were in contact with the enemy in the days prior to the 1965 arrival of the first U.S. combat units in Vietnam.


  It was time for McNamara’s systems-analysis techniques to be brought to bear on the problem. The SecDef, in a secret October 1962 memo to Secretary of the Army Cyrus Vance, directed that tests be conducted involving three infantry weapons: the M14E2, the AK47, and the newly developed AR15, forerunner of the XM16E1.


  McNamara had made no secret of his antipathy to the M14E2 or to the stubborn persistence of the Army brass, which kept insisting that the M14E2—formulated along traditional U.S. military weaponry guidelines—was the weapon of choice for American infantry units that would sooner or later be deployed to Vietnam. The fact that the M14E2 had been fashioned and had evolved from longstanding U.S. Army weapons-development protocols may have accounted in part for McNamara’s implicit bias against the weapon. Having been developed in a traditional way, the M14E2 ran counter to the Mc-Namara/Enthoven predilection for change, even if there was failure to differentiate between useful and destructive change. In this case the change was needed but the standard developmental protocols had been bypassed.


  They contended, with some justification, that the U.S. military leadership was irretrievably mired in the past and that the military’s resistance to change was consequently misguided. Some of the early comparisons seemed to have been prejudiced in favor of the 7.62mm family of weapons, and this undermined the Army’s arguments in favor of retaining the M14E2.


  Among McNamara’s recruits from the RAND Corporation was a brilliant economist named Dr. Charles J. Hitch, whom he installed as assistant secretary of defense (comptroller), overseeing the management of the vast Pentagon budget. Hitch, a Rhodes Scholar with a doctorate in economics from Harvard who would later serve as president of the University of California, was fiftyone years old when he joined McNamara’s team in 1961, older by far than many of the SecDef’s whiz kids, and an early proponent of


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  AFTERWORD


  The chain of events that brought this book’s co-authors together began in Rockford, Illinois, in the early 1960s.


  Capt. Robert E. Orkand, having completed the Infantry Officers Career Course at Fort Benning in 1962, was reassigned to Rockford as professor of military science at the two Rockford high schools.


  During this period along came Robert S. McNamara. Yes, the same man who ineffectively micromanaged the Vietnam War and other challenges of the Cold War came along in 1963. In one of his short-sighted cost-cutting decisions (see earlier chapters), McNamara decided to eliminate the Junior ROTC programs in high schools nationwide, on grounds that they produced no commissioned officers (as college and university ROTC programs did) and that the officers and NCOs assigned to high schools could be utilized more productively elsewhere. (Vietnam was not yet in McNamara’s gunsights, except perhaps for the Green Beret Special Forces advisors quietly being committed to Southeast Asia by President Kennedy.)


  The SecDef’s Pentagon penny-pinchers took no notice of the fact that by providing discipline and structure to the lives of American sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds, JROTC was helping stimulate patriotism, motivation, and purpose to thousands of teenagers across our fair land, helping to cut down on delinquency, dropouts, and school absenteeism. Accordingly, civic leaders and educators nationwide bombarded their senators and congressmen with protests against McNamara’s action, resulting in the ROTC Revitalization Act of 1964, which expanded both senior and junior ROTC programs.


  The executive officer of the cadet battalion that year was a medium-height, fair-haired young man with a very military crew cut. His name was Vernon Miller, he was one of the sharpest cadets we had, and because of Vern Miller you’re able to read and digest this book.


  After Vern graduated from West High and I moved on to assignments first in West Berlin and then to Vietnam, we lost contact with one another. But in early 2017, after my name had appeared in the 1st Cavalry Division newspaper in a listing of people who had renewed their memberships in the 1st Cav Association, a letter arrived in my mail one day in Huntsville, Texas, from an address in Wisconsin. Vern Miller, retired from the VA in Milwaukee, had spotted my name in the yellow newsprint of the Cav newspaper, tracked me down through the Internet, and decided to tell his old PMS that he too had spent time in Vietnam with the famed 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile).


  In phone calls and even a personal visit that Vern made to Huntsville, I told him that I had a commitment from Stackpole Books to publish a book about our problems in Vietnam with the M16 rifle, and that a weapons expert I was hoping to call upon as co-author had recently backed out. Vern had a solution.


  Vern had served in Vietnam under Capt. Lyman Duryea in a rifle squad in 1966–1967 with Company C, 2nd Battalion (Airmobile), 7th Cavalry before leaving the Army as a Specialist 4. He then related how Captain Duryea, prior to his two tours of duty in Vietnam, had participated as a test officer at Fort Benning involving comparisons between the M14 and XM16E1 rifles.


  The 2/7 Cav, where Miller and Duryea served, was the sister battalion of the one with which I had spent time in 1967–1968, the 1st Battalion (Airmobile), 7th Cavalry. Both battalions, of course, are lineal descendants of the Seventh U.S. Cavalry Regiment that Lt. Col. George Armstrong Custer led into ill-considered hostilities at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in June 1876 in the Montana Territory. The 7th Cavalry, like most of the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile), was usually first into the fighting and, in the process, sustained more casualties in Vietnam than any other Army division (see Introduction).


  Vern gave me the address in McDaniels, Kentucky, where I could contact his old C.O., Col. (Ret.) Lyman Duryea. And so I did. I explained the book’s concept, we exchanged ideas, had face-to-face meetings in Atlanta, Georgia, and in Killeen, Texas (where today’s 1st Cavalry Division is headquartered at nearby Fort Hood), and have been in steady contact ever since, exchanging ideas and sharing drafts of the book’s chapters. Chan’s death just as this book was being finalized came as a shock to all of us who knew, worked with, and admired him.


  Many thanks, Vern, for bringing Chan Duryea and me together for this project. And as the greeting goes among 7th Cavalry veterans ever since our famed leader led us into battle in 1876 with drums and bugles playing his favorite Irish dancing tune, “Garry Owen.”


  Bob Orkand
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